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Foreword

Created by the 2025
Football Governance
Act, the Independent
Football Regulator
represents the most
significant reform
ever to English
football governance.

IFR Chair
David Kogan OBE

Chief Executive
Richard Monks

Our mission is to safeguard the long-term sustainability of the English
men's game by promoting financially sound clubs in the interests of
their fans and the communities they serve.

Since our establishment in the autumn of 2025, the IFR has been laying the
foundations for the first regulator in world football - a team of dedicated
supervisors whose job it is to forge close relationships with the 116 clubs
we oversee.

It is through this regime of club licensing and supervision that we will
be able to spot and solve problems before they become a full-blown
financial crisis.

But the next few months mark a major gear change for the IFR and the
State of the Game Report represents a critical step on the road to building
a more sustainable future for a sport which is so fundamental to the social
fabric of this country.

This is the most comprehensive financial analysis of the English
football industry ever undertaken: a painstaking account of the
contradictions which underpin our national game.

It will demonstrate how it is possible for English club football to
simultaneously be the richest, best and most deeply competitive in
the world while also standing on the edge of financial disaster.

Last season served as another reminder of the extraordinary drama which
has driven a 2,100% increase in average club revenues across the top four
divisions of English men'’s football between 1992 and 2025.

Arsenal clinched their first Premier League title for 22 years, Hull City
squeezed into the Championship play offs on the last day of the season
before going on to win the final and a place in the top flight, while the battle
for the top spot in the National League went down to a last day shoot-out
between York City and Rochdale.

No other country boasts such depth of competition and passionate
engagement right through the pyramid.

It is this engagement that has led to record attendances at all levels of
the game and a consistent increase in commercial, matchday and media
rights revenues.




Investors from around the world are queuing up to be part of this international
success story with 78 transactions worth more than £7 billion in the past five
years. It is our job as the regulator to ensure English football continues to
grow, attract investment and maintain its leading position in the global market.

And yet what this comprehensive report reveals is an underlying fragility:
a game loaded with risk that can no longer be ignored.

Nearly every chapter of this report provides further evidence of the dangers
English football is facing. Growing revenues have not been shared in a
proportionate way, creating cliff edges between and within leagues.

The highest earning Premier League club now earns 605 times the revenue
of the lowest earning National League club.

But it is not necessarily the increase in revenues which has created the
issues. It is how the money is distributed and spent.

The existing system of parachute payments contributes to the incentives for
Championship clubs to overspend, driving up wage inflation and placing
even greater risks on those teams chasing the dream of a place in the
Premier League.

Further down, the picture is even more worrying with clubs in League
One and League Two spending ever more money to try and keep up.

The very competitiveness which has made English football such an
economic powerhouse is also the driver of the surge in player-related
costs which leaves the vast majority of clubs unprofitable.

Between 2021/22 and 2025/26, average player wage costs grew by 33% in
the Premier League, 32% in the Championship, 71% in League One and 63%
in League Two.

But it's not just player-related costs. This report found that 17 clubs across the
EFL and National League incurred non-player operational costs exceeding
revenues. This means these clubs would be loss-making even if their players
played for free.

Faced with such cost pressures, 94% of clubs in the top five English leagues
made losses in 2025/26.
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This has left nearly all clubs reliant on owner injections or debt to be able
to continue trading.

Around two thirds of clubs reported they would not be able to survive for
more than 90 days without new injections of owner funding. More than a
quarter said they would not be able to see out the month.

60% of EFL and National League clubs have liabilities that exceed the book
value of their assets meaning they are technically insolvent.

This is just a snapshot of the analysis and evidence we have compiled for this
report. The conclusion is clear: we can't afford to waste any more time failing
to address the levels of financial risk which have become embedded

in English football.

At the heart of the IFR’s remit is a commitment to protect clubs as prized
social and cultural assets. When a club is taken to the brink of collapse as
Sheffield Wednesday, Derby and Wigan were in recent times, it affects not
just the team and their supporters but the whole community and the local
economy.

In the last few months, the IFR has worked with the Premier League and EFL
as they seek a new way forward to address some of these issues through a
new revenue distribution arrangement.

We have always stressed that it would be better if football came to its own
agreement which would go some of the way to addressing the issues
identified in this report.

If football can't find a solution we will consider our next steps and will not
hesitate to use all the powers at our disposal to bring about lasting change.

The evidence in this report is as clear, detailed and objective as possible.
It is the start of a long-term process to present the reality of the game that is
so important to millions of people in England and around the world.

The IFR looks forward to achieving our statutory objective of making clubs
and the whole pyramid more sustainable. By doing so the future will remain
bright and football will continue its incredible success for all its stakeholders.
We look forward to the discussion that will follow this report.

David Kogan OBE, Chair
Richard Monks, CEO

The Independent Football Regulator




Introduction
and structure
of the report

The Independent Football Regulator (IFR) was
created by the Football Governance Act 2025
(Act) to promote the long-term sustainability
of 116 clubs across the top five tiers of the
English men's football pyramid (referred to
from hereon as ‘English football’ for brevity),
while protecting and promoting the success
and appeal of the game.
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To support that mission, we are required to produce this ‘State of the Game'
report. The report is intended to provide transparency and an evidence-
based, objective assessment of the issues facing the game for the benefit
of all stakeholders throughout the pyramid.’ The analysis in this report is
underpinned by:

 Club financial data, club o Extensive engagement

ownership and transaction data
and league financial information
obtained using our statutory
information gathering powers

- Due to data availability,
we have analysed detailed
financial information of
Premier League and EFL
clubs between 2021/22 and
2025/26

- 2025/26 data is based on a
mix of actual and forecast
data submitted by clubs to
their competition organiser?

- Detailed information on
National League clubs was
only available for 2025/26

with competition organisers,
football clubs, academics and
industry experts to build an
understanding of the industry
and the key trends and
challenges

Fan surveys, engagement
with supporter groups and
interviews with owners and
investors across the pyramid

Targeted external research into
debt and investment in football

We have also received

and taken into account
submissions from a range
of stakeholders following
consultation on the report's
terms of reference

Wherever possible, this report uses data from clubs in all five leagues
under the IFR remit. Given availability of data, some analysis is limited to
Premier League and EFL clubs. These distinctions are made clear
throughout the report.

This is the draft State of the Game
Report. We are consulting on this
draft, with comments due to the
IFR by 8 December 2026.




Structure of the report

Throughout this report, we focus on our objectives and requirements under
the Act and on key factors that underpin the success of the English game,
the main economic drivers of behaviour, risks to the IFR's statutory objectives
and emerging trends.

We first provide an executive summary of the report’s key findings.
Then, we present clear future actions for the IFR.

In Section 1 of the report, we look at how the English football industry
has changed since the formation of the English Premier League in 1992.
This section covers:

11 Introduction 42
1.2 The cultural importance of English football 43
1.3 Unprecedented revenue growth 45
1.4 Increasing investment into English football 50
1.5 The positive impact of revenue growth and investment 51
1.6 Winners and losers: diverging revenue growth 55
1.7 Rising costs and worsening profitability 57
1.8 Growth of women's football 59
1.9 Conclusion: English football since 1992 61

Section




IFR | State of the Game

In Section 2 we draw on the most recent set of financial data from clubs and
leagues from 2025/26 providing a detailed analysis of the current financial
state of the game. This includes:

2.1 Introduction

63

2.2 Revenues:

64

the drivers of revenues
matchday revenues
commercial revenues
broadcast revenues

2.3 Players and agents:

67

overview of the player market

the link between player-spend and sporting success
player wage costs

agent costs

player registrations as an asset

income from player-trading.

2.4 Stadia and non-player operating costs:

71

stadium ownership

capital investment
infrastructure assets
non-player operating costs

2.5 Profitability and external financing:

73

current profitability/losses
the role of external financing
the relationship to competition organisers' financial rules.

2.6 Debt:

78

the growth of debt

the uses of debt

types and providers of debt
access to debt

changes over time

cost of debt

2.7 Conclusion: The financial state of the game

85

Section




In Section 3, we assess individual club financial soundness to identify any
key risks. This includes:

3.1 Introduction 87

3.2 Liquidity 89

including a club's ability to meet its short-term obligations and continue its
day-to-day operations.

3.3 Solvency 101

including the ability of a club to meet its medium- and long-term obligations

3.4 Financial Distress 10

including an assessment of historical examples of financial distress and
the drivers of financial distress

3.5 Conclusion: Club financial soundness 129

Section
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In Section 4 of the report, we identify and assess potential systemic risks and
structural issues in English football. This includes:

4.1 Introduction 131 .
Section

4.2 Financial cliff-edges and distributions 132

setting out the different financial cliff-edges that exist across the pyramid,
focusing on the distribution of broadcast revenues, before assessing the
impact of that distribution.

4.3 Investor landscape 159

setting out the role of investment, who is investing in English football and
what their motivations are before considering the financial risks of investing
in English football and the wider implications for English football

4.4 Future broadcast landscape 175

setting out the future uncertainty around broadcast revenues and the
implications for English football

4.5 Transfer debt and financing 179

including the scale of transfer debt, the increased use of transfer
financing and the associated risks

4.6 Conclusion: Systemic risk 186




In Section 5, we consider non-financial issues, including:

51 Introduction 188

5.2 Football governance landscape 189

which considers governance issues and conflicting incentives within
and across competition organisers

5.3 Fan engagement and club heritage 200

including existing fan engagement requirements, different approaches to
fan engagement, motivations, challenges and overall levels of satisfaction
before considering the importance of club heritage

5.4 Corporate governance and EDI 221

identifying the existing regulatory landscape relating to corporate
governance and EDI before setting out prevailing governance practices
across clubs. We then analyse evidence on current levels of diversity
across the game

5.5 Conclusion: Non-financial issues 232

Section

M
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Annexes

The report is accompanied by eleven annexes (Annexes A-K),
which provide supporting evidence and analysis:

e Annex A - Financial information

e Annex B - Sporting competition

¢ Annex C - Revenue

e Annex D - Players and agents

¢ Annex E - Player spending and sporting success
e Annex F - Stadia and non-player operating costs
o Annex G - Profitability and external financing

e Annex H - Debt

e Annex | - Financial distress

e Annex J - Assessment of distributions

¢ Annex K - Simulations analysis

In addition, we have also published the following external
research commissioned by the IFR

o Market research of football fans conducted by Ipsos on
behalf of the IFR

e Review of academic literature on sporting success and
spending prepared by Oxera Consulting on behalf of the IFR
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Glossary

English football:

For the purposes of this report,
English football refers to the
top five tiers of English men's
football, which corresponds

to the IFR’s regulatory remit.
This also includes a number

of Welsh clubs.

Big six:

The six Premier League clubs
that currently earn significantly
higher matchday and commercial
revenues than other clubs -
Arsenal, Chelsea, Liverpool,
Manchester City, Manchester
United and Tottenham Hotspur.
These clubs typically qualify
regularly for UEFA competitions
and therefore earn greater
broadcast revenues. Given
their size and different business
models, we often analyse them
separately in this report.

Parachute clubs:

Clubs relegated from the Premier
League to the Championship that
receive ‘parachute payments’.
These payments give them
substantially higher revenues
than most other Championship
clubs. We often analyse them
separately throughout this report.

Financial cliff-edge:

A significant difference in the
revenues earned by clubs within
and between leagues.

Revenues:

Unless otherwise stated, revenue
figures presented for groups of
clubs are averages per club.

Amortisation:

Player registrations are recorded
as an intangible asset on a club's
balance sheet. Because player
registrations are acquired for a
specified period, clubs record
an annual amortisation expense.
This is reflected in both the
balance sheet and the income
statement. For example, if a club
signs a player for £30 million on
a three-year contract, the annual
amortisation expense would be
£10 million (E30 million divided by
three years).

EBITDA

(earnings before interest, tax,
depreciation and amortisation):

Measures a club's underlying
cash-generating performance
before non-cash accounting
changes, player trading and
financing costs.

EBIT

(earnings before interest

and tax):

Deducts depreciation and
amortisation, including player
amortisation, from EBITDA,
providing a measure of
profitability after accounting for
changes in long-term assets
and player investments.

