
THE FUTURE OF UEFA
CLUB COMPETITIONS
AN FSE PERSPECTIVE

Football Supporters Europe ©
All Rights Reserved | 2021

MARCH 2021



FOREWORD

BACKGROUND & CONTEXT 

MAINTAINING SPORTING MERIT IN EUROPEAN COMPETITIONS

PROTECTING DOMESTIC FOOTBALL

DEFENDING SUPPORTERS’ INTERESTS

FAIRER REVENUE DISTRIBUTION AND SUSTAINABILITY

SUMMARY & RECOMMENDATIONS 

BIBLIOGRAPHY

02

03

06

09

12

16

20

22

Table
of Contents

UCC REFORM _ FSE PERSPECTIVE  |  01



UCC REFORM _ FSE PERSPECTIVE  |  02

FOREWORD
In the coming weeks and months, the powerbrokers of

European football will determine the future of UEFA club

competitions.

Although there has been much talk of a breakaway super

league, it appears the most likely outcome is an

expanded UEFA Champions League. Reports suggest

that the traditional group stage is set to be replaced by a

more flexible Swiss Model so as to accommodate

additional clubs and games.

But who stands to benefit from this format?

Certainly not supporters.

Why? Because it does not solve any of the problems we

care about. On the contrary, it has the potential to make

them worse, increasing the gap between the haves and

have nots, further undermining cherished domestic

leagues and cups, and making yet more demands on our

limited time and money.

Most supporters do not want, nor can we afford, more

football. Instead, we want better football. Only somebody

desperately trying to feed an addiction to costly transfers,

wages, and agents fees could conflate the two. And only

somebody with a fundamentally different understanding of

the game to the vast majority could describe the Swiss

Model as “beautiful”, as European Club Association

(ECA) chairman Andrea Agnelli did at the organisation’s

25th annual general assembly.

In reality, there is not enough evidence either way to say

whether it will be a good or bad format. We do know,

however, that the format of a competition is merely a

means to an end. Football’s true beauty lies in its

simplicity and unpredictability. What matters is what

happens on the pitch. When supporters present their

ticket at the turnstile or pick a corner in a crowded bar,

they usually do so in the belief that their team has a

fighting chance of winning.

For many, the growing financial disparity between and

within leagues has gradually undermined that belief. Even

advocates of bigger European competitions tacitly admit

to a lack of sporting merit and competitive balance across

the pyramid when they speak about the Swiss Model

producing fewer “dead games.”

It is ironic, then, that plans to enlarge the UEFA

Champions League are often framed as a way to improve

the game’s diversity and harness its universal appeal—an

odd argument given the very real risk they

will  concentrate even more wealth and power in the

hands of a dozen or so elite clubs from five or six Western

European nations. 

All this is not to say that Football Supporters Europe

(FSE) and other supporters’ organisations oppose

attempts to overhaul European football—far from it. We

have repeatedly called for meaningful reform to make the

game more sustainable from top to bottom and for

supporters and other stakeholders to be involved in

discussions to this end. We want the game to be more

European, more diverse, and more open, not dominated

by a handful of clubs or countries.

But there is no need to reinvent the wheel. Positive

change would simply entail a willingness to recognise

what makes European football so entertaining, popular,

and successful—sporting merit, competitive balance,

solidarity—and a commitment to strengthen it through

open access and a more equitable distribution of

revenue. This, and only this, will ensure that clubs and

communities from across the continent enjoy a fair share

of the game’s economic and social benefits.

We hope this paper provides a more comprehensive

insight into FSE’s perspective on the different paths to

and from such a scenario.

“Most supporters do not
want, nor can we afford,

more football. Instead, we
want better football.”

Ronan Evain,

Executive Director

Football Supporters Europe
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BACKGROUND
& CONTEXT

“There was a general expectation a little
while ago of what was called a Super

League, in which all the European clubs
would play, breaking away from the

domestic leagues in their own countries.”
Arthur Hopcroft (1968)

The European model of sport is simple.

It is based on the related principles of sporting merit, promotion and relegation,

qualification to transnational competitions via domestic success, financial solidarity,

and subsidiarity. These principles underpin a wider, social vision of sport—one that

emphasises the importance of grassroots participation and encompasses education,

public health, and culture, as well as equality, diversity, and inclusion. [1]

The European Model of Sport: A Qualified Success

For the better part of 50 years, a wide range of football stakeholders have embraced

the spirit of this model, if not the associated vision. And, with a few notable

exceptions, it has proved to be relatively effective, contributing to the game’s

sustained growth at both the domestic and global level.

Nottingham Forest, Red Star, and FC Porto, to name but a few clubs, all stand as

cases in point. Despite not being among the richest clubs in Europe, they were still

able to win the European Cup and UEFA Champions League through hard-work,

determination, and skill.

New & Old Challenges to the European Model of Sport

And yet, the system that gave rise to these success stories and others has, in recent

decades, been undermined from all angles. Inadequate enforcement of Financial

Fair Play regulations, the distorting effects of investment by sovereign wealth funds,

the impact of bigger and bigger broadcast deals, and now, the COVID-19 pandemic,

have all played their part.

