
Sports Outlook 2022
From media rights to NFTs, PwC unpacks 
the hottest industry trends



The ninth edition of PwC’s Sports Outlook for North 
America comes as the COVID-19 pandemic continues to 
evolve. This year’s report covers 10 trends and predictions 
on the hottest issues facing the sports industry. 

In addition, we offer three in-depth playbooks: 

Without further ado, we offer our predictions for 2022.

Non-fungible tokens (NFTs): The 
future of digital assets in sports 

Media rights: Content still rules 
as big tech weighs in

Smart venues: Make it magical 
to build revenue
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1. Sports betting 

Since the US Supreme Court struck down the 
Professional and Amateur Sports Protection Act of 1992, 
US sports betting has grown — and will likely continue 
to grow — exponentially. In 2021 alone, Americans 
bet more than $52.7 billion on sports, according to 
Morning Consult. Major League Baseball, the National 
Basketball Association, the National Hockey League, the 
National Football League and even the Ultimate Fighting 
Championship all have official sportsbook partners. 
New York just legalized mobile sports betting, which 
might indicate that we are at the tipping point. All signs 
indicate that US sports betting is here to stay. See last 
year's playbook for further analysis.

2. Streaming and rights negotiations

Content distribution rights continue to be the largest 
revenue driver in sports media, as streaming continues 
to disrupt traditional broadcast and cable models. See 
this year’s media rights playbook for the full picture.

3. M&A

Digital content and betting are reshaping sports, fusing 
leagues with more industries than ever before. Whether 
it is Netflix and Formula One, BetMGM and the NFL, or 
Fanatics and MLB, sports has become synonymous with 
technology, casinos, media producers and more. Entire 
businesses are sprouting up with eight-figure valuations 
off the back of sports content. Even  though the number 
of passionate sports fans in the US remains relatively flat, 
companies recognize that those customers' enthusiasm 
and willingness to spend makes them an attractive 
target market. 

Of course, partnerships are a great way to reach these 
audiences, but there may be no better long-term way to 
lock up content than via acquisition. Sports-related deals 
are off to a roaring start just two months into the year, 
with the acquisitions of Activision Blizzard, The Athletic, 
Zynga and Topps. Given high demand for exclusive 
content and enabling technology, M&A will likely continue 
to be a popular route to growing businesses. Some of 
these acquisitions may come from unexpected sources, 
too. A year ago, Fanatics was mostly just viewed as a 
merchandise company; today they own trading-card 
company Topps, leading NFT provider Candy Digital and 
more. Sports has a way of scrambling traditional business 
models, and the smartest companies use  the disruption 
to expand their market access. 

4. Resurgence of live audiences

Due to the pandemic, NFL teams averaged only 9,635 
live fans during the 2020 season. For 2021, Sports 
Business Journal reported that the NFL averaged 
67,254 live fans, which is slightly higher than the 
numbers in 2018 and 2019. Despite COVID-19 variants, 
the demand for live entertainment is very strong. Live 
Nation had its fourth best month in history for ticket 
sales during 2021, according to Variety. With huge 
investment in new stadiums, race tracks and theaters, 
2022 is expected to set multiple records for live 
entertainment attendance, as fans long for the return of 
the normalcy and excitement of live events. Of course, 
COVID-19 is a serious threat and could derail this 
progress. But if there is one thing that 2021 taught us, 
it's that fans still want to see sports in person. As the 
latest Omicron wave recedes and vaccination rates 
continue to tick upward, we expect that live audiences 
will return and these trends will likely continue.

5. Smart venues

The fan experience will become increasingly important 
as crowds return. Teams are succeeding by enhancing 
services with data-driven solutions — both for fans and 
behind the scenes. Read our smart venue playbook. 

PLAYBOOK

3  |  2022 Sports Outlook

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/industries/tmt/library/assets/pwc-2021-tmt-sports-outlook.pdf
https://www.constructiondive.com/news/new-report-ranks-the-30-most-expensive-sports-venues/595739/
https://f1miamigp.com/
https://www.pollstar.com/article/live-nation-ovg-to-operate-new-17000-capacity-arena-in-wales-149263


6. NFTs and digital assets

Digital assets will soon become critical pieces of 
the sports technology infrastructure. Our NFT and 
digital asset playbook looks at the evolution of these 
technologies and how they can drive fan engagement.