Profit before Tax

Starts with EBIT and deducts
financing costs. It also includes
other non-operating items such
as profits or losses on player
sales, other asset sales and
exceptional items.

Liquidity:

Whether clubs can meet their
short-term obligations and
continue their day-to-day
operations

Solvency:

Whether clubs can meet
their medium- and long-term
obligations.

Transfer payables,
transfer receivables
and net transfer debt:

Transfer fees are often paid in
instalments over several years
rather than upfront. Unpaid
instalments owed to other

clubs are recorded as transfer
payables, while amounts due
from player sales are recorded as
transfer receivables. Net transfer
debt is the difference between
transfer payables and transfer
receivables.

Transfer factoring:

Transfer financing allows

clubs to convert future transfer
receivables into immediate
cash. The most common form is
transfer factoring, where future
receivables are sold or financed
through a third-party lender.




Executive
Summary

In this section,
we summarise
key findings from
the report.
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Section 1:
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England’s Football Revolution: :””' —':
How the game has
changed since 1992

The cultural importance of
English football

For millions of people, football
clubs are more than just sports
teams. They are part of the identity,
history and social fabric of their
communities. Their influence
extends far beyond matchdays,
with clubs supporting local
economies, charitable activity,
community wellbeing and the
development of football at all levels.

¢ As aresult, when a club ceases
to exist, it can have a significant
emotional impact on fans and
the wider community. The IFR’s
fan survey revealed that 31%
of all fans and 50% of highly
engaged fans, would suffer a
high level of distress if their club
no longer existed.

o While this report focuses on
football finances and potential
risks to financial soundness
and resilience, it does so to
help ensure football clubs
can continue to serve the
interests of fans and their
local communities.

Unprecedented revenue growth

English football has experienced unprecedented revenue growth since
1992, particularly in the Premier League, where average club revenues
are now over 30x their 1992 level. By comparison, UK GDP has increased
by 3x over the same period.

o Football's revenue growth has primarily been driven by broadcast
revenues increasing by 60x since 1992/93

« In addition, the continued popularity of English football has helped
to drive club matchday and commercial revenue over the past
four decades.

* Revenues generated from competing in European and FIFA competitions
have grown significantly.

- Three English clubs competed in European competitions in 1992/933,
compared to nine in 2025/26 and 2026/27.4

- In 2024/25, average broadcast Champions League revenue was
£80 million, up from £26 million in 2004/05. Average Europa League
broadcast revenue was £33 million and average Conference League
broadcast revenue was £19 million.

- Chelsea earned over £84 million from winning the Club World Cup
in 2025.
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Investment boom

English football has drawn
significant investor interest in the
last five years, with 78 transactions
totalling £7.2 billion. This is in stark
contrast to 2000-2005 where only
seven completed transactions
were identified.

e Around 50% of clubs across the
pyramid and 65% of Premier
League clubs experienced an
ownership transaction between
2020/21 and 2024/25.

» Alongside this, investor profiles
have changed, with increased
overseas ownership, more
complex ownership structures
and greater investment at all
levels of the pyramid.

Positive impact of growth

English football has enjoyed a
virtuous circle of revenue growth,
increased on-pitch investment,
improved quality and greater fan
engagement, helping the Premier
League to become the most
popular football league in the
world.

e This on-pitch investment
and improved quality are
reflected in:

- The total value of Premier
League squads is estimated
to be €12.5 billion, over
twice the total value of the
squads of any of the other
top five European leagues.

- Similarly, the
Championship’s total
squad market value is
estimated at €2.14 billion,
which is almost as valuable
as the combined squad
market values of La Liga 2,
Bundesliga 2, Serie B and
Ligue 2 combined
(€2.25 billion).

16
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How the game has
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Winners and losers: diverging revenue growth

While revenues have grown across the pyramid, Premier League club
revenues have grown significantly more than EFL revenues. Between
1992/93 and 2024/25, average club revenues grew by:

Premier League: £330 million, or 33x

- Championship: £35.1 million, or 10x

League One: £10.4 million, or 6x

League Two: £5.9 million, or 7x

» As aresult, revenue gaps between leagues have increased
significantly:

- In1992/93, the average Premier League club earned 2.7x the
average Football League Division One (i.e. Championship) club.
By 2024/25 this had increased to 8.7x.

- In1992/93, the highest earning Premier League club earned 70x the
revenue of the lowest earning Football League Division Three club

(i.e. EFL League Two). By 2024/25 this had grown to 173x.

- Historical data from 1992/93 is not available for the National League,
however, in 2025/26, the highest-revenue Premier League club earnt

605 times more than the lowest-revenue National League club.

« In addition, the absolute revenue gap between the big six and the rest

of the Premier League has widened significantly since 1992/93.

- In1992/93, the six biggest clubs in terms of revenue earned

£9.4 million more on average than the other Premier League clubs.

- By 2024/25, this average revenue gap had grown to £421 million.
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Rising costs and worsening profitability

Football clubs have not generally been profit-making. Part of the reason
for this is that they are not typically run as profit-making businesses but
are instead focused on achieving sporting success. As such, although
revenues have increased across the pyramid since 1992/93, player costs
have also risen significantly and profitability has worsened significantly,
particularly below the Premier League.

« Interms of profitability:®
- Although average Premier League profitability was positive or close
to breakeven between 1992/3 and 2016/17, average losses reached
13% of revenues in 2024/25
- The average Championship club was operating at a loss of 10%
of revenue in 1992/93 but by 2024/25 losses represented 42%

of revenues.

- Average League One losses increased from 6% of revenue in
1992/93 to almost 50% of revenue in 2024/25

- League Two clubs experienced volatile profitability over the period,
with average losses standing at almost 40% of revenue in 2024/25.

» Since 1992/93, average wage costs have increased by:

almost 50-fold in the Premier League

16-fold in the Championship

9-fold in League One

7-fold in League Two

Growth of women's football

Although it is outside the IFR's
remit, our analysis shows that
women's football has experienced
considerable growth in recent
years. However, continued
investment is required to grow
the game.

o Between 2021/22 and 2024/25,
attendances grew by an
average of 50% a year and club
revenues almost tripled.

o However, continued investment
is required to expand the
game's reach, attract new fans
and strengthen its international
competitiveness, while ensuring
the financial sustainability of
the game.

18
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Section 2:

state of the game

The current financial % %

Revenues

English football generated

around £9 billion of revenue in
2025/26, with the Premier League
accounting for more than 80% of
revenues across the top five tiers
of the pyramid. The big six Premier
League clubs accounted for 56 %
of Premier League club revenues.

» Broadcast revenues: Sporting success drives broadcast revenues,

as clubs in higher leagues and those qualifying for UEFA competitions
receive greater centrally distributed revenues. In 2025/26 broadcast
revenues accounted for:

51% of total revenue for Premier League clubs

45% for Championship clubs

32% for League One and League Two clubs

12% for National League clubs

Matchday revenues: Clubs higher up in the pyramid earn greater
matchday revenues in absolute terms as sporting success allows clubs
to charge more for tickets and attract more matchday fans. However,
this also requires investment in stadia. Matchday revenues typically
account for a higher percentage of revenue further down the pyramid.
In 2025/26, matchday revenues accounted for:

14% of total revenue for Premier League clubs

19% for Championship clubs

35% for League One and League Two clubs

29% for National League clubs

Commercial revenues: Although clubs higher up the pyramid generally
earn more commercial revenues, the big six earn considerably more
than others. This reflects the sustained sporting success, brand and
fanbase, which have been built over time. In 2025/26, commercial
revenues accounted for:

36% of total revenue for Premier League clubs

35% for Championship clubs

33% for League One and League Two clubs

59% for National League clubs

Broadcast revenues are heavily dependent on short term sporting
performance - i.e. promotion/relegation and European qualification.
The financial impact of a downturn in sporting performance is greatest
for clubs most reliant on broadcast revenues, such as non-big six
Premier League clubs and parachute clubs in the Championship.
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The current financial % %

Players and agents

The relationship between player
spend and sporting success has
helped create a highly competitive
market for players. In turn, this

can create pressure on clubs to
increase spending. Where one
club invests significantly in its
playing squad, other clubs may
face pressure to increase their own
spending to remain competitive.

This dynamic is reflected in clubs’ finances as player wages, transfer fees
and agent costs have risen significantly over the last four years. Whilst this
report does not provide in-depth analysis of the 2026 summer transfer
window, publicly available data suggests that these trends are accelerating.

o Player wages represent a significant proportion of clubs' revenues,
particularly below the Premier League. In 2025/26, wage costs typically
represented 30% to 80% of revenue, although some clubs exceeded
this range:

- 20 clubs, primarily in the Championship, League One and National
League, spent more than 80% of revenue on player wages

- 6 clubs spent more than 100% of revenue on wages

» Player wage costs increased across all leagues between 2021/22
and 2025/26:

Premier League: 33%

- Championship: 32%

League One: 71%

League Two: 63%
« Transfer and agent costs have also risen significantly:

- Between 2021/22 and 2025/26, amortisation costs across the
pyramid doubled from £1.3 billion to £2.6 billion.

- Total agent fees increased from £317 million to £548 million,
representing 17% of English clubs' total transfer costs
in 2025/26.

20
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Section 2:
The current financial
state of the game
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Stadia and non-player operating costs

Average non-player operating costs have increased substantially across

all divisions, with these costs making up a higher proportion of club
expenditure towards the bottom of the pyramid. In 2025/26, 17 clubs across
the EFL and National League had non-playing costs that exceeded their
total revenues. These clubs would therefore have been loss-making before
accounting for player costs.

o Between 2021/22 and 2025/26, average non-player operating costs
have increased across all four divisions:

Premier League: 68%
- Championship: 67%

- League One: 60%

League Two: 58%

« Investing in stadia and matchday infrastructure has enabled the largest
clubs to materially increase matchday revenues. Premier League clubs
can typically generate more revenue per seat per match than EFL and
National League clubs because of higher ticket prices, excess demand
and corporate hospitality. This increases the expected return on
investment.

¢ Investment has been substantially higher in the Premier League:
between 2021/22 and 2024/25, Premier League clubs invested
£2.2 billion in infrastructure, compared with around £400 million
across EFL clubs.

o For many clubs, the stadium is a significant financial asset and an
important part of their cultural heritage. However, ownership structures
vary across the pyramid:

- 59% are owned by the club or an affiliated entity

- 41% are owned by local authorities or other third parties
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Profitability and external financing

In 2025/26, 94% of clubs across =
the top five English leagues were
loss-making, in terms of profit
before tax. Average losses have
increased substantially since =
2021/22, although trends and the
scale of losses relative to revenue
vary across divisions:®

Premier League: Average losses more than doubled from £20
million in 2021/22 to £44 million in 2025/26 but remained at around
10-20% of revenues.

Championship: Average losses remained relatively stable between
£11-£13 million until 2024/25, before increasing to £22 million in
2025/26, equivalent to around 59% of revenues.

League One: Average losses more than trebled from £2.4 million in
2021/22 to £7.5 million in 2025/26 and exceeded 65% of revenues.

League Two: Average losses increased more than fourfold from
£0.6 million to £2.7 million over the same period and exceeded 40%
of revenues.

e Most clubs therefore rely on external funding, including owner funding,
loans and other forms of financing, to support their operations and cover
persistent operating losses.

« On average, for every £1 of revenue, clubs require external financing
equivalent to:

33p in the Premier League
57p in the Championship
72p in League One

26p in League Two

55p in the National League

o Across the top five divisions, at least 30 clubs received external
financing equivalent to more than 50% of their revenues.

o Recent changes to competition organisers' financial rules, including
the introduction of squad cost ratio (SCR) rules in the Premier League
and Championship, are unlikely to constrain spending or reverse
these trends.

In the Championship, new SCR rules will significantly loosen
constraints and could allow squad expenditure to increase by
£460 million.