The result has been an incomparable consolidation of wealth and power in the hands

of a few clubs, which, in turn, has reduced competitive balance both domestically

and in Europe. At best, these problems will be compounded by the most recent

proposals to reform the existing format of UEFA club competitions. At worst, they

could weaken the foundations on which modern European football rest, paving the

way for a closed ‘Super League’ in the process.

Neither scenario holds great appeal beyond the boardrooms of elite clubs and

private equity firms; nor, for that matter, are they novel, progressive, or inevitable.

Writing in 1968, English journalist Arthur Hopcroft observed:

“There was a general expectation a little while ago of what was called a Super

League, in which all the European clubs would play, breaking away from the

domestic leagues in their own countries.” [2]

Although prominent proposals to restructure European competitions and create

some kind of breakaway league are not one and the same, they do share key tenets

and aims. By design, they will lead to a small number of clubs having more money

and a greater number having less. They will also lead to more games being played,

which will negatively impact domestic leagues, competitions, and supporter cultures.

And they will—again, by design—make it harder (or impossible) for less wealthy

clubs to qualify for Europe and more difficult to compete if they do (which in the case

of a super league, they will not).



UCC REFORM _ FSE PERSPECTIVE  |  04

Whatever the outcome for big clubs and big leagues, it should be assumed that the

consequences will be worse for smaller clubs and smaller leagues. It is no

exaggeration to say that reported reforms for 2024 onwards will potentially place the

entire ecosystem of modern European football at stake: they will touch everybody

and everything, from the Champions League right down to local amateur leagues.

Football Supporters Europe & Supporters as Stakeholders

For this reason, UEFA club competitions reform has been and continues to be a

crucial topic for FSE, national supporters’ organisations, and supporters of clubs

across the continent and the footballing pyramid.

Indeed, there is an almost unanimous belief among supporters and supporters’

groups that the reform proposals being discussed in the media will make the game

more unequal, less competitive, and in the long run, unsustainable. There is also a

clear understanding that they will result in a much more congested calendar—a

proposition that is as unpopular with supporters as it is with players.

Still, there is no appetite to defend the status quo. Most supporters recognise that

European football is in desperate need of far-reaching reform—they just happen to

object to the most debated solutions.

Principles for Reform

At the 2019 FSE General Meeting in Lisbon, members representing a diverse array

of clubs and interests formalised these concerns, committing the organisation to the

following six principles:

And on 29th January 2021, over 140 supporters’ groups from 16 nations signed a

statement in opposition to a European super league. [3]

PROMOTION AND RELEGATION BASED ON SPORTING PERFORMANCE

from the bottom of the pyramid to qualification for European competitions

NO TO CLOSED LEAGUES OR FRANCHISE FOOTBALL

qualification exclusively based on performance, not through history or wealth

WEEKENDS ARE FOR DOMESTIC LEAGUES

protect fan culture, home and away

COMPETITIVE LEAGUES

keep domestic competitions open and fair

PROTECT THE PYRAMID AND CUP COMPETITIONS

domestic football comes first

SHARE THE WEALTH

redistribute revenue from elite football across the whole game
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More specifically, the paper makes three main arguments:

I. Existing proposals to reform UEFA club competitions are perilous for leagues, clubs, players, and

supporters.

II. The European model of sport provides a sustainable blueprint for the future of domestic leagues

and UEFA club competitions.

III. Alternatives to existing proposals should therefore seek to protect and strengthen this model, with

a particular emphasis on maintaining sporting merit in European competitions, protecting domestic

football, defending supporters’ interests, and fairer revenue distribution.

"We are all united in our opposition
to the creation of a European Super
League—an unpopular, illegitimate,

and dangerous scheme in the eyes of
the overwhelming majority of fans."

Statement signed by over 140 European supporters' groups
January 2021 
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MAINTAINING SPORTING MERIT
IN EUROPEAN COMPETITIONS
The dream of seeing one’s club play and win in Europe is

almost universal, motivating chief executives, coaches,

players, and supporters alike.

Two aspects of the European model of sport keep this

dream from veering into fantasy: sporting merit and

qualification via domestic success.

The most obvious threat to both is a super league, which

would operate according to the principles of the American

franchise system.  But even incremental changes to the

existing UEFA club competitions format have the potential

to make it harder for smaller clubs to qualify and to compete

even if they do—problems that already exist under the

current system.

Equal Opportunity

‘Sporting merit’ can be understood as a synonym for

fairness. To most people, fairness in football means that a

club’s success is determined by its efforts on the pitch, not

the size of its balance sheet or past achievements. It is the

central, elementary concept on which the European game is

founded, and arguably the one that has made it so popular.

The former chair of Nottingham Forest Supporters’ Trust,

Elliot Stanley, eloquently made this point when reflecting on

his club’s remarkable European victory in the 1978-79 and

1979-80 European Cup finals:

“Forest’s success, at its pinnacle, was quite extraordinary. It

is rightfully seen as a sporting miracle; but the real success

story was that it was possible at all—that the opportunity

existed, and that people could believe, in good faith, that

they had a sporting chance.”

And yet, some of the most powerful stakeholders in

European football are not convinced by this idea of fairness,

if they deem it to be a value worth contemplating in the first

place.