7. Sports documentaries and reality TV 

Netflix is already trying to replicate the success of The Last 
Dance docuseries with a new golf reality show, and many 
other brands are likely to try the same approach. Other 
midsize leagues and governing bodies probably look at 
the growth of Formula One in the US with envy, and likely 
see the docuseries Drive to Survive as a major contributing 
factor. Startup leagues and other legacy organizations are 
likely considering how to create their own content of this 
type — and media companies  appear equally excited to 
work with them to fill the air on their networks or nascent 
streaming services. Tom Brady’s Man in the Arena and a 
forthcoming Derek Jeter documentary are only the tip of 
the iceberg. Expect to see many more behind-the-scenes 
sports documentaries in 2022 — as well as record high 
interest for both the content itself and the athletes featured. 

8. Sponsorship data

Sponsoring a sports team, league, stadium or athlete 
isn’t a new idea. But only a few companies have built a 
strong “sponsorship flywheel,” giving them a strategic 
and financial advantage in branding, sponsorship bids 
and overall ROI on sponsorship activities. This year, new 
spend categories are driving significant increases in 
advertising (betting and cryptocurrency are the biggest), 
which has kept the overall sponsorship industry healthy. 
However, those new sponsors will be anticipating 
ROI and will likely want data to see how their spend is 
converting to revenue. On top of the demand, supply 
is increasing with the rise of jersey sponsorships and 
the potential for new sponsorships in the digital world. 
The combination of new opportunities, new vendors 
and modern modeling techniques that require more 
data (which will be negatively impacted by the loss of 
cookies) could make 2022 the year that sponsors start 
truly demanding better metrics and a higher ROI for their 
sponsorship dollars.
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https://deadline.com/2021/02/espn-documentary-series-man-in-the-arena-tom-brady-drops-first-look-1234689293/
https://www.sportingnews.com/us/mlb/news/derek-jeter-documentary-espn-the-captain/1gwk4d14myi9h1hstfmlw5qj62
https://www.forbes.com/sites/drsarahbond/2016/08/10/how-athletes-have-made-money-off-the-olympics-from-ancient-athens-to-rio/?sh=7f8b622768e1
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/tech-effect/cybersecurity/customer-data-strategy-post-cookie-post-idfa.html
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/tech-effect/cybersecurity/customer-data-strategy-post-cookie-post-idfa.html


10. Mixed reality

Mixed reality is the combination of real-world experience, 
virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR). Currently, 
mixed reality is being used to create advertising 
campaigns and to bring brands to life inside sports 
stadiums. As the capabilities of wide-scale mixed reality 
become more mainstream, you may soon be able to 
feel as though you’re on the sidelines as you watch 
your favorite team through a VR headset or get specific 
stats for players by holding your phone’s camera up to 
their numbers. All of this will dovetail off the growth of 
metaverse experiences and the sale of digital assets. 
While we are probably a few years away from this being 
the default way to experience sports, Apple claims 
the world’s largest AR platform, and many other tech 
companies are likely to join in. In 2022, mixed reality 
will begin to go mainstream — and sports will likely be 
among the first industries to benefit.

9. Fan-created content

Gen Z loves short-form, user-created content. Traditional 
live sports and entertainment don't  offer either, which 
may explain why Gen Z has the lowest share of time 
spent watching live sports compared to all other 
living generations. For the future of live sports and 
entertainment, leagues and organizations will likely have 
to integrate more short-form video content to capture this 
generation’s interest. This may include things like running 
a contest campaign for best dance video, sharing during-
event content posted live on social media platforms or 
even combining such content with other technologies, 
such as NFTs, to monetize it. However it happens, fan-
created content will likely become a core aspect of the 
live sports and entertainment experience during 2022.
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https://www.geekwire.com/2021/a-giant-ship-from-halo-appears-at-oregon-ducks-football-game-as-part-of-mixed-reality-experience/
https://www.geekwire.com/2021/a-giant-ship-from-halo-appears-at-oregon-ducks-football-game-as-part-of-mixed-reality-experience/
https://finance.yahoo.com/news/carolina-panther-ar-company-122140650.html
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/tech-effect/emerging-tech/demystifying-the-metaverse.html
https://www.pwc.ch/en/publications/2021/pwc-sports-survey-2021.pdf
https://www.pwc.ch/en/publications/2021/pwc-sports-survey-2021.pdf
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