22
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Section 2:

The current financial
state of the game = ﬁ @

Debt

Debt levels across English football increased from approximately £2.8 billion in 2020/21to £4.1 billion in 2024/25
and are forecast to reach £5.1 billion by 2026/27.” Premier League clubs account for around 75% of total debt.

o Debt is used extensively within football to fund infrastructure investment, manage working capital requirements
and finance player recruitment. Not all debt is equal, with shareholder loans, transfer debt and increasingly
complex third-party debt creating different financial risks for clubs.

o Borrowing costs for interest bearing loans with a repayment date (i.e. excluding non-interest-bearing shareholder
loans) have increased significantly since 2020/21.

- Aggregate interest costs rose from approximately £97 million in 2020/21to £455 million in 2024/25,
an increase of around 370%, compared with a 45% increase in gross debt.

- The implied overall cost of debt increased from 3.4% to 11.0%, partly reflecting higher market interest rates
and clubs' exposure to floating-rate debt.

» Shareholder loans play an important role below the Premier League, where access to traditional third-party
debt is more limited and shareholders may accept greater risk and more flexible repayment terms. In 2025/26,
shareholder loans accounted for:

3% of Premier League club debt

78% of Championship club debt

90% of League One club debt

67% of League Two club debt

63% of National League club debt

o Relegation covenants are most prevalent among Premier League clubs: 60% have at least one debt facility
containing a relegation covenant. These provisions can amplify the financial impact of relegation by increasing
repayment obligations or borrowing costs, or imposing additional restrictions, as club revenues fall.

o Clubs have pledged approximately £13.7 billion of assets, revenues and equity interests as security against
borrowings. Of this, Premier League clubs accounted for approximately £12.1 billion.

o Transfer fees are often paid in instalments over several years, with amounts due to clubs recorded as transfer
receivables. Many clubs use transfer factoring to convert receivables into cash. Transfer factoring has increased
significantly, rising from £55 million in 2020/21to £779 million in 2024/25, with around £1.2 billion of transfer
receivables now monetised through transfer factoring. This creates substantial net cash outflows that clubs will
need to fund in future.




Section 3:
Assessing club
financial soundness

Liquidity

The vast majority of EFL and National League clubs are heavily reliant on
external financing, typically from owners, to meet obligations as they fall
due. This reliance is increasing. Limited cash reserves mean that many
clubs would have little time to secure alternative funding or adjust their
business model following a shock. The IFR requested financial information
from 112 clubs as part of the evidence gathering for this report. Of these
respondents:

e 66% of clubs reported that they could not survive for more than
90 days without new owner funding

* 29% of clubs reported that they could not survive for more than
30 days

e Many clubs rely on owner funding on a just-in-time basis, receiving
frequent injections throughout the year. Between March 2025 and
March 2026:

- 67 clubs received six or more funding injections
- 28 clubs received 12 or more

- Clubs at the top of the pyramid can sell players during transfer
windows to relieve financial distress. This mitigation is less effective
further down the pyramid, where clubs have less valuable
playing squads.

o Despite this reliance on owner funding, the majority of EFL and National
League clubs do not have a contingency plan if their owner becomes
unable or unwilling to continue financing operations, leaving them
particularly exposed given their limited access to alternative sources
of finance. This has been a common feature among clubs that have
recently experienced financial distress, including Bury, Derby County,
Reading and Sheffield Wednesday.
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Section 3:
Assessing club
financial soundness

Solvency

More than 60% of EFL and National League clubs, and 20% of Premier
League clubs, have liabilities exceeding the book value of their assets.
On an accounting basis, these clubs have negative equity and are
technically insolvent.

» Accounting for estimated squad market values, as opposed to the book
value, improves clubs’ solvency positions, although nearly half (46%) of
EFL clubs would still have negative equity.

o More than a quarter (27%) of EFL and National League clubs have
combined financial and transfer debt exceeding the estimated saleable
value of the business

» 97% of football clubs in the EFL and National League generate negative
EBITDA, indicating that their underlying operations are loss-making.

e Trend analysis shows that the situation is worsening for clubs across the
EFL and National League.

» In respect of both liquidity and solvency, this means that many football
clubs would not currently meet the requirement under the Football
Governance Act to hold ‘Appropriate Financial Resources'. Clubs are
required to meet this standard by May 2030.




Section 3:
Assessing club
financial soundness

Financial distress

Whilst formal insolvencies in English football have been relatively rare,
at least 20 clubs have faced financial distress since 2018/19.

» Financial distress can be triggered by a financial shock, such as an
owner becoming unable or unwilling to continue funding a club or a
significant fall in revenues.

o The impact of financial shocks depends on a club’s underlying
vulnerabilities. Clubs that are highly reliant on owner funding, have
weak governance or engage in financial overreach are less resilient to
adverse events and more vulnerable to financial distress.

» Financial metrics can provide useful early warning signs of distress,
with low liquidity appearing to be the most reliable indicator of immediate
risk. However, wider factors, including governance and owner suitability,
also need to be considered.

« |dentifying heightened risk of financial distress requires comprehensive
and ongoing assessment of individual clubs, drawing on both financial
indicators and wider factors such as governance and owner suitability.
Reliance on owner funding, poor underlying financial health and
inadequate contingency planning leave many clubs vulnerable to
financial distress.
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Section 4:
Systemic resilience
and future risks

Financial cliff-edges and distributions

There are significant financial cliff-edges across the football pyramid.

The growth of Premier League broadcast revenues and current distribution
arrangements have contributed to those cliff-edges, particularly across the
Premier League and Championship.

e In 2025/26, a Premier League club received 10 to 17 times as much
as non-parachute Championship clubs in domestic competition
distributions, whereas a year one parachute club received five times
as much.

» This creates significant financial risk upon relegation, even with
parachute payments in place. For clubs relegated from the Premier
League in 2024/25, on average:

- total revenue fell by £70 million (42%)

- wage costs fell by £29 million (34%), which did not offset the
revenue shortfall

- EBITDA fell by £32 million (447%) and external financing increased
by £11 million (28%)

» This also creates an incentive for non-parachute Championship clubs to
overspend to compete with parachute clubs and pursue promotion.

- On average, non-parachute clubs spent 84% of revenues on player
wages compared with 57% for parachute clubs. To break-even,
they would need to spend 19%.

- Promotion to the Premier League in 2023/24 and 2024/25
increased clubs' total revenues by 376% and would have
significantly increased enterprise values.

¢ This can also impact sporting competition across the leagues.

- The performance of newly promoted clubs in the Premier League
has declined over the last ten years, with these clubs performing
worse than their international and lower-league counterparts.

- The evidence on the sporting performance of parachute clubs is
mixed. Parachute clubs increasingly outperform non-parachute
clubs, taking 17 of 30 promotion spots in the last ten years, but this is
broadly in line with European and lower-league counterparts.

e There are also financial cliff-

edges between League Two
and the National League and
within the National League.

- Although the financial

impact of relegation is
relatively limited because of
parachute payments, clubs
that are relegated from
League Two can lose their
academy status.

The financial reward from
promotion to League

Two, coupled with the

gap between parachute
and non-parachute clubs,
creates some incentive

to overspend. Achieving
promotion is more difficult
as only two teams are
promoted each season.
However, the gaps are
driven more by differences
in non-broadcast revenues
than by broadcast
distributions or parachute
payments. Consistent

with this, there is less
evidence of widespread
overspending than in the
Championship.
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Investor landscape

Across the English football
pyramid, operations and player
spending, infrastructure
investment and the frequency

and value of majority and minority
takeovers have increased in recent
seasons.

o There are a range of motivations for investing in a football club and
a range of different types of owners. Those seeking financial returns
tend to achieve it by growing the enterprise value of the club, which is
typically calculated as a multiple of revenue.

- The big six’s revenue multiples, and therefore their enterprise value,
have increased significantly over time.

¢ Investors themselves identified different financial risks and motivations
across the football pyramid:

- Premier League: investors highlighted the significant revenue
risks associated with relegation or failure to qualify for
European competition.

- Championship: investors highlighted the high-risk, high-
reward strategy of overspending in pursuit of promotion to the
Premier League.

- Below the Championship: owners were more likely to emphasise
community objectives over financial returns, with some having
acquired clubs to prevent administration.

o Our indicative analysis of investor returns illustrates the financial risks
associated with club ownership.

- Between 2021/22 and 2025/26, investors in clubs across the top five
leagues were estimated to have lost 41% of their original investment.
Over the same period, investment in the FTSE 100 stock market
index would have generated a return of more than 36%.

- Estimated financial returns were strongly associated with sporting
performance. Promoted clubs generated an estimated average
return of 85%, rising to 187% if they reached the Premier League
from the Championship.

- Clubs that remained in the same league or were relegated had
estimated average losses of 67% and 75%, respectively.

o Recent trends indicate continued appetite for investment in English
football and a willingness to provide ongoing owner funding. However,
persistent and increasing losses could make investment in English
football less attractive. This concern is reflected in owner views:

17 of 18 EFL club owners interviewed supported more robust cost
controls to reduce reliance on external funding.
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Section 4:
Systemic resilience
and future risks
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Future broadcast landscape Transfer debt and financing

The multi-year nature of broadcast In 2025/26, English clubs reported £4.8 billion of transfer payables

deals means that broadcast and £1.5 billion of transfer receivables, resulting in net transfer debt of
revenues are secured to at least approximately £3.4 billion.® Although transfer obligations fall due over
2027/28. However, the value of the several years, high net transfer debt and increasing use of factoring create
next round of deals is uncertain. future financial pressures. Across English football, transfer payables are

around 3.3 times transfer receivables, creating substantial future net cash

o Competition organisers may outflows that clubs will need to fund.

face challenges when they next
go to market. The domestic .
market is maturing, with
limited scope to increase the
number of matches broadcast.
Traditional broadcasters are .
also increasingly focused on
profitability, while streaming
platforms' demand for live
sports remains uncertain.

e Given clubs’ reliance on
broadcast revenues, any
reduction could require them
to absorb greater losses,
reduce costs or sell assets.
Slower growth in broadcast
revenues could also reduce the
attractiveness of football .
to potential investors.

Net transfer debt is highly concentrated in the top two divisions.
In 2025/26, Premier League clubs reported approximately £3.1 billion
of net transfer debt and Championship clubs £316 million.

Around £1.2 billion of transfer receivables have been monetised through
transfer factoring arrangements. This is concentrated in the top two
leagues.

- Premier League clubs reported approximately £1.25 billion of transfer
receivables and £975 million of transfer factoring, equivalent to 78%
of remaining receivables.

- In the Championship, £238 million of transfer receivables have been
monetised through factoring, compared with £152 million remaining
on clubs’ balance sheets. The value already monetised therefore
exceeds the value of remaining transfer receivables.

The transfer factoring market is relatively concentrated: 12 lenders
were identified, with the largest five accounting for 93.6% of transfer
financing activity since 2020/21. Changes in lenders' risk appetite,
lending strategies or exposure limits could reduce the availability of
transfer financing and create short-term liquidity pressures

for some clubs.

More broadly, transfer debt, deferred transfer payments and transfer
financing create financial links between clubs, owners and lenders,
increasing the potential for financial stress to spread across the game if
one or more clubs fail to meet their obligations.
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Football governance landscape

The roles of the EFL, Premier
League and UEFA have changed
since 1992. Their original focus was
on growing the commercial value
of their competitions on behalf of
member clubs, but all three now
perform both commercial

and regulatory roles. These
developments have presented
systemic risks for English football.

e This introduction and enforcement of financial rules, combined with
diverging incentives between clubs and leagues, has led to inconsistent
regulation across divisions. This has been accompanied by an increase
in legal challenges from clubs and the PFA, contributing to a more
complex and litigious regulatory environment and higher central costs.

- For example, Premier League administrative expenses have
increased from £45 million in 2015/16 to £212 million in 2024/25,
an increase of around 370%.

+ Tensions between domestic and international competition organisers
have increased, including over regulation, revenue distribution and the
increasingly congested fixture calendar.

o Key systemic risks arising from these developments include:

- Challenges in introducing and enforcing financial rules could limit
competition organisers’ ability to constrain unsustainable spending,
increasing risks to clubs’ financial soundness.