It is clear to all that a super league-style competition is anti-

competitive by its very nature. And to be fair to its most

enthusiastic proponents, few have gone to great lengths to

deny this fact. It is generally recognised that the purpose of a

closed league is to ensure that elite clubs can rely on a

constant stream of revenue from big European fixtures, year

in, year out, regardless of whether they are consistently

playing well or winning.

In the words of ECA Chairman and Juventus FC president

Andrea Agnelli:

“I have great respect for everything Atalanta are doing, but,

without international history and thanks to just one great

season, they had direct access into the primary European

club competition. Is that right or not?” [4]

“Forest’s success, at its
pinnacle, was quite
extraordinary. It is
rightfully seen as a

sporting miracle; but
the real success story

was that it was possible
at all—that the

opportunity existed,
and that people could
believe, in good faith,

that they had a sporting
chance.”

Elliot Stanley,
former chair of

Nottingham Forest
Supporters’ Trust
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When it comes to more conventional reform proposals such as the Swiss Model,

which add more clubs and thus more games, the implications are less stark. Even

so, while the reasoning may not be the same, it does rhyme. As Arsène Wenger

recently observed when reviewing contemporary discussions around club

competitions reform, “clubs always want more money [and] to get more money, they

want more guaranteed games.” [5]

The question is, more games for whom? The answer seems to be clubs from the top

five leagues (England, France, Germany, Italy, and Spain). In other words, those

leagues that are already well represented in the UEFA Champions League and

UEFA Europa League.

This only constitutes “expanding access” in a narrow, technical way. Together with a

reduction in the size of the UEFA Europa League and the introduction of the UEFA

Conference League from 2021-22 onwards, an enlarged UEFA Champions League

will likely raise further barriers of entry to less powerful leagues. Champions of these

leagues will be forced to persevere through qualification rounds, while the continent’s

elite clubs—in some cases, those that finish 3rd, 4th, or 5th in their respective

leagues—will be assured of a place in the group stages.

In the view of economist Charlie Whiteley, the long-term outcome of this will be a

greater “disparity in revenues” across and within leagues. [6]

Another related idea that has been suggested is for qualification to be based on

performance over a longer period—two, three, or five seasons, say. Again, as with a

super league, this would privilege elite clubs and punish hardworking underdogs. If

this approach had been implemented from the beginning, the likes of Atalanta and

Leicester City—to pick two examples—would, quite unjustly, have been prevented

from competing at the highest level.

Competitive Balance

One of the underappreciated risks of less equitable—and by extension, less

competitive—European competitions is that they will become less entertaining. After

all, it is difficult to be enthusiastic about a foregone conclusion.

This is undoubtedly an important factor for supporters.

According to the CIES Football Observatory Monthly Report on ‘What Fans Think

About the Professional Game’, published in January 2021, “the vast majority of fans

[who] took part in [our] survey expressed concern with regard to [the loss of balance

in football competitions].” More specifically, 63.5 percent of respondents said that

there is not enough balance in international club competitions. [7]

This is not nostalgia for a bygone age that never existed. The statistics show that, on

the whole, European competitions have become less competitive.

In the 1970s and 1980s, teams from outside the top five leagues reached the final of

the European Cup/UEFA Champions League six times and won it three times. In the

1990s, those figures fell to three and two respectively. Since 2000, only FC Porto

have reached the final, beating AS Monaco 3-0 in 2003-04 to lift the trophy. The

number of teams from outside the top five leagues to reach the Round of 16 has also

declined decade on decade, from an average of 4.6 per season in the 1970s to 0.9

in the 2010s.
"The question is, more games for whom?

The answer seems to be clubs from the top five leagues."

63.5 % OF RESPONDENTS SAID THAT THERE

IS NOT ENOUGH BALANCE IN

INTERNATIONAL CLUB COMPETITIONS

CIES Football Observatory Monthly Report 
January 2021
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OBSERVATIONS
Any reform of UEFA club competitions must therefore:

GUARANTEE AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY FOR ALL CLUBS TO QUALIFY

FOR EUROPEAN COMPETITIONS BASED ON SPORTING MERIT

RETAIN QUALIFICATION BASED SOLELY ON PERFORMANCE FROM

THE PREVIOUS DOMESTIC SEASON

REVIVE THE COMPETITIVE BALANCE IN EUROPEAN COMPETITIONS.

The same trend is evident with respect to shock results,

which have become increasingly rare in the past ten or so

years. Pre-COVID, Celtic’s 2-1 defeat of FC Barcelona in

November 2012 and BATE Borisov’s triumph over FC

Bayern Munich in October of the same year were the last

notable upsets in the UEFA Champions League.

Entrenching the wealth and influence of elite clubs will only

reinforce this problem when the aim should be to first

reverse and then overcome it. As the CIES report

concludes, “sporting inequalities between teams, reflecting

economic gaps that are constantly growing, must be

reduced in order to prevent fans from turning away.”
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Then there is the gap within leagues. This afflicts the top five as much as the other

50, perhaps even more so in some cases. In the past ten years, for instance,

Juventus have won Serie A nine times, Bayern Munich have won the Bundesliga

eight times, and Paris Saint-Germain have won Ligue 1 seven times. Real Madrid

and FC Barcelona, meanwhile, have won La Liga nine times between them.

