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We’ve seen that football fandom 
is changing. Young fans engage 
differently and so won’t be as 
receptive to clubs’ traditional 
approaches to growth and retention. 

This age group still wants the excitement and 
entertainment that football provides, but will 
consume it differently: online, via highlights 
or focusing on the moments around the 
match rather than the match itself. 

They are also more likely to be put off if 
they see social injustices such as racism or 
poor mental health reflected in the game. 
Fans in new markets such as the US and 
China want opportunities to participate, 
and to see more of the European clubs 
they admire. 

When we understand the different ways 
that younger fans engage with football and 
the barriers to engagment, we begin to see 
opportunities to attract the younger fans 
that clubs need for the future. It’s not just 
about sporting success: clubs that provide 
great, highly accessible and ubiquitous 
content and are seen as leaders in tackling 
societal issues will create opportuntities 
to build their brands and attract new fans. 
We believe that clubs should focus on the 
following four opportunities:

CREATE COMPELLING AND 
AGE-GROUP SPECIFIC 
CONTENT
Clubs should focus on creating more, as 
ubiquitous as possible, content including 
putting highlights on social media. Shorter-
form content is key and will also start to 
address the barrier of not having enough 
time to follow football. Social media is 
an incredibly powerful tool with which to 
engage younger fans. If they like the content, 
they will do the clubs’ and competitions’ 
marketing job for them and share it with 
their friends. Capturing the shareable 
benefits of social media is an important 
consideration for future media rights deals 
for clubs, competitions and broadcasters.

Individual players can be a great asset 
to clubs. Our research showed that 20% 
of 16-24 year olds say they follow their 
favourite players on social media. This is 
significantly higher than other age groups.  
Often, the social media accounts of players 
are highly personal and more individual 
so there is an opportunity for clubs and 
players to become more aligned and work 
together to create content that will excite 
and engage young fans.

Many content approaches will work in the 
more emerging markets we explored too – 

the US and China. Although many US fans 
follow a US team as their secondary club, 
their primary fandom is typically directed at 
major European or English clubs, so access 
to content about European clubs is likely 
to increase US fandom. In China, European 
events are a particular driver so access 
to content around these events will be of 
interest . Social media sites in China are 
different but content can be created that 
will work on all platforms. n

IDENTIFYING OPPORTUNITIES AMIDST CHANGE
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PIGGYBACK ON  
OTHER INTERESTS
We asked younger fans in Europe 
about their other interests, 
such as other types of football, 
fashion brands and eSports, and 
whether they would welcome 
club involvement. Young fans are 
significantly more likely than older 
age groups to say that other types 
of football, partnerships with fashion 
brands and eSports would drive 
their interest in football. Brands are 
quick to recognise these partnership 
opportunities. Younger fans are also 
signficantly more likely to want to see 
club involvement in video gaming, 
fashion, photography and dancing.

ROLE FOR CLUBS IN IMPROVING INTEREST
% of 16-24’s in Europe who agree each statement would drive greater interest in football

58%
Partner / collaborate more  

with fashion brands

56%
Become more directly 

involved in eSports

48%

Branch out into other types of 
football,e.g. Women’s team/futsal

IDENTIFYING OPPORTUNITIES AMIDST CHANGE
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POTENTIAL CLUB ENGAGEMENT IN INTERESTS

% of 16-24’s in Europe who are interested in each of 
the below and would like to see more club involvement

T V  S H O W S

F I L M  /  C I N E M A

P H O T O G R A P H Y

A M U S E M E N T 
P A R K S

H I K I N G

V I D E O  G A M I N G

F A S H I O N

S H O P P I N G

D A N C I N G

Y O G A

C Y C L I N G

33%
30% 

26%
21%

20% 
17% 

13% 
12% 

9%
9%

7%

Opportunities for clubs to engage fans via other interests

Source: ECA/MTM Future of Fandom Survey, Quarter 1 survey (August to October 2021): Queation C13. And thinking about things clubs could do to make you more interested in football, how interested would you be in each of 
the following? Question E3. And thinking about your wider interests, which, if any, would you like to see your favourite club (s) become more involved in?
Base: All football fans in Europe (the UK, Germany, Italy, Spain, France, Netherlandds) aged 16-24 (355)

Significantly higher  
than average across  

other age groups
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ADDRESS  
SOCIAL ISSUES
Fans expect football’s governing 
bodies and clubs to take the main 
responsibility for addressing social 
issues, such as racial equality, that 
can act as barriers to fandom. 
Individual players can be an asset 
here too. 

There are many examples of players 
taking up causes, who have credibility 
with this age group and can be great 
ambassadors. 

Our research showed that many  
young fans report becoming 
interested in football because of 
players who took a stance on social 
issues (31% of those saying players 
were a catalyst), and that 20% of 16-24 
year olds say they like their favourite 
player because of what they stand for. 
Young fans claimed they would listen 
more to players than to clubs.

Often, players pick a cause because it 
is personal to them and reflects their 
life story -  e.g. Marcus Rashford and 
child food poverty. The opportunity 
for clubs is to align messaging with 
players and support them in their 
individual endeavors. In addition, 
clubs must explore what they can do 

to stand against these issues, offer 
practical solutions and encourage 
players to take up these causes. 

If both clubs and players take a stand 
on issues of social injustice, more 
will be done, clubs will build their 
brands, fans will identify and players 
will feel supported. Everyone wins. 

WHO WOULD YOU LISTEN  
TO IN TACKLING ISSUES 
FACING FOOTBALL? 

