1

G
N
I
G
N
A
H
C
E
H
T
E
P
A
C
S
D
L
L
LAN
A
B
T
F FOO
O

M
O
D
N
A
F

RSTANDING
E
D
N
U
Y
B
T
GAGEMEN
S
BUILDING EN
S AND NEED
E
IV
T
O
M
G
UNDERLYIN

THE CHANGING LANDSCAPE OF FOOTBALL FANDOM
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THE CHANGING LANDSCAPE OF FOOTBALL FANDOM
n order to understand how
the football landscape is
changing and what the fans
of today and tomorrow want, we
explored why people became
interested in football in the first
place, and how this differs by age.

I

We also looked at what fans get from
following the game and the needs it
fulfils.
Finally, we looked at key emerging
markets – the US and China – where
following football is relatively new
compared to Europe, to see how
followers’ motivations and needs
differ and what opportunities there
are for clubs to promote the support
to new fans.

CONTENT AND EVENTS
ATTRACT YOUNGER FANS
When we looked at football fans
overall, we found a wide variety of
factors act as catalysts to get people
interested in the sport.

CATALYSTS TO FOOTBALL FANDOM
People get interested in football for a range of reasons
Family influence
Location influence

Social influence

Activity influence

Players influence

Team and club influence

Content influence

Events influence

My partner was a football fan
My family were football fans
My friends were football fans
My collegues were football fans
It was a way of playing with friends
It was a way of keeping fit
My favourite club was particularly successful when I started following football
My local club was doing well when I started following football
My national team was particularly successful when I started following football
I lived / moved to an area where football was popular
I was interested in a particular football personality (eg.: a specific player)
I started seeing more and more football on TV
I started seeing more and more football content online or social media
Everyone was talking about a major football competition at the time
Everyone was talking about a major event in the world of football
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ooking at fans by age group,
we can see that although the
influence of family is still the
most widespread driver, younger
fans are more driven by content including on TV and social media.
Events are also more of a driver for
the 16-24 age group than for fans as
a whole – this may also be down to
social media and seeing more major
events content shared and posted
than other age groups.

L

MOST WIDE REACHING CATALYSTS TO
FOOTBALL FANDOM RANKED BY AGE GROUP
Younger people are more likely to be influenced by content and by events
Family influence

Social influence

Location influence

Activity influence

Players influence

Team and club influence

Content influence

Events influence
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16-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

ALL FANS

55-64

Scource: MTM.ECA Future of Fandom Survey: Quarter 1 survey (August to October 2021): Question B@. Which, if any, of the following reasons contributed to you starting
to become interested in football?
Base: All football fans in Europe (the UK, France, Spain, Germany, Italy, Netherlands, Russia) Aged 16-24 (355), 25-34 (519), 45-54 (422) 55-64 (302)
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hile
watching
matches
between big clubs remains
a strong influence for all age
groups, we see that younger people
are significantly more likely to have
been engaged by watching short-form
content such as highlights on YouTube
or on social media. They are also more
likely to cite players on social media
and club partnerships with brands as a
driver for being interested.

W

CATALYSTS TO FANDOM FOR AGES 16-24
Young fans are more likely to be driven by social media content

CONTENT

39%

Big clubs
on TV

19%

Highlights
on YouTube

16%

Highlights on
social media

16%

Players on
social media

12%

Club/brand
partnerships

11%

Source: MTM/ECA Future of Fandom Survey:
Quarter 1 survey (August to October 2021):
Questions B1-B12
Base: all football fans in Europe (the UK, Germany,
Italy, Spain, France, Netherlands) aged 16-24 (355)
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Significantly higher
than average across
other age groups
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FOOTBALL FULFILS A
RANGE OF NEEDS
e asked fans about a range of needs that football might fulfil.
We have grouped these needs into six main “need states” – the
underlying, emotional needs that engagement with football fulfils.
Of these need states, three are widespread and three are less so, across all age
groups, as follows:

W

PRIMARY NEED STATES

EXPERIENCE

SECONDARY NEED STATES

CHARACTER

To socialise with friends and family
Because my partner/ family are engaged with it
To be entertained
To see quality football matches
Because of how interesting it is
For the unpredictability
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IDENTITY