- League financial rules could have unintended consequences, such
as stadium or asset sales, that reduce financial soundness, or
incentivise clubs to sell academy talent

- Increased enforcement and litigation could raise costs and reduce
the attractiveness of investing in English football.

- Fixture scheduling conflicts could affect broadcast revenues,
a significant source of income for clubs across the pyramid. Further
expansion of UEFA and FIFA club competitions into the English
domestic calendar could also reduce the value of domestic
media rights.
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Section 5:

Non-financial issues ¢
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Fan engagement and club heritage

Fans are generally satisfied with
opportunities to engage but are
less convinced that clubs listen

to and act on supporter views.
Supporter groups are similarly less
positive about their influence: only
39% are satisfied with how fan
views are considered in club
decision-making and 37% with
communication and transparency
around those decisions.

o 84% of surveyed clubs state that fan engagement has helped
strengthen trust with supporters and improve the quality of
decision-making.

o Lower-league clubs are more likely to face staff capacity and
resource constraints, while Premier League clubs more commonly
cite confidentiality as a challenge. Supporter groups highlight
concerns about transparency and uncertainty over whether supporter
views influence club decisions.

o Club heritage is highly valued by fans, clubs and supporter groups,
with fan engagement seen as an important means of protecting and
preserving club identity, traditions and community connections.
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Corporate governance
and equality, diversity
and inclusion (EDI)

Limited survey evidence and
publicly available information
constrain the IFR's understanding
of corporate governance and
board-level approaches to EDI
across English football. Greater
transparency and better-quality
information will therefore be
important in supporting the IFR's
objective of raising corporate
governance standards.

* More broadly, although competition organisers have introduced rules
and principles to strengthen EDI, our analysis of publicly available data
indicates that several groups with protected characteristics remain
underrepresented across football clubs, particularly in leadership roles.

- On average, the proportion of football club employees who are white
is 3.3 to 8.1 percentage points higher than the proportion of white
people in the clubs' local communities.

- Women are less represented across football clubs compared with
the UK population, by an average of 22.2 to 23.5 percentage points.

- People with a disability are underrepresented across football clubs
compared with the UK population, by an average of 10.3 to 11.6
percentage points.
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Future actions

Introduction

This report shows that football has enjoyed a virtuous circle of revenue
growth, investment and increasing fan interest since 1992. English club
football is now the most successful in the world. This success is underpinned
by competitive leagues and matches, the attraction of global talent into
English football, investment and a deep, competitive football pyramid.

However, the systemic resilience of English football and the financial
soundness of individual clubs have deteriorated. Losses, debt and reliance
on owner funding are all increasing. Many English clubs are not currently
financially sound. They do not hold sufficient financial resources to manage
risk and are highly vulnerable to shocks. Widening financial cliff edges
between clubs also threaten competitiveness within and between leagues.
League financial rules are inconsistent across the pyramid, have created
unintended consequences and contributed to increased central costs and
litigation, while having limited impact in reducing losses.

Whilst many clubs have improved fan engagement and governance,
results are mixed across the pyramid.

These issues are directly relevant to the IFR’s statutory objectives.




Actions

This report establishes an urgent case for systemic change to
football finances:

o There needs to be more effective financial distribution to enable the
fluidity of the pyramid to be protected, so a well-run club can aspire to
move up the divisions. There needs to be effective financial regulation in
place to prevent any changes in distribution from merely inflating costs,
ensuring clubs are protected if things go wrong.

However, football finances are a complex ecosystem. There is no single,
simple solution that will reduce financial risk without undermining the
fundamentals that drive the financial success of the English game.

Below, we set out a six-point action plan for football. By May 2030,

when clubs are required to have been granted full licences by the IFR, this
plan is intended to reduce systemic risk, improve club financial soundness,
governance and fan engagement, in line with the IFR’'s statutory objectives.

1. Revenue distribution should be reformed, but changes
should focus on financial stability, not encouraging imprudent
spending.

2. Leagues, clubs and other stakeholders should take action to
reduce financial losses.

3. Action should be taken at National League level to ensure football
governance matches the risk within the game.

4. Clubs must improve how they manage financial risk.
5. Clubs must show how they take fans’ views into account.

6. Clubs should improve Corporate Governance and make progress on
boardroom and senior executive diversity.
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1. Revenue distribution should
be reformed, but changes
should focus on financial
stability, not incentivising
reckless spending.

The current distribution arrangements in English football create risk and
should be reformed. Distribution arrangements should consider competitive
balance, systemic resilience and support club financial soundness. Reform of
distribution arrangements should aim to:

» Maintain the Premier League as the leading football league in the world
and the Championship as the leading second tier competition

« Maintain vital funding for the wider game
» Mitigate the financial impact of relegation from the Premier League

e Reduce the distortive impact that parachute payments have on financial
incentives within the Championship

o Protect clubs by giving clubs the opportunity to rebuild their balance
sheets and reduce risk

o Consider short-term support to clubs that face severe financial distress

However, any changes in distribution should not lead to a further surge in
costs for clubs, as this would not address the financial risks in the game.

The IFR's preference remains for competition organisers to agree a new
distribution arrangement. However, if this is not possible, a competition
organiser may apply to trigger the backstop under Part 6 of the Act. If the IFR
determines that the relevant conditions are met:

o The relevant competition organisers will be required to enter mediation,
and

o If they fail to agree, the IFR must make an order specifying how relevant
revenue should be distributed

If the IFR were to make a backstop order, we would consider the likely
impact of any change in distribution on football, including its interaction
with league financial rules and the IFR's licensing regime. This would
include consideration of cost controls, merit rakes, lifeboat funds, the
quantum of money to be distributed and any other factors relevant to the
IFR’'s objectives.




2. Leagues, clubs and other
stakeholders should agree
plans to reduce
financial losses

This report raises concerns over:

 Increases in operating losses

« Increases in agent costs

« The viability of financial models towards the bottom of the pyramid
Operating losses

Club operating losses have increased relative to revenues, with the most
severe issues towards the bottom of the pyramid. These losses create
systemic risk. New rules in the Premier League and Championship may
permit losses to increase further. Attempts by League One to introduce
greater restrictions on spending are being challenged by the Professional
Footballers' Association.

Agents

Our analysis has shown that agents represent a significant and increasing
cost to football clubs. Although this is an international issue and falls under
FIFA's remit, the IFR will work with governing bodies, leagues, clubs and
HM Government to consider further steps to address concerns about

the financial impact of increasing agents’ fees and the regulation

of agents.

Financial models towards the bottom of the pyramid

Many clubs at the bottom of the pyramid would lose money even if

players played for free. These clubs have seen limited revenue growth

since 1992 and significant increases in both playing and non-playing costs.
Faced with this reality, clubs and leagues should explore solutions to improve
the economic model and reduce systemic risk towards the bottom of

the pyramid.

Action must be taken to address these trends. The IFR will look to clubs
and competition organisers to take action to reduce losses and will engage
with football stakeholders to meet this challenge. If necessary, the IFR will
consider using its licensing conditions to drive change. If these trends are
not addressed, the IFR will engage with Government on whether additional
powers are required to reduce systemic risk in the game.

3. National League governance

23 of 24 clubs in the National League are now professional. National League
clubs attract significant investment, run significant losses and are particularly
vulnerable if owners withdraw funding. If distress occurs, these clubs have
limited opportunity to raise funds by player trading or taking out commercial
debt to cover short-term cashflow issues. However, the National League
operates on a very small budget. Average central administrative costs per
National League club were only £15,000 in 2024/25 compared with £483,000
in the EFL and £10.6 million in the Premier League.

The IFR will work with all football stakeholders on solutions to improve
governance and oversight of clubs in the National League.
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4. Clubs mustimprove how
they manage financial risk

Club reliance on owner funding and debt has left them vulnerable to shocks.
Many clubs are not managing financial risks effectively. Many clubs do not
have contingency plans in the event that owner funding is withdrawn.

By 2030, the Football Governance Act requires clubs to hold ‘Appropriate
Financial Resources'. This report indicates that while some clubs are already
meeting this condition, the majority of clubs will need to take action to rebuild
their balance sheets and reduce exposure to financial risk to meet this
requirement. This will likely mean that a number of clubs across the pyramid
will need to hold more cash. In addition, some clubs may be required to limit
future borrowing or reduce existing debt levels.

The IFR will continue to review the suitability of owners, including whether
they have sufficient financial resources to sustain their club’s financial model.

The IFR will require all clubs to commit to an action plan setting out how
they will meet the ‘Appropriate Financial Resources' requirement by

2030. The IFR will agree plans with clubs before the start of the 2027/28
season. In addition, all clubs must produce 3x stress tests with mitigating
action plans - for relegation, for reduction in revenue and for loss of owner
funding - by May 2028.

5. Clubs must show they take
fan views into account

This report finds a range of fan engagement practices across the pyramid
that drive positive outcomes, but also identifies room for improvement.

In the IFR's Fan Engagement Survey, fans reported positively on how clubs
engaged with them but raised concerns about the extent to which their views
were taken into account and the transparency of decision-making.

By May 2030, the Football Governance Act requires clubs to meet the

'Fan Engagement Threshold Requirement’. Clubs will be required to consult
fans before making decisions that affect them, explain their thinking, listen
to feedback and take fan views into account before reaching decisions.
The IFR's expectations will be proportionate to a club’s fanbase and
resources and will take league rules into account.

The IFR will work closely with clubs to help them meet their fan
engagement requirements. We will speak directly with fan groups

to get their input on the current effectiveness of fan consultation.

Where necessary, we will agree action plans with clubs setting out how
they will improve fan engagement to meet necessary requirements.

Clubs will also be required to produce an annual fan consultation report
providing evidence of how they have gathered, considered and responded
to fan views.




6. Clubs mustimprove
corporate governance

Our analysis of corporate governance is based on our survey of 43 clubs
and publicly available data, in contrast to our financial analysis, which is
based on detailed data from all clubs. However, this report finds that there is
significant room for improvement in corporate governance standards across
the pyramid.

For the IFR, effective corporate governance is important as a key mitigant
to financial risk. Effective corporate governance provides other benefits to
clubs, helping to attract investment, protect brand identity and maintain ties
with fans and communities.

The IFR's Mandatory Licence Conditions will require all licensed clubs to
publish a corporate governance statement every two years starting in
October 2027, which explains how they are applying the IFR's Football

Club Corporate Governance Code (‘Club Code'). This will provide the IFR
with a detailed understanding of corporate governance standards across the
game. Publication of these statements will also provide greater transparency
within football and greater visibility for fans, stakeholders, investors and the
wider public.

The IFR’'s focus on equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) relates to diversity
on boards and among senior executives. Whilst based on limited data,

our analysis indicates that some groups with protected characteristics are
underrepresented in club board and senior executive roles. Club corporate
governance statements must explain the actions clubs are taking to improve
EDI. The Club Code recommends that clubs should publicly commit to

clear, measurable and time-bound diversity goals for their boards and
senior leadership.

The IFR will review clubs’ practices against the Club Code and work

with clubs to share best practice and improve governance. The IFR will
receive corporate governance statements from clubs from October 2027
and publish its first review of these statements and observed practices in
2028. Given the importance of diversity to effective governance, the IFR
will establish an EDI Advisory Group to the IFR Board, with a mandate to
support the IFR in increasing diversity in club boardrooms.
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Outlook

Under the Football Governance Act,
the IFR is required to produce

a State of the Game Report within
five years of publication of the
previous report. The latest the IFR
can publish its next report is 2032.
However, the data within this first
report shows how quickly risks can
change within football.

The IFR will therefore undertake an annual risk assessment,
considering changes in systemic risks, club finances, fan engagement
and governance. This will provide an update on key issues identified in
the State of the Game and set out the IFR’s plans for the year ahead.
The first of these risk assessments will be published in Spring 2028.

