
Talking tactics
The small business of football 
Priyen Patel
Edited by: Andrew Cave

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, 
or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or 
otherwise, without prior permission of the Federation of Small Businesses (FSB). While every effort 
has been made to ensure the accuracy of the facts and data contained in this publication, no 
responsibility can be accepted by the FSB for errors or omissions or their consequences. Articles that 
appear in the report are written in general terms only. They are not intended to be a comprehensive 
statement of the issues raised and should not be relied upon for any specifi c purposes. Readers 
should seek appropriate professional advice regarding the application to their specifi c circumstances 
of the issues raised in any article.

This report can be downloaded from the FSB website at http://www.fsb.org.uk/policy 

Published December 2010.

© Federation of Small Businesses 2010

Copies of this publication may be obtained by writing to:
Federation of Small Businesses 
2 Catherine Place, London SW1E 6HF

Telephone: 020 7592 8100 
Facsimile: 020 7233 7899 
email: london.policy@fsb.org.uk 
website: www.fsb.org.uk

If you require this document in an alternative formal please email 
accessability@fsb.org.uk

FOOTBALL



www.fsb.org.uk

1 Talking TacTics: The small business of fooTball

Contents

about the authors 3

kick-off 3

more than the game 3

The home club 6

fair play 9

full time results 9

keep Trade local 11

Your local club needs your support 11

benefits of joining the fsb  12



federation of small businesses 

2 Talking TacTics: The small business of fooTball

About the authors

Priyen Patel
Priyen Patel joined the fsb in 2008 as a policy advisor after working for 
a political party. he has also worked for a bank and now specialises on 
economic and finance policies for the fsb. Priyen is a huge spurs fan. 

Andrew Cave
andrew is the head of Policy at the federation of small businesses.

 
 



www.fsb.org.uk

3 Talking TacTics: The small business of fooTball

Talking tactics:the small 
business of football

Kick-off 

The fsb is the uk’s leading business organisation with over 210,000 
members. it exists to protect and promote the interests of the self-employed, 
and all those who run their own business. our membership covers sectors 
across the whole business community from engineering firms to farmers 
and the self-employed.

as everyone knows, football is big business. but the vast majority of football 
clubs are actually small businesses. football is just like any other business, 
but due to the high importance and passion we place on it, we don’t often 
associate football clubs with the everyday running of a small business. 

Just like other small firms, many football clubs are under threat; and just like 
other small businesses, the loss of a club can have very negative social and 
economic consequences for local communities.

This report looks at the business and charitable work of football and calls 
on the government to help clubs, and the rich fabric of businesses and 
community initiatives they support, to survive and thrive. With public sector 
budget cuts starting to bite, government should harness the power of 
football to add value in education, sport, community relations and the local 
economy. 

More than the game

The recession has been difficult on all small businesses. Just like other 
businesses, football clubs have had problems accessing finance from the 
banks, difficulty in sponsorship, hospitality revenues and seen reduction in 
investments. 
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however, major investment in playing staff by the top Premier league 
clubs has continued. The Deloitte football money league 2009 showed 
that the top teams had increased revenues, and teams such as Tottenham 
hotspur and manchester city invested heavily in playing staff. however, 
the majority of football clubs had tougher times and investments in players 
were below year-on-year trends. 

The football league agents Report 2009-10 showed that smaller clubs 
from league 1 and league 2 were involved in fewer player transactions 
than the previous year.1 championship clubs, with almost 400 fewer 
player transactions, replicated this trend. however, in both situations and 
throughout the league structure, money going to agents increased by over 
25 per cent between last season and the 2008-09 season. championship 
clubs accounted for £10.1 million (79.5%) of this total, with league 1 
and league 2 clubs accounting for £2.2 million (17.6%) and £0.4 million 
(2.9%) respectively. 

These statistics show increased overheads in player transactions and money 
leaking out of football. like all small businesses, clubs will have to make 
considerations on what their priorities are and how best to structure those 
in tight financial situations. This may mean fewer players and activities that 
are more commercial. 

The legal status of football clubs varies across europe and from club to 
club. in some countries, football clubs are mutual clubs, membership sports 
clubs, and some are even owned by the fans. in the uk, most clubs are 
limited companies and five clubs are plcs, which enforces some financial 
scrutiny and discipline upon them, as well as imposing certain business 
obligations. however, common to most is that they are small and medium-
sized enterprises – that is they have below 249 employees. 