Elsewhere, Dinamo Zagreb have won the Croatian topflight nine times, Olympiakos

have won the Greek Super League eight times, and Legia Warsaw have won the

Polish Ekstraklasa six times.

Only the Premier League stands out, with five winners, but the difference between

those clubs who regularly qualify for the UEFA Champions League and those who do

not is pronounced. A comprehensive analysis of English football published in the

International Journal of Sport Management and Marketing concluded that there has

been “a reduction in competitive balance in the [Premier League] over time…which is

partly influenced by the higher financial disparity between teams.” [9]

PROTECTING
DOMESTIC FOOTBALL
Domestic leagues are the backbone of European football and the European model of

sport. They provide opportunity, employment, and context for the majority of those

who play, work in, and watch the game. And what is more, they support a vast

ecosystem of social, cultural, and educational initiatives that benefit local

communities across the continent.

The protection of domestic football should therefore be at the centre of any agenda

to reform UEFA club competitions. Most serious proposals, however, involve the

addition of more clubs and significantly more games. Without radical changes to the

revenue distribution model, this will likely produce the opposite outcome by

exacerbating existing inequalities and overloading already stretched domestic

calendars.

Horizontal and Vertical Inequality

The European game is unequal in two fundamental ways.

First, there is a sizeable gap between leagues—namely, the top five and the rest. A

report on the 2017-18 season compiled by Deloitte laid bare the severity of this

polarisation. The report found that the top five leagues were responsible for 74

percent of the €19.7 billion generated by leagues in the UEFA region, a substantial

increase on the figures recorded a decade earlier. They also received 97 percent of

the €2.4 billion generated in non-domestic broadcast revenue, and accounted for 67

percent of all transfer spending, up from 56 percent in 2007-08. [8]

These trends are as explicit as they are undesirable. But while much attention has

been paid to the prospect of a super league making them permanent and

immutable, an enlarged UEFA Champions League could bring about similar results.

This is a matter of course if the additional spots go to clubs from the top five, as has

been widely reported in the media.

79.3 % OF RESPONDENTS SAID THAT 

DOMESTIC LEAGUES ARE NOT 

COMPETITIVE ENOUGH

CIES Football Observatory Monthly Report 
January 2021

78.8 % OF RESPONDENTS SAID THAT 

TOO FEW CLUBS WIN

TITLES AND TROPHIES

CIES Football Observatory Monthly Report 
January 2021

Supporters appear to agree. 79.3 percent told the CIES that domestic leagues are

not competitive enough, while 78.8 percent said too few clubs win titles and trophies.

This should concern all stakeholders, not least because, as outlined in section one,

less competitive competitions command a lower market value.
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“…risks player health
and endangers

performance levels for
top competitions.

Footballers are already
experiencing fatigue

and higher prevalence
of injuries due to the
ongoing competition

cycle, back-to-back
matches and a lack of

adequate rest and
recovery.”

FIFPro
February 2021

The problem is clearly an increasing divergence between

the haves and have-nots. There is little evidence to

suggest that adding more clubs to the UEFA Champions

League is a practical solution, especially if all or most

come from the top five leagues. A scenario in which the

extra places are allocated to domestic champions could

produce a fairer settlement, but only in tandem with a far-

reaching overhaul of the revenue distribution system.

If not, the situation seems set to deteriorate further. As

journalist Oliver Kay observes, the outcome will be “more

power, more revenue and even greater certainty for those

clubs who already have everything stacked in their

favour.” [10]

Impact on Domestic Calendars

An expanded UEFA Champions League also means yet

more pressure on domestic football calendars.

One potential consequence is elite clubs placing less

importance on domestic leagues and cups—a near

certainty if they are effectively guaranteed to qualify for

Europe, as would be the case with a super league or

UEFA Champions League format that favours the top five

leagues. Such a development would, naturally, involve

clubs fielding weakened teams ahead of European

fixtures. But it could include other, less obvious

corollaries, such as wealthy clubs poaching and hoarding

academy talent to improve their squad depth.

This is already happening to an extent.

A good example is the impact the FIFA Club World Cup

had on Liverpool’s domestic campaign in 2019-20. Faced

with a trip to Aston Villa in the EFL Cup on a Tuesday and

a tie against Monterrey in Qatar the day after, they opted

to play a third-string side in the former, even going so far

as to draft a “stand-in manager” for the occasion. Aston

Villa won 5-0 amid accusations that their opponents had

shown them, as well as an 80-year-old institution, a total

lack of respect.

There is the related matter of player welfare, too. As

players’ union FIFPro recently pointed out, the demand

for more games comes at a time when there has never

been so much football, from extended pre-season tours to

a 32-team FIFA World Cup. The resulting workload:

“…risks player health and endangers performance levels

for top competitions. Footballers are already experiencing

fatigue and higher prevalence of injuries due to the

ongoing competition cycle, back-to-back matches and a

lack of adequate rest and recovery.” [11]
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OBSERVATIONS
Any reform of UEFA club competitions must therefore:

ACKNOWLEDGE THE CENTRAL IMPORTANCE OF

DOMESTIC COMPETITIONS IN THE EUROPEAN FOOTBALL PYRAMID

ADDRESS THE FINANCIAL GAP BETWEEN AND

WITHIN DOMESTIC LEAGUES

LIMIT THE IMPACT OF EUROPEAN FOOTBALL

ON DOMESTIC COMPETITION CALENDARS

The big danger, then, is that elite clubs will demand fewer

domestic games in order to accommodate their European

aspirations. And that entails smaller leagues and less

domestic cup fixtures—maybe less cups full stop—which, in

turn, means smaller broadcast deals and greater inequality.