As part of this risk assessment, we will closely monitor the following

issues that may pose systemic risks to the English game. We will work with
stakeholders to monitor these issues and consider the use of our powers
under the Act if the risks crystallise. If necessary, we will request legislative
change from Government to ensure that English football remains resilient in
the face of these challenges. Systemic issues include:

o Domestic and international competition organisers are increasingly
competing for fixture slots that maximise audience and commercial
value. This is creating tensions domestically, as illustrated by debates
over FA Cup replays, and internationally through the expansion of FIFA
and UEFA competitions. Further expansion of UEFA and FIFA club
competitions into the domestic season, or domestic broadcast slots,
risks reducing the value of competition organisers’ broadcast rights.

In turn, this could reduce broadcast revenues received by clubs across
the pyramid.

« Competitiveness within the game, including within the Premier League,
may be undermined by increased revenue disparity at club level. The
gap between the wealthiest clubs within leagues and between the
top and bottom of the pyramid continues to increase. These growing
revenue differentials can lead to a greater difference in player-spend
and relative competitiveness within a league. In turn, this can negatively
impact sporting competition.

» Effectiveness of league governance, rising central costs and the
impact of litigation on investor and fan interest. Clubs operate a wide
variety of financial models, owners have different incentives and clubs
are increasingly litigious. This divergence of views, together with
opposition from the PFA, has limited leagues' ability to pursue their
preferred rule changes and to ensure consistency across the pyramid.
The introduction, monitoring and enforcement of financial rules by
competition organisers has also increased administration costs and
litigation across football.




o The potential for a lower growth outlook with reduced investment.
The future of the broadcast market is uncertain. Investment interest
in English football could decline. This could create a negative spiral of
decreasing player values, increasing debt-servicing costs, reduced
investment and a reversing of the virtuous circle. The IFR will work
with leagues and clubs to support continued growth and investment
in English football. In parallel, the IFR will monitor trends closely and,
if necessary, help football adjust to a lower-growth, lower-investment
environment.

Whilst women's football is outside the remit of the IFR, there are often links
between men's and women's teams. Women's football has grown revenues,
reached new audiences and attracted significant investment in recent years.
However, losses have also increased across WSL clubs and continued
investment will be needed to expand the game'’s reach, attract new fans

and strengthen its international competitiveness. Concerted action across
football will be required to support the women's game to grow sustainably
in its own right.

Taken together, these actions are intended to address the risks identified in

this report, deliver the IFR’s objectives and maintain the appeal to investors

and market leading position of English football. The IFR will work with clubs,
leagues, Government and other stakeholders to deliver these actions.
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11 Introduction

In the opening section of this report, the IFR
looks back at how English men's football

has transformed over the past four decades,
reinventing itself from an industry in decline
in the 1980s into the most valuable football
league in the world in the 2020s. It considers
key characteristics and long-term trends in
English men's football, including:

 the unique cultural and social
importance of English football

o the unprecedented increase
in revenues over the last four
decades

o the positive impact this
has had on international
competitiveness, sporting
competition and investment

» diverging revenues across
the pyramid

¢ the change in costs and
profitability over time

» alongside these changes
in men's football, we also
consider the growth in
women's football
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1.2 The cultural importance of English football

Historic and emotional links
between fans and clubs

English football has deep roots

in the country’s heritage and
communities. The average Premier
League and EFL club is 139 years
old.® Football also has significant
reach across England and Wales.

1. Over half of adults follow
English men'’s football.™

o More than 15 million people play
football regularly.™

o There are 1,100 leagues and
18,000 clubs outside of the
professional game.™

e More than 900,000 people
attend matches in the top five
men's divisions each week.”®

While this report focuses on football finances and potential risks to financial
soundness and resilience, its purpose is to help ensure clubs can continue
to serve the interests of fans and their local communities.™

Fans have strong loyalty to their clubs and a deep connection to the game.
Football clubs are also an integral part of local communities and national
culture: over 80% of fans say football is important to national culture and
identity (88%) and to a sense of community in towns and cities (84 %) whilst
over 60% of fans feel football is important to their personal identity (64%).®

The loss of a club can therefore have a significant emotional impact on fans
and the wider community:

» 31% of fans say they would experience a high level of distress if their club
ceased to exist™, rising to 53% among highly engaged fans.”

» 31% of fans would continue to follow men'’s football in England and Wales
but would not support another team if their club ceased to exist.”®

» 7% would stop following football altogether.™

The strength of supporters’ attachment to their clubs is reflected in the role
that fans and Supporters’ Trusts have played when clubs face severe financial
difficulties. Survey evidence shows that over half of fans would take some
kind of action if their club faced financial difficulties, rising to 70% among
highly engaged fans:2°

e 25% would raise awareness or support for their club through fan and
community events and online posts and groups

e 21% would join the club's Supporter's Trust or Association

* 17% would make monetary donations and make more purchases from
the club

* 15% said they would volunteer time to help the club.

In a number of cases, supporters have helped to preserve or re-establish
clubs through fan ownership. This includes AFC Wimbledon (fan-owned
since 2002),?" Exeter City (fan-owned since 2003),22 Bury FC (fan-owned
2002-2013 and again since 2022),2 Brentford FC (fan-owned 2006-2012),%*
Portsmouth FC (fan-owned 2013-2017).%%




Football's contribution to the community

Football clubs make a substantial contribution to local communities and the
national economy.

o The Premier League and its clubs are projected to generate £33 billion
in added value to the UK economy and contribute £14.8 billion in taxes
between 2025 and 2028 and support an estimated 107,600 jobs
each year.?®

e EFL clubs and their charities supported an estimated 68,600 jobs and
contributed £636 million to the UK economy in 2023/24.%7

Clubs also deliver programmes that benefit fans and local communities,
including education and employability, health and well-being, community
engagement and social cohesion. For example:

o The Premier League Charitable Fund provides around £34 million a
year to 106 club charities across the pyramid?®

o EFL club charities engaged over one million people across England and
Wales and generated £165 million in charitable expenditure and £1.24
billion in social value in 2023/24.2°

The top division also provides significant support to women'’s
and grassroots football and the wider game. Premier League total support
in the 2024/25 season was £116m. As well as the Premier League Charitable
Fund noted above, this included:3°
o £21m in grassroots football facilities
o £11Im for capital investment in non-league and women'’s facilities that
delivers more financial and environmental sustainability and improves
fan experience

o £7m to support the development of the women's game

e A £20 million interest-free loan to the WSL.3

The Football Foundation, a
partnership between the Premier
League, the FA and the Government,
has invested more than £1.3 billion
in grassroots football since 2000.32
This has included more than 75,800
project grants, supporting:

e 1,300 3G grass pitches

» 15,250 grass pitch
improvements

« 1,700 changing pavilions.3?

This has attracted an additional

£1.5 billion of funding from local
partnership organisations, resulting
in a combined total of over £2.8
billion invested in grassroots football
by the Football Foundation and
partner organisations since 2000.34

Meeting the continued growing
demand for grassroots football is
estimated to require an additional
2,720 3G pitches, 2,560 changing
rooms, and ongoing maintenance of
20,000 grass pitches.® The Football
Foundation estimates this will
require £3.8 billion of investment,3®
highlighting the importance of
continued funding from the FA,
Premier League, and Government.
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1.3 Unprecedented revenue growth

Growth in club revenues

Since 1992, the finances of English
football have been transformed.
Revenues have grown across all
leagues, but growth has been
concentrated at the top of the game.

As shown in Chart 1.3.1, between 1992 and 2025:37

» Premier League: average club revenue increased from £10.5 million
to £341 million, an increase of over 3,000% and an annual growth rate
of 11.4%

o Championship: average club revenue increased from £3.9 million to
£38.9 million, an increase of 906% and an annual growth rate of 7.5%

o League One: average club revenue increased from £2 million to £12.4
million, an increase of 509% and an annual growth rate of 5.8%

» League Two: average club revenue increased from £1.1 million to £6.9
million, an increase of 557% and an annual growth rate of 6.1%

Revenue growth in League One and League Two was higher than, but
broadly comparable to, UK GDP growth over the same period. UK GDP
increased by 315% at an annual growth rate of 4.4%.38 Growth across
all leagues and particularly the Championship and Premier League were
significantly higher.

Part of the revenue growth for EFL clubs, particularly Championship clubs,
is a result of solidarity and parachute payments from the Premier League
rather than organic revenue growth. Excluding those payments means that
the revenue growth rates were lower over the same period. This effect is
most pronounced in the Championship where the percentage increase
would drop from 906% to 590%.3°




Total revenue has grown across all leagues since 1992/93.

Chart 1.3.1: Average revenue in each division, £m
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Growth in central
broadcast revenues

Between 1992/93 and 2026/27,
combined central Premier League
and EFL revenues will have grown
to more than 60 times their initial
value (Chart 1.3.2). These revenues
are distributed to member clubs,
contributing to the growth in club
revenues over this period.

o Premier League: domestic broadcast rights grew from £42 million

in 1992/93 to £1.8 billion in 2018/19. Growth was driven by pay TV,
increased competition between broadcasters following the ‘'no single
buyer rule*® and more games being broadcast. Domestic rights fell

to £1.6 billion in 2019/20 and have remained broadly flat. In contrast,
international revenues grew from £30 million in 2001/02 to £2 billion in
2025/26 and now exceed domestic rights revenues.*

EFL: The EFL signed a domestic broadcast deal with ITV Digital in

2000, however the company collapsed into administration in 2002,
owing £178.5 million in unpaid broadcast fees.*? Sky acquired the rights
and has remained the EFL's domestic broadcast partner. The value of
domestic rights has fluctuated but has increased significantly in recent
years. The current five-year Sky Sports deal, running to 2028/29 is
worth £935 million - 50% more than the previous deal - with the number
of games broadcast increasing four-fold to 1,059 fixtures.*® International
viewership accounts for 58% of total viewership, having grown from

212 million in 2020/21 to 278 million in 2024/25* and accounts for
approximately 20% of total broadcast revenues.*®

National League: Unlike the Premier League and EFL, the National
League has experienced limited revenue growth, although this is not
shown in Chart 1.3.2. Most of its revenue comes from sponsorship,
naming rights and other commercial sources. In 2024/25:

- commercial revenue was £1.8 million, representing 61% of
total revenue.

- broadcast revenue was £1.1 million, representing 39%,4¢
from a seven-year deal with DAZN running to 2030/31.47




Both Premier League and EFL central revenues have increased since 1992/93.

Chart 1.3.2: Premier League and EFL central revenues
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Growth in matchday and
commercial revenues

In addition to the growth in
broadcast revenues, the continued
popularity of English football has
helped to drive club matchday and
commercial revenue over the past
four decades. This popularity is a
key part of the success story of
English football and English leagues
tend to be the most attended
football leagues in the world.*8

In 2024/25, approximately 15.4
million fans attended the 380
Premier League games played?®,
21.2 million fans attended the 1,656
EFL games played®®, and 1.4 million
attended the 557 National League
games played.>!

Growth in UEFA revenues

Over the last four decades, UEFA has evolved from primarily a governing
body for European football to one of the world's largest organisers of club
competitions, including the Champions League, the Europa League and
Conference League. Revenues from these competitions grew from €1.1 billion
in 2010/11 to €3.7 billion in 2026/27,52 an increase of approximately 240%
and an annual growth rate of 8%. This has increased revenues for clubs that
qualify through their league position or domestic cup competitions.

Chart 1.3.3 compares average distributions to English clubs competing in the
Premier League and UEFA club competitions over time. Although Premier
League clubs receive more revenue from participating in the Premier League,
UEFA distributions are significant and have continued to increase.

In 2024/25:

e average Champions League revenue was £80 million, up from £26
million in 2004/05

» average Europa League revenue was £33 million
« average Conference League revenue was £19 million
In addition to the increase in broadcast revenues, clubs competing in UEFA

competitions also typically earn more in matchday revenues because of the
increased number of games.

UEFA revenues from club competitions have increased over time.