Team Number of non- 

playing staff

Playing staff and 

player support

Total staff Size of firm

BRENTFORD 17 50 67 SME

WYCOMBE WANDERERS 47 57 104 SME

NORWICH CITY 118 63 181 SME

EVERTON 140 86 226 SME

TOTTENHAM HOTSPUR 148 142 290 LARGE FIRM

Table 1 Source – Annual Accounts

football clubs do not just employ playing staff, a manager and a backroom 
staff; they also employ many other people. for example, Wycombe 
Wanderers employ 10 fewer non-playing staff than playing staff. at the 
top of the football pyramid, everton employ more non-playing staff than 
playing staff but still come under the sme definition. 

 1  http://www.football-
league.co.uk/staticFiles/
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as with most small businesses, there are barriers that football clubs must 
overcome to make additional revenue and grow. small businesses see 
growth in terms of additional turnover and profit, but for a football club it 
is movement up the league, and promotion. This can be achieved through 
healthy finances and acquiring players and coaching staff. 

however, we know that the majority of clubs have come under financial 
stress over the past two decades. in the first three months of 2010, the high 
court heard cases of unpaid VaT and PaYe from, to name a few, cardiff 
city, crystal Palace, southend united and notts county. The most notable 
and press covered story of a football club in financial and management 
distress was Portsmouth. They owed hmRc £15 million in unpaid VaT and 
PaYe. 

When clubs do become so financially insolvent that hmRc, a bank or a 
collection of trade creditors take action, the individual sums of money are 
not always large (figure 1). however, the sums owed to a small business 
could be the difference between paying an employee and investing in new 
orders. figure 1 shows that most of the Portsmouth debt was to businesses 
local to the club and below £1,000. local businesses adversely affected 
include florists, butchers, printers and private security firms. 

Where debt is owed to hmRc, the government needs to consider the 
wider business implications of forcing clubs out of business; this will leave 
small firms with outstanding debts. The government should instead pursue 
an approach that leaves a club in existence after restructuring. This will 

 2 Portsmouth City Football 
Club Report to Creditors 
http://www.uhy-uk.com/
media/news/PFC%20-%20
Report%20to%20creditors%20
Adobe%207.pdf

Figure 1 Portsmouth City Football Club trade creditors2
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ensure businesses get paid and a club continues playing and trading. This 
is not just the best result for fans, but also for the local community and 
economy. it is ultimately the best result for the Treasury too.

The home club

many football clubs, like small businesses, see the value of involving 
themselves in the local community. This is important for smaller clubs as 
it not only helps them build a relationship with local community groups 
and businesses; but also helps them build contacts with local public sector 
agencies. This is vitally important for clubs, as they will have regular contact 
with the local council, police and transport agencies. 

additionally, many clubs invest in corporate social Responsibility (csR), 
lending football and club facilities to local people and groups. an example 
of this work is the use of training facilities by young and disadvantaged 
people, and the use of well-known players to promote local charities. csR 
leads to better local communities and helps people who would not normally 
be able to take part in sports. 

Research undertaken by the fsb showed that two-thirds of members from all 
sectors are engaged in some form of csR. a third of members donate goods 
and/or services to local charities, while three in 10 make charitable donations 
from company profits. some examples of football clubs and csR include:

•	 Brighton and Hove Albion help schools that care for children with 
disabilities in sussex

•	 Brentford take children rowing down the River Thames

•	 all football league clubs have separate charities, which are at arm’s 
length so that it continues even if the club has financial distress

•	 many football league clubs host primary care trust offices and roughly 
70 per cent have classrooms in their stadiums 

it is important for small football clubs to look at how they can best 
engage with the local business community. The fsb recommends that all 
clubs engage with small businesses at a local level to share best practise 

DERBY COUNTY – PRESIDENT AND CEO TOM GLICK 

The Derby charitable trust – Derby County in the Community – is one of the 

biggest in the Football League. Derby County in the Community works with 

people of all ages with mental and physical disabilities, and works with the 

police on social inclusion in our area. We also promote Pride Park as a SME 

hub; connecting people and businesses and driving new business ventures. Local 

small and medium-sized businesses using our hospitality see a value in employee 

engagement and staff retention, and it’s a great day out. 
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and make business contacts. Two examples of good practice are afc 
bournemouth which runs a business network club, and macclesfield Town 
which recently launched a free apprenticeships programme. 

a key aspect for clubs and the economic well being of a local area is the 
procurement strategies of larger businesses. The fsb recommends that all 
clubs should try to procure locally as this will help small businesses in the 
area, but also help smaller clubs build up relationships with the community. 

This was tested during the recession, and small businesses saw many large 
firms extend contract payment terms and introduce charging, which the 
fsb opposes. We urge all clubs to pay fairly and sign up to the Prompt 
Payment code3 and we encourage the football league and the Premier 
league to bring this to the attention of all member clubs. Paying invoices 
late not only harms business relationships but also puts pressure on the 
cash-flows of small businesses. 