Again, this is not idle speculation—it is very much the spirit

of the times.

Take Project Big Picture. In October 2020, The Telegraph

revealed that Liverpool and Manchester United had secretly

been working on a series of proposals to reform the

pyramid and governance structures of the English game.

Amongst other things, Big Picture advocated a reduction in

the size of the Premier League from 20 to 18 clubs, the

abolition of the EFL Cup and Community Shield, and a

reform of voting rights to privilege the six wealthiest

shareholders. Described by the Football Supporters’

Association (FSA) as a “sugar-coated cyanide pill”, the

plans were widely criticised, and eventually rejected by the

Premier League.  [12]  But copycat schemes are likely to

emerge as certain clubs use their influence to enhance their

advantage both at home and abroad.

"The insatiable greed of a small
handful of billionaire owners cannot

be allowed to determine the
structure of football in this country."

The FSA
October 2020
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DEFENDING
SUPPORTERS’ INTERESTS
The coronavirus pandemic has shown yet again that supporters are crucial to the spectacle and survival of

European football.

Despite not being able to attend matches and suffering the effects of an unprecedented global recession, they

have consistently backed their clubs throughout the crisis—both financially and otherwise. Their physical

absence, meanwhile, has been keenly felt by everybody within game. It is thus all the more perplexing that

some stakeholders are seemingly ignorant to their views on the future of UEFA club competitions—an odd

stance given that it is supporters who will ultimately determine whether or not reform proposals succeed in

practice.

This should give decisionmakers pause for concern. In addition to its possible structural effects, an enlarged

UEFA Champions League will impact supporters of participating and non-participating clubs on two levels:

first, by further disrupting the football calendar; and second, by increasing the cost of following one’s club.

Calendar Disruption and Supporter Fatigue

There was a time, not so long ago, when most games were played on weekends, with the odd weekday set

aside for domestic and European cup ties. Much to the delight of some and exasperation of others, this

arrangement has slowly but surely been eroded by the proliferation of multi-billion-euro broadcast deals and

the associated globalisation of the top five leagues.

Seasons are now saturated with games—games that are played on every day of the week and at every

conceivable hour of the day. Such a busy schedule has left countless supporters struggling either to keep up

or maintain more than a passing interest. Once again, the CIES report is revealing on this point, showing that

59.4 percent of supporters believe there are too many games in the modern game, while 54.1 percent worry

that there are too many games at inconvenient times. Perhaps more intriguing, 45.4 percent said there are too

many games in international club competitions, a substantially higher proportion than the 32.7 percent who

said the same about domestic leagues.
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This discrepancy was highlighted by the authors:

“From a political point of view, in particular in the European context with the

supposed possible creation of a continental super league, this finding can be

interpreted as a standing by football enthusiasts in favour of national

championships.”

It is only reasonable to assume that the number of disgruntled supporters will rise if a

hundred or so fixtures are appended to the UEFA Champions League from 2024

onwards.

The impositions of an overloaded, ever-changing schedule are, of course, most

pronounced for matchgoing supporters, especially those who regularly attend away

games. These supporters expend a great deal of time, effort, and annual leave

travelling up and down their respective countries or from one end of the continent to

the other, creating a saleable product for broadcasters in the process. Asking them

to expend any more is liable to be unpopular and counterproductive.

As FSE Board member and one of the coordinators of Associação Portuguesa de

Defesa do Adepto (APDA), Martha Gens, notes: “More games means more time

away from loved ones, more holidays from work. At some point people will say

enough is enough.”

The data concurs.

In La Liga, for instance, attendances during the 2018-19 season were, on average,

12.5 percent lower for games played on Monday nights when compared to those

played on a Saturday or Sunday. In one prominent case, only 14,328 supporters

bought tickets to watch RCD Espanyol play Athletic Bilbao, a decline of 31.7 percent

on weekend games.[13] To the south, Deportivo Alavés recorded their lowest crowd

of the season on a Monday evening when they hosted Levante UD. Such was the

anger among supporters that they held a mock funeral before kick-off to “mark the

death of modern football.” They also boycotted the first five minutes, leaving the

stadium eerily empty.

A similar situation transpired in Germany, where the introduction of televised Monday

night games in the Bundesliga led to widespread protests and boycotts. Although

they were repeatedly warned of the probable outcome, the scale and intensity of

opposition among supporters caught the football authorities by surprise, forcing them

to abandon Montagsspiele in their negotiations for a new broadcast deal—a

cautionary tale for those who imagine that there will always be an audience for non-

stop football.