Chart 1.3.3: Average revenue earnt by clubs competing in UEFA

competitions, £m
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1.4 Increasing investment into English football

Overall investment into
English football

English football's continued revenue

growth has attracted significant

investor interest in terms of owner

transactions. As shown in Chart
1.4.1, owner transactions have
increased significantly in recent
years.

o 78 transactions were
completed between 2021
and 2025, compared with 30
between 2016 and 2020

e The total value of those
transactions increased from

£2.4 billion to £7.2 billion over

the same period.>3

o By comparison, only seven
completed transactions were
identified between 2000 and
2005.%4

The number and value
of transactions for

English football clubs has

increased since 2016.

Trends in investment

In terms of ownership transactions,
a number of trends have emerged
over the last 25 years:

o fewer Premier League and
EFL clubs owned by high-
net-worth individuals.®® The
proportion of Premier League
and EFL clubs majority owned
by high net worth individuals
(HNWIs) has fallen from 76% of
club ownership in 2016 to 68%
in 2025. In the Premier League,
this has fallen from 70% to
45%.

» increased overseas ownership
and investment.®® In terms of
revenue, non-domestic owners
controlled 75% of revenue in
the Premier League and 70% of
revenues in the Championship
in 2025. Overall, North
American owners controlled
46% of revenue.

¢ increased institutional
investment, particularly in
the Premier League.®’ Prior to
2020, institutional investment
in English football was rare.
In 2016, institutional investors
controlled 3% of revenues
across the pyramid. By 2025,
this had risen to 11%.

e more minority shareholders.>®

Acquisitions of minority stakes
in English clubs have increased
sevenfold between 2021 and
2025 compared with 2016-
2020, and 57% of Premier
League and EFL clubs now
have a minority investor.

¢ increased multi-club

ownership (MCO) and multi-
sport ownership (MS0).%° 85%
of Premier League clubs are
now part of an MCO, MSO or
with an owner holding equity

in multiple clubs or sports.

This figure is 25% in the
Championship, 13% in League
One, and 4% in League Two.

e more complex corporate

structures.®° In particular,
there has been increasing use
of multiple parent and holding
companies associated with
clubs, stadia, training grounds
and women's teams. Each may
be owned by a different entity,
some of which may be based in
different jurisdictions.

¢ increased investment across

the wider football pyramid.®’ As
shown in Chart 1.4.1, there has
been an increase in ownership
transactions in League One,
League Two and National
League.

£7,164m

£484am

£6,402m
£2,358m

£368m

£1,916m
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1.5 The positive impact of revenue
growth and investment

Virtuous circle

Growth in media revenue in the early 1990s kick-started a virtuous cycle of
investment, increased quality, and domestic and international demand for
English football.

Increased on-pitch spend: Growth in broadcast revenue, combined with
owners' investment, attracts global talent. Of the top 100 global footballers,
44 currently compete in the Premier League, compared with 21in 2011/12.52

Increased quality and competitiveness: On pitch investment and elite
players increase the quality of football played and clubs' international
competitiveness. For example, England's average UEFA coefficient improved
from an average of 1.8 between 2008/09 and 2016/17 to 1.3 between 2017/18
and 2025/26.%3

Increased fan interest: Higher-quality football, star players and the
international success of English teams create a more compelling sporting
and entertainment product. This strengthens existing fandom and attracts
new fans. Of the Premier League’s 1.9 billion global following,®4 34% became
fans between 2020 and 2024.%5 The EFL'’s international audience has risen
30% since 2020/21.¢

Further increases in revenue: Greater fan interest makes the league more
attractive to broadcasters by expanding audiences and opportunities to
monetise media rights, as well as allowing clubs to earn greater matchday
and commercial revenues. This drives further revenue growth and
investment.

Early revenue growth led to a virtuous cycle for
English football.

Figure 1.5.1: Virtuous cycle of revenue growth
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Source: IFR.




International competitiveness

This virtuous cycle has established
English football as a premium sports
product. The Premier League is the
third most valuable sporting league
in the world, behind the NFL and
NBA, and the most valuable football
league, as shown in Chart 1.5.1.

English clubs, particularly those in
the Premier League, are among the
world's highest earning, with some
of the most valuable playing squads
and largest global fanbases.

Club revenues: In 2024/25,

15 of the world’s 30 highest-
revenue football clubs played in
the Premier League.®”

Six Premier League clubs
generated more than £400
million in revenue, compared
with one Bundesliga club and
two La Liga clubs. Ten Premier
League clubs generated more
than £200 million, compared
with five in the Bundesliga and
three in La Liga.®®

Squad values: Premier
League clubs have invested
significantly in their playing
squads. Their total value is
estimated at €12.5 billion, more
than twice that of any other top-
five European league.®®

The Premier League therefore
generates more high-value
football fixtures than any other
league in the world.”®

The Championship's total squad
market value is estimated at
€214 billion, almost as much

as the other major second
divisions combined (€2.25
billion): Segunda Division
(Spain), 2. Bundesliga
(Germany), Serie B (ltaly)

and Ligue 2 (France).”!

Fanbases and attendance:
The Premier League has

the world's largest football
fanbase, twice the size of La
Liga, the second largest.”?

The Championship is the
second most attended football
competition globally, behind the
Premier League but ahead of
the Bundesliga.”® All three EFL
divisions featured in the top 20
best-attended leagues across
Europe in 2024/25.74

The Premier League has grown its share of media rights relative to other
European domestic competitions.

Chart 1.5.1: Value of media rights for domestic European competitions,

2010/11to 2026/27, €m
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Sporting competition

Despite having significantly higher revenues than other European leagues,
English football tends to distribute revenue more evenly within leagues.”
The highest-earning Premier League club earns 5.6 times more than the
lowest earning club. This compares with 6.3 times in Serie A, 12.4 in the
Bundesliga, 17 in La Liga and 18.8 in Ligue 1.76 This more even distribution
can support competitive balance by helping clubs to compete on more
equal terms.

Whilst there is no universally agreed definition of sporting competition,

it generally means that there is some level of jeopardy so that the results
are not a foregone conclusion. As set out below, this can be broadly
measured by:

« competitive balance, which considers how evenly sporting performance
and success are distributed between clubs

« intensity of competition, which considers how closely contested
particular sporting outcomes are within a season

+ dynamism of the pyramid, which considers the extent to which clubs
move up and down the pyramid across multiple seasons.

Although there are different measures, English football continues to be
competitive, which helps to explain why fans find it exciting. This analysis is
discussed in further detail in Annex B - Sporting Competition.

Competitive balance

Chart 1.5.2 shows a measure of
competitive balance across each
of the leagues since 1994/95.

It measures the statistical spread
of points, which shows the
concentration of points across

the league. This shows that the
competitive balance in the Premier
League has declined since 1994/95.
Although competitive balance in
the Championship and League Two
has remained relatively constant
over time, the competitive balance
in League One has reduced slightly
since 2020.

Competitive balance has declined in the Premier League and, more recently, in
League One, while remaining broadly stable in the Championship and League Two.

Chart 1.5.2: Competitive balance in English Football, HICB measure, 3-season rolling

average, football seasons 1995/2026
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Intensity of competition

Over the course of a season, there will be competition for several key
league places such as the title, UEFA qualification, play-off finals promotion
and relegation.

 In the Premier League, three of the last 10 title races were decided in the
final game week, and a further three decided within two game weeks
from the end. When compared to other leagues, only La Liga matched
the Premier League for title race finishes, with the three other big five
European leagues seeing title races decided earlier in the season.””
UEFA qualification and relegation are typically decided on the final
day of the season.”®

 In the Championship, the league title, play-off places and relegation
are typically decided on the final day of the season or with one game
to spare. Furthermore, across the EFL, the play-off system means that
one of the promotion places is always decided at the very end of
the season.”®

Dynamism of the pyramid

Part of the continued appeal

of the English men'’s football
pyramid is its competitiveness
and dynamism, with clubs able
to rise or fall through the leagues
based on sporting success.
Since 1992/93:

o 51 different clubs have
played
in the Premier League
e 72 in the Championship
¢ 92 in League One

e 81in League Two

115 in the National League®°
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1.6 Winners and losers: diverging revenue growth

Diverging revenue growth
within the Premier League

Although total revenue has grown
for all clubs, growth has been
uneven within and between
leagues. Between 1992 and
2000, most Premier League
clubs had similar revenues,
except Manchester United, which
historically generated more. From
the early 2000s, a small group
began to pull away. This initially
included Chelsea, Arsenal and
Liverpool, with Tottenham Hotspur
and Manchester City joining them
in the late 2000s.

The revenue gap between the

big six and the rest of the Premier
League has widened significantly
since 1992/93. Average revenues
were:

e 1992/93: £16.4 million for the
biggest six clubs in terms of
revenue compared with
£7 million for the other Premier
League clubs.

e 2024/25: £635 million for the
big six, compared with £214
million for the other Premier
League clubs —a £421 million
difference.®!

However, while the big six have
grown relative to their domestic
rivals, some European clubs -
including Real Madrid, Barcelona,
Bayern Munich and Paris Saint-
Germain - continue to generate
more revenue.®?

The big six is not a static concept.
With continued investment and
revenue growth, it's possible for
other clubs to join them. Equally,
it's not guaranteed that clubs
currently in the big six will remain
there if sporting performance
worsens.

The revenue of the big six clubs has diverged from the rest of the

Premier League.

Chart 1.6.1: Premier League club revenues, £m.
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Diverging revenue growth across the pyramid

Premier League revenues have grown significantly more than EFL revenues.
Between 1992/93 and 2024/25, average club revenues grew by:83

o Premier League: £330 million, or 33x

e Championship: £35.1 million, or 10x

League One: £10.4 million, or 6x

League Two: £5.9 million, or 7x

These different growth rates have significantly widened the gap between
clubs, particularly between the Premier League and the Championship.

¢ In1992/93: the average Premier League club earned £10.5 million,
2.7 times the £3.9 million earned by the average Championship club.

e 2024/25: the average Premier League club earned £341 million,
8.7 times the £38.9 million earned by the average Championship club.8

The revenue gap within the Championship has also grown, partly because

of the increase in the size of parachute payments. From 2007/08 to 2025/26,
the amount a non-parachute Championship club received in solidarity
payments from the Premier League increased from £0.9 million to £5.3
million whereas the amount a year one parachute club received increased
from £12.0 million to £48.7 million.®s

Across the EFL, revenue growth has diverged less. In 2025, the average
Championship club earned 3.1 times as much as the average League One
club, up from 1.9 times in 1993. The gap between League One and League
Two clubs narrowed slightly from 1.9 times in 1993 to 1.8 times in 2025,
having fallen as low as 1.1 times in 2013.86

Between the very top of the pyramid
and the lower leagues, the revenue
gap has widened substantially.

o Between 1992/3 and 2024/25
the gap between the highest-
revenue Premier League club
and lowest-revenue League
Two club grew from £25 million
to £699 million — an increase of
over 2700%.87

o This is equivalent to the
highest-revenue Premier
League club generating around
70 times the revenue of the
lowest-revenue League Two
club in 1992/93 to around 173
times in 2024/25.

o Historic data from 1992/93 is
not available for the National
League, however, in 2025/26,
the highest-revenue Premier
League club earnt 605 times
more than the lowest-revenue
National League club.8®
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1.7 Rising costs and worsening profitability

Wage costs have Revenues have increased across the pyramid since 1992/93, but competition
increased across the for players has also driven up wage costs. Average wages have increased
pyramid across all leagues, although the scale of growth and the relationship

between wages and revenue differ. Between 1993 and 2025:8°

o Premier League: average wage costs increased from £4.6 million to
£220 million. Wages increased from 48% to 71% of revenue.

+ Championship: average wage costs increased from £2.4 million to
£36.4 million, an increase of around 1,450%, compared with revenue
growth of around 900%. Wages increased from 68% to 101%
of revenue.

» League One: average wage costs increased from £1.3 million to £12.2
million, around 840%. As in the Championship, wage growth exceeded
revenue growth. Wages increased from 64 % to 102% of revenue.

o League Two: average wage costs increased from £0.74 million to £5.4
million, around 630%. This was the only league where wages remained
broadly stable as a proportion of revenue, falling from 85% to 80%.

Average wages have increased across the pyramid, most notably in the
Premier League.