UNWIND

SOCIAL

ACTIVITY

To follow the bets I’ve placed on matches
To follow my team
Because it is relatable
Because I am emotionally invested in it
For a sense of community
Because I like the players
To give me something to watch
It’s good for when I am bored and there is nothing else to do
I play football, and therefore I follow football

THE CHANGING LANDSCAPE OF FOOTBALL FANDOM
PRIMARY NEED STATES

EXPERIENCE

Football as a form of
entertainment – fans follow
for the excitement and the
unpredictability.

IDENTITY

Football fulfils a
deeper emotional need
delivering a sense of
community, belonging or
attachment to a club.

SOCIAL

Football is inherently
a social activity that
enables fans to connect.
delivering a sense of
community, belonging
or attachment to
a club.

SECONDARY NEED STATES

CHARACTER

Some fans connect to
football specifically through
players, possibly looking
for role models and
aspirational figures.

UNWIND

For some fans (although
this differs by market)
football is less about active
engagement and more about
passive following - an option
for something to watch
or a way of
filling time.

ACTIVITY

For a minority of fans,
football offers a way to
participate and
engage in physical
activity.
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e’ve explored the top three
need states for fans aged
16-24 (experience, identity
and social) in more detail.

W

EXPERIENCE
Experience tops the list for young
fans, as it does for fans across the
board. Football gives people access
to entertainment, interest and
excitement. This is true regardless
of how people engage, whether by
going to live matches or watching
highlights on social media, so
this suggests that there are
opportunities for clubs to find new
ways of packaging and promoting
the exciting content that already
exists, in a way that will reach and
appeal to more young fans.

UNWIND
CHARACTER

YOUNG FANS CRAVE THE ENTERTAINMENT
THAT FOOTBALL OFFERS
Experience is the most widespread need state amongst young fans

19% ACTIVITY

72% EXPERIENCE
62% IDENTITY
13

23%
29%

41%

SOCIAL

(% of 16-24s in Europe who follow football for each reason)
Source: MTM.ECA Future of Fandom Survey: Quarter 1 survey (Auguat to October 2021):
Question C1. Which, if any of the following are reasons you follow football?
Base: All football fans in Europe (The UK, France, Spain, Germany, Italy, Netherlands, Russia)
aged 16-24 (355)
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IDENTITY
Identity is second most widespread
amongst young people, with 62%
citing identity as a need state.
However, this is significantly lower
than the proportion of older people
citing identity. A key part of identity
is following a particular club or team.
This is also significantly lower in
importance for younger people. Put
this together with the finding that
family is less of a driver for them
and it suggests that football may be
becoming less tribal and local, and
more universal and global: young
people are used to engaging with
others across the world via digital
networks and often carve out online
spaces to explore their identities
that are unlikely to be used by their
parents and older family members.
These fans may be more likely to pick
their football watching experiences
from the multitude of routes
available to them online, rather than
through the more traditional, narrow
route of the team handed down to
them by their parents.
Source: MTM/ECA Future Fandom Survey: Quarter 1
survey (August to October 2021): Question C1. Which, if
any, of the following are reasons you follow 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)

IMPORTANCE OF ‘FOLLOWING MY
TEAM’ AS A NEEDSTATE FOR
FOLLOWING FOOTBALL
Younger fans are less likely to cite ‘following my team’ as a need

44%

45%

49%

39%

14

33%

16-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

(% selecting ‘to follow my team’ as a reason to follow football)

55-64
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SOCIAL
Social aspects are more likely to
rank as most important for young
people. The definition of ‘social’ is
also different for younger people.
Those aged 16-24 are significantly
more likely to engage with other
fans by watching football in pubs
and public places and, critically, by
interacting on social media. Again,
exciting content has a role to play
in fulfilling fans’ needs not just for
entertainment but also to socialise
and engage with others.