Nonetheless, it is presumably this fantasy that is behind reported proposals to host

the quarter-finals, semi-finals, and final of the UEFA Champions League all in the

same country. This is a bad idea for several reasons, most obviously because there

is no genuine demand from any stakeholder for it to be implemented. Moreover, it

will deny supporters the opportunity to watch their club at home in the last eight,

while imposing significant burdens that many will simply refuse to accept.

59.4 % OF RESPONDENTS BELIEVE THERE

ARE TOO MANY GAMES

IN THE MODERN GAME

CIES Football Observatory Monthly Report 
January 2021

-12.5 % AVERAGE ATTENDANCE DECREASE

FOR LA LIGA'S GAMES PLAYED 

ON MONDAY NIGHTS (2018-19)

Mario de la Riva - AS English
February 2019
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Rising Costs and Financial Ceilings

That said, time is not the only limiting factor for supporters when it comes to following

their club. The main factor is often money.

Indeed, the CIES report demonstrates that a clear majority think that football is

already too expensive, whether or not they watch from the terraces. Whereas 82.9

percent of respondents said that stadium tickets are overpriced, an even bigger

number—88.4 percent—said that television subscriptions are too high.

The views of young adults on this subject should be of particular interest. A 2017 poll

conducted by ComRes on behalf of the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC)

indicated that 82 percent of British supporters aged 18 to 24 had been “put off” from

attending games by steep ticket prices. The same survey suggested that 55 percent

had attended fewer games or stopped watching live football altogether due to the

associated costs. [14] As Leeds United chairman and Eleven Sports founder Andrea

Radrizzani told the 2021 Financial Times’ Football Business Summit, this emerging

generational divide brings into question the long-term sustainability of football’s

business model.

But the warning signs have been apparent for some years. According to various

sources, including the Organisation for Economic Co-operation & Development

(OECD) and European Commission, the ratio of wages to GDP has been declining in

many European countries since the 1990s. In addition, nominal wage growth has

been sluggish across much of Europe in the aftermath of the global financial crisis of

2007-2008, with real wages yet to return to pre-crisis levels in Italy, Portugal, Spain,

and the United Kingdom.  [15]  More recently, the economic consequences of the

pandemic have placed further strain on commercial, household, and individual

budgets.

The cost of watching football, on the other hand, has continued to rise. A joint report

published by eToro and KPMG, for example, found that the average spending of

matchgoing supporters in the Premier League increased by 31 percent between the

2014-15 and 2019-20 seasons—well above the 8.4 percent rise in the UK Consumer

Price Index Rate (CPI) over the same period.  [16] A comparable trend has been

observed in European competitions, which require a great degree of financial

commitment from supporters. To be sure, the results of FSE’s own Away Fans

Survey suggest that the average expense of an away trip in Europe is €404.31. This

figure is considerably higher for knockout games and in cases where there is a large

geographical distance between the two competing clubs.

82 % OF BRITISH SUPPORTERS AGED 18 TO 24

HAD BEEN “PUT OFF” FROM ATTENDING

GAMES BY STEEP TICKET PRICES

Price of Football 2017, BBC Sport
November 2017

“We always hear about how much money there
is in football and how there will always be

more. But most of this money comes from fans,
and we can only afford so much, especially in

the current economic climate. The bubble will
burst at some point.”

Hüseyin Emre Ballı
1907 ÜNİFEB (Fenerbahçe)
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OBSERVATIONS
Any reform of UEFA club competitions must therefore:

RECOGNISE THE CONTRIBUTION MADE BY SUPPORTERS

TO EUROPEAN FOOTBALL

ENSURE THAT SUPPORTERS ARE ABLE TO WATCH

THEIR CLUB AT HOME IN THE KNOCKOUT STAGES.

PREVENT FURTHER FRAGMENTATION OF

THE MATCHDAY CALENDAR

It is against this backdrop that supporters—particularly

those of clubs that play in Europe—will be asked to pay for

more tickets, flights, merchandise, streaming services, food,

beverages, and so on. But the idea that they are an

unlimited repository of income is deeply flawed. Supporters

are constrained in what they can spend, just like everybody

else, and many have reached or are close to reaching their

limit. As Hüseyin Emre Ballı from Fenerbahçe supporters’

group 1907 ÜNİFEB explains:

“We always hear about how much money there is in football

and how there will always be more. But most of this money

comes from fans, and we can only afford so much,

especially in the current economic climate. The bubble will

burst at some point.”

This was highlighted in the autumn of 2020 when the

Premier League’s decision to broadcast certain games on a

pay-per-view (PPV) basis provoked a ferocious backlash

among football supporters and the general public.

Supporters’ groups organised a campaign to boycott the

scheme, which was so successful that BT Sport and Sky

Sports refused to release any information about how many

people had watched the games in question. In the end, the

Premier League was forced to abandon the PPV format—

proof that clubs, governing bodies, and broadcasters would

be unwise to suppose they can name any price.

“More games means more time away from loved
ones, more holidays from work. At some point

people will say enough is enough.”

Martha Gens
Associação Portuguesa de Defesa do Adepto
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FAIRER REVENUE DISTRIBUTION
AND SUSTAINABILITY
The past decade has seen unparalleled growth in the revenue generated by

domestic and European football.