Chart 1.7.1: Average wages, £m
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Worsening profitability

Clubs have not generally been profit-making. Part of the reason for this is Overall, this means that many
that clubs are not typically run as profit-making businesses but are instead clubs are increasingly reliant on
focused on achieving sporting success. That said, losses have increased external financing, particularly
since 1992/93. Chart 1.7.2 shows profit before tax as a percentage of owner funding, to cover those
revenue.®° losses. We consider this in more
detail throughout the remainder of
o Premier League: clubs have generally had the strongest profitability. the report.

Between 1993 and 2017, average profits were either positive or close to
breakeven (with the exception of 1997). By 2025, average losses had
fallen to around 13% of revenue.

o Championship: clubs have recorded substantial and increasing losses.
Average losses grew from 10% of revenue in 1993 to 42% of revenue in
2025. Losses widened significantly between 1997 and 2021, exceeding
60% of revenue in 2013 and 2021. The 2021 figure was affected by
the Covid-19 pandemic and lost matchday revenues. Despite some
improvement since, Championship clubs continue to record the
weakest underlying profitability.

+ League One: clubs recorded average losses throughout the period,
worsening from around 6% of revenue in 1993 to almost 50% in 2025.
Despite some fluctuation, average losses have tended to exceed 20%
of revenue since 2001.

o League Two: clubs experienced the greatest volatility in profitability.
Profitability historically trended upwards, reaching break-even in 2021.
However, by 2025 average losses had fallen sharply to around 40%
of revenue.

Average profit as a percentage of revenue has fluctuated since 1992/93 but
has trended downwards for all leagues.

Chart 1.7.2: Average profit before tax as a percentage of revenue
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1.8 Growth of women's football

History of women'’s football

Women's football has existed in
England for over a century but has
faced significant challenges. In 1921,
the FA banned women from playing
on Football League grounds, stating
that ‘the game of football is quite
unsuitable for females and ought
not to be encouraged".®! This ban
was lifted in 1971. The FA took over
the administration of the women's
game in 1994 and the Women's
Super League became a fully
professional league in 2018.%2

Recent growth of women'’s football

Women's and girl's football has grown considerably in recent years,
supported in part by the Lionesses’ success at the 2022 European
Championships. Over 574,000 tickets were sold for the tournament,
more than double the previous tournament sales.®3 Over the following
five years:

« girls' participation: the number of girls aged 5 to 15 playing football
increased from 1.2 million in 2020/21 to 3.0 million in 2025/26, up 141%

e women's participation: increased by 42% to 3.3 million.%*
This increased interest has translated into significant growth for the WSL.

» Attendances and audiences: WSL attendances have grown by an
average of 50% a year since 2022. Although growth plateaued in
2025/26, annual attendance remained above one million.%® Attendances
varied between clubs: average WSL attendance was 6,800 per game,
while Arsenal attracted over 33,000 spectators per game.®® The WSL's
global fanbase has grown to 29 million and is projected to reach 135
million by 2037.%

o WSL revenues: As a competition organiser, the WSL's revenues have
grown 300% since it became independent.®® In 2024/25, it generated
£17.4 million in turnover, including £8.7 million from broadcasting.®®
Its five-year domestic broadcast deal with Sky Sports and the BBC
began in 2025/26, with an additional 75 games televised.'® It generated
£8.5 million in sponsorship and licensing revenues™, including through
its latest sponsorship deal with Barclays for the WSL and WSL 2
until 2027102

e Club revenues: Total WSL club revenues have almost tripled from
£32 million in 2021/22 to £90 million in 2024/25.1°% Whilst some of this
reflects increased WSL revenues, much of the growth has come from
commercial revenue, which represents 45% of club revenues.
Matchday revenue has also grown considerably and represents
16% of club revenues. 104




o UEFA revenues: UEFA women's club competition revenues have grown
from €0.4 million in 2017/18 to €19.3 million in 2024/25, an almost 50-
fold increase.'® UEFA has also expanded its women'’s club competitions
from 2025/26 onwards, introducing a Women's Europa Cup and a new
Women's Champions League format mirroring the men'’s competition.'®
UEFA revenues are a significant source of income for participating
WSL clubs, with Arsenal receiving €1.5 million, Chelsea €1 million and
Manchester City €0.9 million."”

o Investment: Over the last three seasons, there have been ownership
transactions worth £45 million across eight clubs.®® WSL teams have
also announced significant infrastructure investments. Brighton & Hove
Albion expect to open a purpose-built, 10,000-capacity women's football
stadium by the 2030/31 season,'® while Goodison Park became the
permanent home of Everton Women in 2025/26,™° contributing to a
reported 231% increase in average attendance.Many WSL clubs are
also investing in training facilities.

More broadly, women'’s sport is expected to continue growing globally.
Nielsen Sports and PepsiCo's 2025 global research forecasts that women'’s
football will become one of the top five global sports by 2030, with more than
800 million fans." This presents significant opportunities for the WSL, which
plans to build WSL Football into a £1 billion revenue ecosystem by 2037.M3

However, despite this growth, losses and net debt are increasing.

Total losses before tax across WSL clubs increased from £10 million in
2020/21to £42 million in 2024/25, while net debt reached £81 million in
2024/25.M To address this, the WSL introduced new Financial Sustainability
Regulations from the 2025/26 season, limiting the amount clubs can spend
on squad salaries.™

Some of these losses are likely to reflect the relatively early stage of

the women's game compared with the men’s game, with investment
required to expand its reach, attract new fans and increase its international
competitiveness. However, continued growth will need to translate into a
financially sustainable model.
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1.9 Conclusion

English football has experienced extraordinary growth since 1992,
becoming one of the world's most commercially successful and
internationally competitive football markets. This growth has brought
substantial benefits to clubs, supporters and communities, and attracted

significant investment into the game.

However, the financial benefits of
this success have not been shared
evenly and greater revenues have
not delivered greater financial
sustainability. Our analysis finds:

o English football's commercial
success has been exceptional.
Revenue growth, investment
and increasing global demand
have created a virtuous circle
that has strengthened quality,
profile and international
competitiveness of the
English game.

o Growth has widened financial
disparities. Premier League
revenues have grown
substantially faster than those
elsewhere in the pyramid, while

significant differences have also

emerged within the Premier
League and Championship.

o Higher revenues have fuelled
higher costs. Strong sporting
incentives encourage clubs to
invest heavily in playing talent,
with wage growth outstripping
revenue growth in parts of the
pyramid and losses remaining
widespread.

e Theresultis an increasingly
stretched system. English
football generates substantially
more revenue than it did three
decades ago, but significant
financial pressures remain
across the pyramid.

o Women's football presents a
significant growth opportunity,
but its development must
be financially sustainable.
Audiences, revenues and
investment are growing rapidly,
while losses and debt are also
increasing.

English football's remarkable
growth and success have not
resolved its underlying financial
challenges. In some respects,
growth has intensified them.

The remainder of this report
examines those challenges and
their implications for the long-term
financial sustainability of the game.




The current
financial
state of

the game
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2.1 Introduction

To frame our assessment of club financial
soundness and the systemic resilience of
the pyramid, we first analyse clubs’ different
business models and identify the risks they
may create for individual clubs and the wider
system. We then consider the key drivers of
revenue and costs, assets, profitability and
sources of finance.

* Revenues: Clubs generate

significant revenues, but their
ability to do so varies across
the pyramid. We examine the
drivers and distribution of
revenues across the pyramid,
including matchday, commercial
and broadcast revenues.

+ Player and agent costs:

Players are central to a club’s
sporting success but also
represent its largest cost and
one of its most valuable assets.
We examine the player market
and the relationship between
players and sporting success.
This includes player wages,
agent costs, player assets and
amortisation, and the income
from player trading.

Stadia and non-player costs:
Every club requires a stadium to
host matches. For many clubs,
it is also a significant financial
and cultural asset and a major
cost. We examine stadium
ownership and value, incentives
to invest in infrastructure and
wider non-player

operating costs.

 Profitability and external

financing: Clubs are both
cultural and financial assets,
but owners do not typically
operate them as profit-making
entities. Most football clubs
therefore operate at a loss and
require external financing.

We assess profitability across
the pyramid and clubs'’ reliance
on external financing.

Debt: Debt is an important
source of funding for some
football clubs and is used for a
range of purposes. We examine
the growth and changing nature
of debt, including its uses,
types, and the availability and
cost of borrowing for clubs.
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2.2 Revenues

This chapter examines how clubs generate
revenue, how revenue streams vary across
the football pyramid and the factors that
influence clubs' ability to grow revenues.

It considers matchday, broadcast and
commercial revenues, including the role of
sporting performance, stadia and clubs'’
fanbases. Further detail is provided in

Annex C — Revenues.™

What drives revenues?

Ultimately, fans drive football
revenues through attending
matches, generating commercial
interest and paying to watch
televised football. Several factors
influence this:

Club choice: Fans typically choose one club to support, influenced by
factors including family and friends, the first club they watched and
geographical proximity."” Clubs in larger, more populous areas with a
strong cultural affinity for football may have larger fanbases. The number
of other clubs in the area also influences this.

Matchday attendance: Fans' decision to attend matches depend

on factors including ticket prices, the matchday experience and
atmosphere, the quality and attractiveness of fixtures, ticket availability
and ease of travel to the stadium."®

Televised viewing: Demand to watch football on television is driven
primarily by quality and competitiveness.™ The depth in the overall
quality of football is important, with the number of star players and

'big teams’ contributing to this. Competitiveness reflects the degree of
jeopardy within matches and seasons, particularly around relegation,
promotion, title races and UEFA qualification. It also reflects clubs’ ability
to rise and fall over time.

Commercial and sponsorship: This is primarily driven by audience
reach and engagement, which is impacted by the above.
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Overview of revenue

As shown in Chart 2.2.1, clubs across the top five leagues of English football
earned over £9 billion in total revenue in 2025/26. Revenue comes from three
primary sources: matchday, commercial and broadcast income.

o Premier League clubs earned
£7.5 billion, representing 83%
of total revenue across the top
five leagues.

- £3.8 billion broadcast
revenue from the Premier
League, UEFA and FIFA

- £1 billion of matchday
revenue

- £2.7 billion of commercial
revenue

o The big six accounted for
a significant proportion of
Premier League revenues
(56%):

- £1.6 billion in broadcast
revenue

- £700 million in matchday
revenue

- £1.9 billion in commercial
revenue

o Championship clubs earned
around £1 billion, representing
1% of total revenue:

- £460 million of broadcast
revenue

- £190 million of matchday
revenue

- £360 million of commercial
revenue

Within broadcast revenues, non-
parachute clubs received £11 million
each, compared with £55 million for
parachute clubs in their first year
and £46 million in their second.'

¢ League One and League Two
clubs earned a combined £460
million, representing 5% of total
revenue:

- £145 million of broadcast
revenue

- £160 million of matchday
revenue

- £150 million of commercial
revenue

» National League clubs earned
around £70 million, representing
1% of total revenue:

- roughly £10 million of
broadcast revenue

- £20 million of matchday
revenue

- £40 million of commercial
revenue

Overall, there is a strong link
between sporting success and
revenues as clubs higher up the
pyramid earn greater revenues.
However, the relative importance
of these revenue streams varies
significantly.

e Broadcast: Clubs in higher
leagues receive higher
centrally-distributed
broadcast revenues. Premier
League clubs, particularly
those qualifying for UEFA
competitions, earn significantly
more broadcast revenue
than clubs elsewhere in the
pyramid.’?' As a proportion of
revenue, broadcast revenue is
highest for non-big-six Premier
League clubs (68%) and
Championship clubs receiving
parachute payments (60%).122

o Matchday: Clubs higher up the
pyramid earn more matchday
revenue in absolute terms.
Sporting success allows clubs
to charge more for tickets and
attract more matchday fans.
This also requires investment
in stadia. As a proportion of
revenue, matchday revenues
are typically less important
further up the pyramid.’?®

o Commercial: Although clubs
higher up the pyramid earn
more commercial revenues,
the big six earn considerably
more commercial revenue than
other clubs. This reflects the
sustained sporting success,
brand and fanbase, which
have been built over time.
As a proportion of revenue,
commercial revenue
is similarly important across
most of the pyramid.’?*




English football generated over £9 billion in revenue in 2025/26.