(Rank of most listened to source amongst fans in each age group)

  F o o t b a l l  
g o v e r n i n g  
b o d i e s 

  F o o t b a l l  
c l u b s 

  F o o t b a l l  
p l a y e r s 

  N a t i o n a l  
g o v e r n m e n t s 

 F o o t b a l l  f a n s

1 6 - 2 4A L L  F A N S 3 5 - 4 42 5 - 3 4 4 5 - 5 4 5 5 - 6 4

Younger fans look more to players than to clubs 
to address societal issues

Source: MTM/ECA Future 
of Fandom Survey: Quarter 
1 survey (August to October 
2021): Question D5. And which 
of the following would you 
be most likely to listen to in 
tackling the presence of these 
issues in football? 
Base: all football fans in 
Europe (the UK, France, Spain, 
Germany, Italy, Netherlands, 
Russia) aged: 16-24 (355); 
25-34 (536); 35-44 (519); 45-54 
(422); 55-64 (302)
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I N  E M E R G I N G  M A R K E T S

    It is less dangerous than many 
US sports, with American football 
in particular carrying significant 
health risks

    It is often cheap and accessible 
to participate; not requiring 
specialist equipment or facilities

    It is relatively simple at grassroots 
level, avoiding complex rules or 
“plays”

    Clubs taking a role in encouraging 
participation, such as producing 
educational content, or opening 
schools and academies, have an 
opportunity to encourage football 
fandom while also developing 
club affection and loyalty. 

    Improve the quality of the 
national football leagues through 
increased investment and liaising 
with clubs from other markets

    Improve the level of participation 
at grassroots level through school 
participation and soccer schools.

   This direct intervention is reflected 
in the catalysts to fandom amongst 
Chinese fans, with participation a 
significantly more common and 
powerful route into the game than 
in other countries. 

    Events and competitions have also 
played a major role in promoting 
fandom in China. European club 
competitions, as well as European 
domestic leagues, are more 
prominent than in other markets 
and are bringing Chinese people 
into the sport. 

IN THE US
Football (or soccer) has  
proved an increasingly  
popular participation  

alternative to  
traditional American  
sports for a number  

of reasons.

IN CHINA
The Chinese Government 
has publicly stated plans 
to improve the quality of 
football in the country, 

and for the national team 
to be competitive by 2050. 

TAILOR YOUR APPROACH

Giving fans greater 
access to European 
competitions would 
likely increase their 
ability to promote 

fandom.

IDENTIFYING OPPORTUNITIES AMIDST CHANGE



TIME TO
ENGAGE!
This is the time to engage with the 
younger generation of fans. Clubs 
have many opportunities to attract 
and grow this age group through 
relevant approaches such as 
content and partnerships, through 
collaborating with their players, 
addressing social issues and 
tailoring approaches to markets. 

ECA is available to help and support 
you at every step along the way 
of that journey. In case you are 
interested in engaging or to learn 
more about the programme, please 
reach out to:

services@ecaeurope.com

Published August 2022
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Our first report, published in 
2020, focused on building the 
framework for our research 
programme, a representative 
pan-European audience 
segmentation – a means of 
better understanding the 
different types of fans that  
exist today, and how we can 
better cater for their individual 
motives and needs. 

The very positive feedback from clubs and 
other industry stakeholders encouraged us to 
do more.  Starting in the 2021/22 season, we 
embarked on “always on” research programme, 
enabling us to release fresh insights on various 
existing and arising trends as well as identifying 
and highlighting opportunities for football clubs 
on a quarterly basis. 

The selection of themes of our research series 
are developed and overseen by the ECA Research 

Task Force - made up of representatives from 
ECA Member Clubs – and the valuable feedback 
from you the clubs, to ensure we deliver tangible 
and highly relevant content for club football. 

METHODOLOGY

The data was collected through our Future of 
Fandom tracker, an ‘always on’ online survey of 
football followers conducted by independent 
research and strategy consultancy, MTM Sport. 
We interviewed a representative sample of 
football followers aged 16+ across nine markets 
in Q4 of 2021, broken down as follows:

  Europe: 2,134 respondents  
(c.300 per market) 
  North America: 906 respondents

    respondents
  China: 906 respondents

European markets included in the research 
were the UK, France, Germany, Spain, Italy, 
Netherlands and Russia – allowing us to explore 
differences within the major fan centres, as well 
as delivering a pan-European view covering a 
range of different market sizes and cultures. 

Quotas were set within markets on age, gender 
and region to ensure that the sample was reflective 
of the general football following population.  
Respondents who said they are not interested in 
football were not included in the sample.

Throughout the report, references to “statistical 
significance” can be understood as follows: 

In statistical terms, a significant difference 
between two research results is a difference that 
is large enough that it is highly likely it didn’t arise 
by chance. Where there is a significant difference 
between two groups of respondents, it means 
that a real difference is likely to exist between 
these groups.

Given our focus on young people specifically 
within this report, we have not made use of the 
Future of Fandom segmentation. 

However, this segmentation will feature 
prominently in future reports within this series, 
and we encourage you to refer to our initial 
report to find out more on how this segmentation 
can provide a better understanding of wider fan 
engagement. n

REPORT STRUCTURE

https://www.ecaeurope.com/media/4802/eca-fan-of-the-future-defining-modern-
football-fandom.pdf

https://www.ecaeurope.com/media/4802/eca-fan-of-the-future-defining-modern-football-fandom.pdf
https://www.ecaeurope.com/media/4802/eca-fan-of-the-future-defining-modern-football-fandom.pdf