To ensure this revenue does not accrue solely to already prosperous clubs, most

leagues have set up solidarity schemes to share it among all competitors. UEFA’s

club competitions revenue distribution system operates on the same principle,

ostensibly balancing the interests and needs of both participating and non-

participating clubs. As per the European model of sport, the system is supposed to

promote competitive balance across the pyramid and subsidise the grassroots game.

Those who favour a super league are not interested in such concepts or outcomes.

Their aim is to create a closed competition with no external obligations for members.

The European Commission echoed the views of almost all stakeholders when it

declared that this would be detrimental to football across the continent. But there is

also a wealth of evidence to suggest that the current revenue distribution system no

longer serves its intended purpose. On the contrary, the proceeds of the UEFA

Champions League and UEFA Europa League are apportioned in an uneven

fashion, benefiting elite clubs, and adding to financial disparities within and between

leagues.

Impact on Participating Clubs

The economics of UEFA club competitions are determined by broadcast cycles on

which revenue forecasts and the structure of the distribution model are based.

The estimated gross commercial revenue from each season of the 2018-2021 cycle

stands at approximately €3.25 billion. Of this, 84 percent (€2.73 billion) is classified

as net revenue. 93.5 percent (€2.55 billion) of net revenue is available to

participating clubs. 20 percent (€510 million) of this is earmarked for those playing in
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the UEFA Europa League, while 79.7 percent (€2.04 billion) goes to those in the

UEFA Champions League. The remaining 0.3 percent (€7.65 million) is paid out to

the two UEFA Super Cup contenders. [17]

It is important to note the financial imbalance between the main competitions.

Although often overlooked, it makes a modest contribution to the inequity in

European football. There is also the question of what impact the introduction of the

UEFA Conference League might have on Europe’s second biggest prize. It is

certainly conceivable that it could complicate matters—not just financially, but also in

terms of the competition’s perceived purpose and attraction.

The major problem, however, is the way in which funds are distributed between

participating clubs.

Available revenue for each competition is divided into four core pillars:

19-20 UCC revenue distribution for
participating clubs - EUR

2040 M

510 M

7.65 M

UCL (79.76%) UEL (19.94%) SCUP (0.3%)
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30 %30 %30 %
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30 %30 %30 %

25 %25 %25 %

30 %30 %30 %
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based coef�cient
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The starting fee and fixed amounts reward current participation and performance. In

theory, they uphold the idea of sporting merit, and, for this reason, they are generally

regarded as reasonable. The same cannot be said for the market pool and

coefficient.

The latter, which was introduced in 2018, favours clubs that consistently qualify for

European competitions and those that have won UEFA titles in the past. The market

pool is based on the proportional value of each league’s broadcast deal. To this end,

it overcompensates clubs from the Bundesliga, Serie A, La Liga, and, above all, the

Premier League, which enjoys one of the world’s most lucrative television markets.

The 2018-19 UEFA Champions League campaign provides several clear-cut

examples of the distorting effect of these two pillars. AFC Ajax and FC Barcelona

both made it to the semi-finals, but the Dutch champions’ revenue distribution

payment of €78.5 million was dwarfed by the Catalan side’s €117.7 million final sum.

This mismatch is down to the coefficient, which benefitted Barcelona to the tune of

€15,512,000 (€34,348,000 vs. €18,836,000), and the market pool, which benefitted

Barcelona by a margin of €21,764,000 (€22,915,000 vs. €1,151,000). Even FC

Bayern Munich earned more than Ajax, banking €82,868,000, despite being knocked

out in the Round of 16.  [18] There is some logic to this—the intention is to avoid a

situation in which successful clubs from smaller leagues gain an outsized advantage

in domestic competitions. A laudable goal, no doubt, but a red herring since such

consolidation is a conspicuous feature of the present system.

As things stand, the coefficient and market pool fuel a negative feedback loop that

perpetually enriches elite clubs at the expense of all others. The only way to address

this and its consequences is by more equitably distributing revenue between

participating clubs, privileging contemporary participation and performance.

Impact on Non-Participating Clubs

Another crucial aspect of the UEFA club competitions revenue distribution system is

solidarity payments to non-participating clubs.

During the 2015-2018 cycle, solidarity payments amounted to €204 million,

representing 8.5 percent of gross commercial revenue, with 5 percent designated for

non-participating clubs (via national football associations and leagues) and 3.5

percent going to clubs playing in the qualifying rounds. Although payments increased

in aggregate terms to €238 million for the 2018-2021 cycle, they actually fell as a

proportion of total revenue to 7.3 percent. This includes 4 percent for non-

participating clubs and 3.3 percent for clubs in the qualifying rounds. [19]

The 2020 edition of The Financial Landscape of European Football published by

European Leagues draws attention to this decline, pointing out that “solidarity

payments were increasing in tandem with [UEFA Champions League and UEFA

Europa League] prize money payments until the beginning of [the latest cycle].” [20]

18/19 UCL REVENUE DISTRIBUTION
AJAX/BARCELONA - EUR
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Going forward, the result is likely to be an even bigger gulf between participating and

non-participating clubs.