SOCIALISING IS A KEY NEEDSTATE
FOR FOLLOWING FOOTBALL

41%

40%

37%

35%

35%
15

18%

25%

19%

20%

20%

OTHER IMPORTANCE

23%

16%

18%

15%

15%

MOST IMPORTANT

16-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55-64

(% amongst age group in Europe for whom ‘social’ is a needstate/important needstate)
Source: MTM/ECA Future of Fandom Survey: Quarter 1 survey (August to October 2021): Question C1. Which, if any, of the following are reasons you follow 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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THE SOCIAL NEED STATE PLAYS OUT
DIFFERENTLY FOR YOUNGER PEOPLE
Watch matches at home

69%

Watch at bar or pub
Attend live matches

Significantly higher
than average across
other age groups

Watch at other public places
WhatsApp group chats
Interact on social media
Post content on social media

48%
16

37%

(% of all 16-24 year old football
followers in Europe who engage
socially through the following)

Source: MTM/ECA Future of Fandom Survey: Quarter 1
survey (August to October 2021): Question C1. Which,
if any, of the following are reasons you follow 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)

34%

29%

29%

27%
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GROWTH OPPORTUNITIES
IN THE US AND CHINA
Football is not just changing in
Europe. Around the world, new fans
are becoming engaged in the sport,
and European clubs have a huge
role to play in stimulating interest
and creating a new global fan base.
We’ve conducted research in the US
and China because both markets
are seeing rapid recent growth in
football fandom and both have large
and relatively wealthy populations.
As such, there are considerable
opportunities for clubs in each
market. Popularity increased in the
1990s in US, sparked by hosting the
1994 World Cup, and in the 2000s
in China, driven by government
investment in the game and by the
2002 FIFA World Cup which took
place in South Korea and Japan –
the first to be hosted in Asia.
Europe

USA

China

YEAR IN WHICH FOOTBALL FANS FIRST
STARTED FOLLOWING BY REGION
Fandom increased sharply in the ‘90s in the US and in the next decade in China

1970’s

1980’s

1990’s

2000’s

2010’s

8.00%
7.00%

17

6.00%
5.00%
4.00%
3.00%
2.00%
1.00%

Source: MTM/ECA Future of Fandom Survey: Quarter
1 survey (August to October 2021): Question B1. How
old were you when you started following football? If you
don’t remember exactly, please provide us with your best
estimate
Base: all football fans in Europe (the UK, France, Spain,
Germany, Italy, Netherlands, Russia) aged: 16-24 (355); 2534 (536); 35-44 (519); 45-54 (422); 55-64 (302)

0%
(% of all football fans in each region who started following in each decade)
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iven the more recent
emergence of mass football
fan bases in these markets,
what motivates these fans is similar
to the younger fans in Europe. There
are, however, some key differences,
primarily in fitness and participation,
club influence and events.

G

FITNESS &
PARTICIPATION
The focus in China is much more on
playing the game than in the other
markets, both for fitness reasons
and as a way of playing with friends.
Fitness is also a top-five driver in the
US. Family influence is the top driver
in the both the US and Europe but if
we dig into the ‘family’ driver, we can
see on the graph on the next page
that family influence in the US is
more about participation than about
passive following.

TOP 5 CATALYSTS TO FOOTBALL
FOLLOWING BY REGION
Family were football fans

My friends were football fans

It was a way of playing with friends
Favourite club was successful

Started seeing more football on TV

It was a way of keeping fit

35%

I like a particular player

34%
30% 30%
25%

28% 28%

27%

25%
23%

22%
19%

19%

21%
17%

This presents a key opportunity
for clubs to increase involvement
in participation in both markets by
offering schools and academies,
training and associated engagement,
products and services.
(% of all football fans in each region selecting statement as one of their top 3 most important catalysts)
Source: MTM/ECA Future of Fandom Survey: Quarter 1 survey (August to October 2021): Question B9. And which, if any, of the following are reasons that [INSERT PLAYER NAME FROM A8] was interesting to you?
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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REASONS FOR FAMILY INFLUENCE ON FOOTBALL ENGAGEMENT
Family influence in the US is more about participation than tribalism
USA