The fsb recommends that local authorities and the government should promote 
charitable Rate Relief to all football clubs with non-for-profit status and community 
amateur sports clubs. This will help grassroots football clubs to reduce their 
liabilities on business rates and help the communities they reside in. This scheme, 
available by registering through the community amateur sports clubs scheme 
(casc scheme) at hmRc, provides the following tax exemptions:4

•	 exemption from corporation Tax on profits from trading where the 
turnover of trade is less than £30,000 (prior to 1 april 2004 limit was 
£15,000)

•	 exemption from corporation Tax on income from property where the 
gross income is less than £20,000 (Prior to 1 april 2004 limit was 
£10,000)

•	 exemption from corporation Tax on interest received

•	 exemption from corporation Tax on chargeable gains.

This scheme might not be right for all small football clubs, but the benefits 
are obvious and at a time when many sports are competing for attendance 
and financial advantage, the casc scheme would provide a level of 
assistance.  

Deloitte figures show 5,693 clubs registered as casc up to December 
2009. Through mandatory rate relief and the ability to claim gift aid on 
voluntary donations, casc clubs have benefitted from an estimated £76.2 
million in savings since 2002.5

major sports like cricket, football, lawn tennis and rugby union alone 
invested over £120 million in grassroots development in 2002.6 broadly, 
these funds come from their ‘professional’ activities, and the investment 
takes place without any matching contribution from government. 

3 http://www.promptpay 
mentcode.org.uk/

4 http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/
charities/casc/tax-relief.htm

5 http://www.cascinfo.co.uk/
6 Memorandum submitted by 

Richard Baldwin http://www.
publications.parliament.uk/
pa/cm200405/cmselect/
cmcumeds/507/507we21.
htm
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7 http://www.lga.gov.uk/lga/
aio/35230

8 SUPPORTERS DIRECT 
SUBSTANCE 2010 http://
www.supporters-direct.org/
downloads/socialvalue/
svoff%20summary%20report.
pdf

9 STEM – science, technology, 
engineering and maths

During a period of large public sector consolidation, the government must 
look at what further activities football clubs can undertake to help fulfil 
community sporting and educational needs. This may be branded as ‘big 
society’ but it is clear that clubs have been involved in charitable and 
community activities for many years. 

The fsb recommends that the government now review what further action 
can help small football clubs. areas for review should be:

•	 how the tax system could encourage greater investment in grassroots 
football (eg,  capital investment reliefs and VaT assistance). This should 
be extended to non-profit distributing groups like supporters’ trusts 
investing in clubs.

•	 The clubs engagement with small businesses to ascertain the local 
economic benefits of having football clubs which participate in local 
communities and the local economic market. (Please see ‘social and 
community Value of football’ by supporters Direct 2010). 

•	 The development of best practice guides, by the local government 
association,  about how football clubs and local authorities can work 
together more effectively to build on the excellent work currently 
undertaken. an example of this is afc Telford and Telford and Wrekin 
council, who helped negotiate with banks and liquidators; helped 
with press and promotion; brought in local partners; and helped with 
the pitch facilities.7  

GOOD PRACTICE HIGHLIGHT – THE VALUE OF CHANGING FOCUS8 

Club A had significantly changed the approach of the community outreach 

work from a ‘traditional football in the community scheme’ to an independent 

charity, shifting work from schools sessions to projects based on estates and in 

community centres. It also relocated, due to circumstances, into the heart of a 

Bangladeshi community. The shift in focus has helped improve relations with the 

local authority.

MACCLESFIELD TOWN – CHAIRMAN MIKE RANCE 

We firmly believe that our future is at the heart of the community. For a small 

club like ours, we still have many people employed to help reach far into the 

community and help the team progress. We carry out work with the council to 

help promote street soccer, rugby and dance classes. We also use the stadium 

as an education facility and run STEM9 and healthy living courses with local 

primary schools. We also promote the town centre with our sponsorship of a local 

farmers’ market and ice-rink, and also host a local small businesses club. 
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Fair play

small businesses benefit most when clubs play games. These are usually 
businesses operating in the entertainment sector (eg, pubs, cafes and 
restaurants), gifts shops and those geographically close to stadia. however, 
we have already seen that a multitude of other businesses supply and work 
with football clubs on a regular basis. 