Worryingly, this comes at a time when the worldwide market for domestic football

rights appears to have peaked. Much of the discussion on this topic has focussed on

the French case, which, all things considered, is no surprise. The collapse of Ligue

de Football Professionnel’s (LFP) record-breaking deal with Mediapro has, so far,

halved its expected broadcast income, and left it on the brink of requiring state aid.

But the dramatic predicament French clubs find themselves in arguably obscures a

broader trend. For all the Premier League’s presumed appeal, its latest broadcast

deal is smaller than the one that went before, while its Chinese partner recently

reneged on a contract worth around €580 million. The situation is similar in Italy and

Germany.

Unless the next revenue distribution cycle incorporates a significant increase in

solidarity payments, then, it is almost certain that European football will continue to

be plagued by unsustainable levels of inequality. If there is any hope of restoring the

principle of sporting merit and competitive balance at the domestic and continental

levels, elite clubs must be willing to share the game’s wealth.

This, as Jakob Scholz from Borussia Dortmund Fanabteilung opines, is ultimately in

their own self-interest:

“Revenue distribution affects us all—from the biggest leagues and clubs to the

smallest. Although our clubs are among those who profit most from the current

system, we believe a fundamental increase in solidarity payments for non-

participating clubs would benefit everybody, even if it means our clubs gets

less.” [21]

REVENUE DISTRIBUTION - SOLIDARITY
PAYMENTS
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2015-18 2018-21
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OBSERVATIONS
Any reform of UEFA club competitions must therefore:

TACKLE THE FINANCIAL IMBALANCE BETWEEN

THE UEFA CHAMPIONS LEAGUE, UEFA EUROPA LEAGUE,

AND UEFA CONFERENCE LEAGUE

PROMOTE A MORE EQUITABLE DISTRIBUTION

OF REVENUE BETWEEN PARTICIPATING CLUBS

DRAMATICALLY INCREASE SOLIDARITY PAYMENTS

TO BENEFIT NON-PARTICIPATING CLUBS.
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Proposals to reform or replace UEFA club competitions by expanding the UEFA

Champions League or establishing a breakaway super league are flawed. If

realised, they will further undermine the European Model of Sport and its core

principles of sporting merit, promotion and relegation, qualification to transnational

competitions via domestic success, financial solidarity, and subsidiarity.

More specifically, the evidence suggests that adding more clubs and games to

European competitions will increase inequality between and within domestic

leagues, cement the dominance of elite clubs in perpetuity, and make for less

entertaining football in the long run. Additional games will also put further pressure

on domestic calendars, providing incentives to reduce the size of leagues and

discontinue traditional cup competitions. And already stretched supporters will be

asked to spend more time and money to pay for a version of the game which they

largely oppose.

But their opinions are just as important as leagues, clubs, and the rest. As FSE

Board member Martha Gens recently declared:

“Football supporters have played a central role in keeping their clubs afloat during

the crisis. Clubs and the football authorities have publicly recognised this,

highlighting the importance of supporters and their positive contribution throughout a

difficult period. This is why there can be no return to business as usual. The future of

the game must be based on solidarity, transparency, and sustainability.” [22]

“Revenue distribution affects us
all—from the biggest leagues and

clubs to the smallest. Although
our clubs are among those who

profit most from the current
system, we believe a

fundamental increase in
solidarity payments for non-

participating clubs would benefit
everybody, even if it means our

clubs gets less.”

Jakob Scholz
Borussia Dortmund Fanabteilung
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Such a future for UEFA club competitions would:

The process of devising such proposals should begin and end with consultation and cooperation between all stakeholders, including supporters, at both European and

national levels. In the end, dialogue presents the best chance to build a game that works for everybody.

GUARANTEE AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY FOR ALL CLUBS TO QUALIFY FOR EUROPEAN COMPETITIONS BASED ON SPORTING MERIT.

RETAIN QUALIFICATION BASED SOLELY ON PERFORMANCE FROM THE PREVIOUS DOMESTIC SEASON

REVIVE THE COMPETITIVE BALANCE IN EUROPEAN COMPETITIONS.

ACKNOWLEDGE THE CENTRAL IMPORTANCE OF DOMESTIC COMPETITIONS IN THE EUROPEAN FOOTBALL PYRAMID.

ADDRESS THE FINANCIAL GAP BETWEEN AND WITHIN DOMESTIC LEAGUES.

LIMIT THE IMPACT OF EUROPEAN FOOTBALL ON DOMESTIC COMPETITION CALENDARS.

RECOGNISE THE CONTRIBUTION MADE BY SUPPORTERS TO EUROPEAN FOOTBALL.

ENSURE THAT SUPPORTERS ARE ABLE TO WATCH THEIR CLUB AT HOME IN THE KNOCKOUT STAGES.

PREVENT FURTHER FRAGMENTATION OF THE MATCHDAY CALENDAR.

TACKLE THE FINANCIAL IMBALANCE BETWEEN THE UEFA CHAMPIONS LEAGUE, UEFA EUROPA LEAGUE, AND UEFA CONFERENCE LEAGUE.

PROMOTE A MORE EQUITABLE DISTRIBUTION OF REVENUE BETWEEN PARTICIPATING CLUBS. 

DRAMATICALLY INCREASE SOLIDARITY PAYMENTS TO BENEFIT NON-PARTICIPATING CLUBS.
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