Europe

China

19

Encouraged me to play

1

5

2

Football was a way to feel closer to them

2

6

7

Football was a way to spend time with them

3

1

1

They encouraged me to watch football

4

3

4

I support the club I do because of my family

5

2

3

(Rank order by market based on % who select each answer option –
highlighted number signifies the top influence factor)
Source: MTM/ECA Future of Fandom Survey: Quarter 1 survey (August to October 2021): Question B4 You mentioned that family or specific members of your family played a role in you
becoming interested in football. Thinking about the role that your family or members of you family played, which, if any, of the following reasons helped encourage your interest?
Base: 16-24s football fans in Europe (the UK, Germany, Italy, Spain, France, Netherlands) (137), USA (40), China (55)
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CLUB INFLUENCE
Clubs have an important role to play.
39% of fans in the US said they were
influenced to follow football due to
the success of a team. There are
opportunities in China too – 35% of
fans in China cite team success as a
catalyst.

TEAM AS A CATALYST TO FOOTBALL FANDOM
More people in the US and China said they were influenced
by a successful team, than in most other markets

39%
36%
35%
34%
33%
32%
32%
30%

Source: MTM/ECA Future of Fandom Survey: Quarter 1
survey (August to October 2021): Question B2. Which, if
any, of the following reasons contributed to you starting
to become interested in football? Queation A9. And of the
clubs that you support, if you had to pick one that you are
the biggest supporter of, which would it be?
Base: All football fans in then United States (900)

23%
(% of all football fans in each region selecting statement as one of their top 3 most important catalysts)
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EVENTS
Events are of greater importance in
China and the US than in most other
markets, and that European events
carry significantly more influence.
Again, this highlights that there are
opportunities for European clubs
and competitions to build on this
interest and influence; to increase
the availability of European club
football to these audiences, and
allow exposure to these events
to continue building further and
deeper interest and engagement.

EVENT AS A CATALYST TO FOOTBALL FANDOM
Events are a widespread catalyst in China and the US

35%
34%
28%
22%
21%
21%
20%
19%

Source: MTM/ECA Future of Fandom Survey: Quarter 1
survey (August to October 2021): Question B2. Which, if
any, of the following reasons contributed to you starting
to become interested in football? Question A9. And of the
clubs that you support, if you had to pick one that you are
the biggest supporter of, which would it be?
Base: All football fans in then United States (900)

17%
(% of all football fans in each market who were influenced to start following
football by a major competition or event
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COMPETITIONS AS A CATALYST TO FANDOM
Events are a widespread catalyst in China

53%

FIFA WORLD CUP

48%

UEFA CHAMPIONS
LEAGUE

46%

PREMIER LEAGUE

44%

SERIE A

40%

UEFA EUROPEAN
CHAMPIONSHIP

39%

BUNDESLIGA

UEFA EUROPA
LEAGUE

31%

AFC ASIAN CUP

31%

LA LIGA

31%

(% for whom each competition promoted football fandom

Source: MTM / ECA Future of Fandom Survey: Quarter
1 survey (August to October 2021): Question B12. You
mentioned that a specific competition or event played
a role in you becoming interested in football. Which, if
any, of the following helped encourage your interest in
football?
Base: All football fans in China (900)
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Football fandom is changing
and younger fans are engaging
differently than other age
groups. They love to consume
football content and are,
unsurprisingly, much more
focused on social media, which
lends itself to exciting shortform content.

They are also excited by events and
use football as a way to socialise.
They still identify with clubs but the
more traditional ‘tribal’ approaches
to football are on the wane.
There are opportunities here for
clubs to embrace these new ways
of engagement and to continue to
build a strong fan base amongst
younger people.
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Fandom in the US and China is
comparatively new and as such,
is different again from traditional
European fandom, with a focus on
fitness and participation as well as
a healthy interest in European clubs
and events.
There are opportunities for clubs to
raise their profile and increase their
impact on fandom by giving fans in
these markets as much access to
digital services and video content as
possible (live, on demand, highlights),
opportunities to attend meaningful
local live matches and events,
plus schools/education programmes,
training and merchandise. n
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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:
 urope: 2,134 respondents
E
(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
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