This may come through the hospitality services which many football clubs 
supply, or can be through back office operations. unless a club is a top 
Premier league club, many of the partners are likely to be other small 
businesses. it is important that football clubs remember that the financial 
constraints they work under are likely to be the same as the businesses they 
work with. 

it is also important for small businesses that either work with football clubs 
or operate near them to engage with the club. This is crucial, as many 
smaller clubs will not have the recourses to engage with every business 
but may wish they could. This open dialogue will not only help build local 
contacts but can also lead to business opportunities. for example, it can 
lead to supplying goods to the club, use of facilities and sponsorship. 

all clubs cite local businesses as key stakeholders with which they have 
financial, sponsorship or other relationships. however, many clubs do not 
have local purchasing or supply policies that can enhance the delivery of 
social value. There are some excellent examples of best practice within the 
supporters Direct The ‘Social and Community Value of Football’ report  10

Full time results

football clubs, extending to the very top of the football league, are small 
businesses. They are under the same stresses and strains as the majority of 
firms in the uk – cash-flow; investment; tax; and regulations. however, due 
to the high importance and passion we place on football in the uk, they 
seem wholly different to other businesses. 

Good examples of local procurement policies from football clubs:11

•	 Club 3 (a single, local owner) had an ‘explicit’ policy and in a recent 

£0.5m capital development it reported that over 90% had been spent 

within the county

•	 Club 5 had a local purchasing policy and regular meetings with local 

businesses

•	 Club 10 reported that its new facility development will use local suppliers

•	 Both Club 8 and Club 10 sought to broaden sponsorship to be a type of 

‘business membership’ relationship

10 THE SOCIAL AND 
COMMUNITY VALUE OF 
FOOTBALL June 2010 http://
clients.squareeye.com/
uploads/sd/Full_Report_
singles_3C.pdf

11  SUPPORTERS DIRECT 
SUBSTANCE 2010 http://
www.supporters-direct.org/
downloads/socialvalue/
svoff%20summary%20report.
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The fsb believes there is much the government can do to further support 
football clubs and the rich fabric of small businesses and community 
projects that depend on their survival. harnessing the power of football for 
the good of local communities and local economies should be a priority for 
this government’s ‘big society’ agenda. 

The fsb recommends:

1. Decision makers and regulators should recognise that most football 
clubs are smes and not owned by wealthy individuals. 

2. Where 25 per cent of debt owed to hmRc occurs, the government 
needs to consider the wider socio-economic implications of forcing 
clubs out of business. additionally, restructuring a club in financial 
distress should also look to bring in the local community and fans. 

3. The government and local authorities should review the assistance 
small football clubs receive to help them provide greater charitable 
and community activities. With this, the government must look at the 
economic contribution football makes on a sub-regional level. 

4. The local government association, along with the police, should 
develop best practice examples for football clubs. 

5. bank lending and finance restrictions apply to small football clubs as 
with small businesses; both sides need to foster good relationships and 
working practices. cash-flow is important and banks need to recognise 
that certain parts of the year will be harder for clubs. 

6. football clubs should source goods and services locally to help local 
small businesses, they should also sign the Prompt Payment code and 
pay invoices fairly. 

7. Very small amateur clubs should research the community amateur 
sports clubs scheme that can provide assistance in rate relief and gift 
aid. 

8. all clubs and businesses should build on the engagement processes 
currently run and see what further engagement can enhance commercial 
and charitable activities for both clubs and small businesses. 

AFC BOURNEMOUTH – ROB MITCHELL, COMMERCIAL DIRECTOR

AFC Bournemouth continues to work hard after some tough times and continues 

to help the local community and local businesses. We run programmes with the 

council to help kids play sports within school hours and outside school hours. 

Additionally, we also help the local environment by running our Green Goals 

scheme to promote recycling and litter pick-ups. This brings together kids, players 

and local commercial partners. For our commercial partners, we run the AFC 

Bournemouth Business Club and try to procure locally as much as possible.  
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Keep Trade Local

The fsb’s Keep Trade Local campaign seeks to stem the tide of business 
closures; reverse the trend of decline of independent shops and defend the 
choice and diversity that customers deserve. To ensure a viable future, for 
independent shops on and off the high streets in the uk, the fsb is now 
working harder than ever to reassert the voice of small businesses at every 
level of government and make their voices heard. 

Your local club needs your support

sustaining a local club is not only about checking the scores in the local 
papers, but also about watching games and getting involved in the 
outreach work. During the christmas and new Year period, along with 
the upcoming third round of the fa cup, it is important that we support our 
local clubs; especially as getting tickets for the big games is increasingly 
difficult and expensive. 
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Benefits of Joining the FSB 
Did you know that as a right of 
membership, FSB members have access  
to the following services:

•  legal advice from qualified lawyers 24/7 all year

•   Tax advice from hmRc trained specialists. Tax protection against  
in-depth tax investigations for all fsb members’ businesses

•   information on employment law, health & safety, tax and commercial law 
through the fsb members-only website

•   legal documents downloadable in ms Word which can be styled to your 
business available through the same website 

•   insurance cover for legal defence and an employment disputes service with 
payment of statutory awards

Can you afford NOT to join? 
Call now on 0808 20 20 888

www.fsb.org.uk
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