Chart 2.2.1: Total revenue by league and source, 2025/26

“'29.1 B total revenues across the top 5 divisions

~£7.9B

(~83%)

Premier
League

Matchday

Broadcast Revenues
Revenues

£3.8B
(51%)

£1B
(14%)

Championship ~£1B
(~11%)

League One ~£460M

& League Two (~5%)

£460M (45%)

£190M (19%) £360M (35%)

National
League

£145M (32%) £160M (35%) £150M (33%)

~£70M
{~19¢)

Source: IFR analysis of data received from Premier League, EFL, and National League in response to IFR
requests for information.

Note: The chart shows estimated total revenue for the 2025/26 season, split by league and revenue source.
Broadcast revenues include central league distributions and other broadcast income from UEFA and cup
competitions. Matchday revenue includes all ticket and season-ticket sales. Commercial and other revenue
includes all sponsorship and other non-matchday, non-broadcast revenue. National League revenue is based
on data for 19 clubs, extrapolated to the full 24-club league. Percentages may not sum to 100% due to
rounding. Figures greater than £1bn are rounded to the nearest £100m. Other figures are rounded to the

nearest £5m.

The variation in revenue mix
illustrates the different business
models that individual clubs employ,
with differences both within and
across divisions. This means that
clubs often have different risk
profiles and face different financial
pressures.

Broadcast revenues are heavily
dependent on short term sporting
performance —i.e. promotion/
relegation and European
qualification. Whilst matchday

and commercial revenues are also
impacted by sporting performance,
these differentials are smaller and
timescales tend to be longer.

The financial impact of a
downturn in sporting performance
is greatest for clubs most reliant
on broadcast revenues, such as
non-big six Premier League

clubs and parachute clubs in

the Championship.

For Premier League clubs,
relegation creates a significant
financial risk because it can
lead to a steep decline in
revenues, even with parachute
payments.

For parachute payment clubs,
the risk arises because they
receive parachute payments
for only two years, or three if
they have spent more than
one successive year in

the Premier League. Once
parachute payments end,
clubs face a steep reduction
in revenues unless they have
been promoted back to the
Premier League.
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2.3 Players and agents

This chapter provides an overview of the player market and

the relationship between player spending and sporting success.

It also considers the implications for club finances, particularly costs,
assets and income streams. For further detail, see Annex D — Players

and Agents.
Overview of the The relationship between player-spend and
player market sporting success

The player market is highly
competitive and increasingly
international, particularly at the
higher end of the pyramid.

A player’s perceived quality is a key
factor influencing their wages and
transfer fee. Higher-quality players
generally command higher wages
and transfer fees. Other factors
include the time remaining on a
player’s contract, interest from other
clubs, their relationship with their
club and their age. The market is
also shaped by agents, work permit
requirements, including post-Brexit
Governing Body Endorsements,
legal developments and rules set by
leagues, including those governing
academies and spending.

The quality of a club's playing squad is a key driver of sporting success.
Clubs that spend more on players than their rivals are generally able to recruit
and retain higher-quality players, who tend to command higher wages and
transfer fees. This means the strength of the association depends on relative
player spend, which varies across leagues. However, sporting success also
depends on how effectively clubs spend and use their squad. Other factors
include the tactical system, squad cohesion, recruitment approach, how well
the playing style suits the division and, to some extent, luck.'® As a result,
some clubs outperform expectations through effective spending while others
underperform despite similar or greater spending.'?®

The relationship between player spending and sporting success is well
established in academic research and relevant legal cases.'”’

'Itis common 'Higher squad
ground that spending by clubs
expenditure confers increases the

likelihood of sporting
success, which in
turn is associated
with stronger
commercial and
financial outcomes."?

a sporting advantage
-that is the reason
that clubs spend
money on players'=s

Chart 2.3.1 similarly shows a strong association between league position and
player wage spend across the Premier League and EFL.™° It is not possible to
formally establish causation in this analysis because clubs that have typically
been more successful earn greater revenues and can therefore spend more
on players.

However, further statistical analysis presented in Annex E — Player
spending and sporting success, shows a positive and statistically
significant association. The link appears strongest in the Premier League
and slightly weaker in the Championship, League One and League Two,
but remains significant.




Clubs that spend more on wages tend to finish higher in their league, but

spending does not fully determine sporting success.

Chart 2.3.1: Relationship between player wage spending and league position,
2021/22 to 2025/26

Position in the English football pyramid

Premier League champions (1)

Championship champions (21)

League One champions (45)

League Two champions (69)

Bottom of League Two (92)

N = 447

£fIm £2m

£5m £10m £20m

Annual player wage spending (£ millions)

Premier League
Championship
League One
League Two

£50m £100m£200m £500m

Note: horizontal axis shown on a logarithmic scale

Source: IFR analysis of data received from the Premier League and the EFL in response to IFR requests for
information and publicly available league table data obtained from the Premier League and the EFL.

Note: Each dot represents a club-season and shows the association between annual player wages and final
pyramid position on a logarithmic spending scale. The relationship does not imply causation. Horizontal axis
shown on a logarithmic scale.
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This relationship has
several implications for
the industry.

 Virtuous circle: Higher player spending may increase the likelihood of

sporting success, which can immediately increase revenues through
promotion and qualification for UEFA competitions, allowing clubs to
invest further in players. Over the medium term, sporting success can
also increase matchday and commercial revenues, creating further
capacity for player investment. As a result, larger and historically
successful clubs may have a greater chance of sustained success and
further revenue growth. This can make it difficult for clubs without an
established fanbase or significant existing revenue streams to break into
this group. Some clubs seek to accelerate the process through external
funding. This can support investment in players and improve sporting
performance, which can in turn increase revenue.

Cost of competing: This dynamic creates a cost of competing at every
level. Clubs competing higher in the pyramid generally need to spend
more to assemble a sufficiently competitive squad. As a result, promoted
clubs are likely to need to increase player spending while relegated clubs
may be able to reduce it while remaining competitive.

Arms race: Competition for players can create pressure on clubs to
increase spending. Where one club invests significantly in its playing
squad, other clubs may face pressure to increase their own spending to
remain competitive. This can contribute to rising player costs across
the league.

Rising player and agent costs

These dynamics are reflected in
clubs' finances.

Clubs higher in the football pyramid tend to have higher player wage
costs. In 2025/26, player wage costs ranged from:

- £88 million to £364 million in the Premier League

- £15 million to £59 million in the Championship,

- £3 million to £17 million in League One,

- £1.8 million to £8.6 million in League Two and

- £0.7 million to £4.4 million in the National League.™"
Player wages'? also represent a significant proportion of clubs’
revenues, particularly below the Premier League. In 2025/26, player
wage costs typically ranged from 30% to 80% of revenue across all

divisions. However:

- 20 clubs, primarily in the Championship, League One and National
League, spent more than 80% of revenue on player wages

- Six clubs spent more than 100%




o Player wage costs have increased across all leagues. Between 2021/22
and 2025/26, average player wage costs grew by:

33% in the Premier League

32% in the Championship

71% in League One

63% in League Two™3

» Alongside rising player wage costs, transfer and agent costs have
increased materially.

- Between 2021/22 and 2025/26 amortisation costs across the
pyramid doubled from £1.3 billion to £2.6 billion.™*

- Total agent fees also increased from £317 million to £548 million
over the same period,™® representing 17% of English clubs’ total
transfer costs in 2025/26.1%¢

High player costs can pose a risk to financial soundness because they are
difficult to reduce quickly. Players are typically signed to multi-year contracts
and can usually only move during transfer windows.

A reduction in revenue or funding can therefore make it more difficult

for clubs to meet their player wage commitments. More broadly, rising
costs across the pyramid poses a systemic risk. As the cost of competing
continues to rise, so can losses and reliance on owner funding.

Players as an asset
and income stream

Although players represent a significant cost to clubs, player registrations
are also valuable assets. Where the club has paid a transfer fee, the book
value of player registrations is recorded on a club’s balance sheet. However,
the squad’s market value is typically much higher. Some players have little
or no book value because no transfer fee was paid, including academy
graduates and free agents. The value of players bought for a fee may also
have increased significantly during their time at the club.

Clubs can therefore generate profit through player sales where they sell

a player for more than they bought them for. More broadly, player sales
can represent a significant income stream and provide funds in adverse
scenarios such as relegation or the withdrawal of owner funding. However,
relying on player trading income carries risks. Player development can be
costly, values are not guaranteed to rise and clubs must replace players
they sell.

The extent to which clubs generate income from player trading varies

within and across leagues and from year to year depending on their
recruitment strategy. In 2025/26, most Premier League clubs were net
buyers, although five broadly broke even and two were net sellers.™”
Championship clubs were broadly evenly split between net buyers and net
sellers. The majority of League One clubs and all League Two clubs were net
sellers.™® More information on aggregate transfer debt across the top five
divisions is provided in Chapter 4.5.
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2.4 Stadia and non-player operating costs

This chapter
considers stadium
ownership and
investment, followed
by hon-player
operating costs
across the pyramid.

Stadium ownership and investment

For many clubs, the stadium is one of their most significant assets, both
financially and as part of their cultural heritage. However, ownership structures
vary across the pyramid:

* 59% of club stadia are owned by the club or an affiliated entity
» 41% are owned by local authorities or third parties.™®°

Not owning a stadium does not necessarily create a financial soundness risk.
However, it can affect a club's balance sheet, complicate a sale and constrain
investment in infrastructure and matchday revenue growth.

Clubs face different incentives to invest in stadia. Investment can increase
matchday revenues, but its attractiveness depends on whether the expected
increase in revenue outweighs the cost. Premier League clubs can typically
generate more revenue per seat per match than EFL and National League
clubs because of higher ticket prices and excess demand. This increases the
expected return on investment.® They also generate greater revenues and
operating profits and may find it easier to secure infrastructure financing.

As a result, infrastructure investment is higher in the Premier League than

in the lower leagues. More detail can be found in Annex F — Stadia and non-
player operating costs.

o Between 2021/22 and 2024/25, at least nine Premier League clubs made
a significant investment in their stadium or training ground.

- one new stadium
- at least three stadium redevelopments
- atleast five training-ground developments
- Infrastructure investment totalled £2.2 billion over the period,
equivalent to an average of 6% of total cash outflows across the
four seasons.™
o EFL clubs invested significantly less in infrastructure in absolute terms.
Between 2021/22 and 2024/25, EFL clubs reported £417 million of
infrastructure investment. This represented 4% of total cash outflows and
around one-fifth of the amount reported by Premier League clubs.'?
- Championship clubs spent £258 million
- League One clubs spent £143 million
- League Two clubs spent £16 million™3
- At least three EFL clubs have also announced plans for new stadia,

with another two announcing a stadium redevelopment and one
planning a training-ground redevelopment.’44




Non-player operating costs

Alongside the costs of operating stadia and training facilities, clubs face
significant non-player operating costs. Like other businesses, football clubs
have been affected by changes in the labour market, taxation and wider
cost pressures, as well as rising costs associated with climate change.

For further detail, see Annex F — Stadia and non-player operating costs.
Between 2021/22 and 2025/26, non-player operating costs increased by:

e 68% in the Premier League

o 67% in the Championship

e 60% in League One

e 58% in League Two'®
Although non-player operating costs are higher in absolute terms further up
the pyramid, they account for a greater proportion of revenue in the lower

leagues. For every £1 of revenue earned, on average:™®

e a Premier League club spends £0.39 on non-player operating costs,
ranging from £0.29 to £0.53

e a Championship club spends £0.76, ranging from £0.48 to £0.98

e aleague One club spends £1.00 while a League Two club spends £0.87,
with a range of £0.43 to £2.35 across both leagues

» a National League club spends £0.91, ranging from £0.43 to £1.58

Overall, 17 clubs across the EFL and National League incurred non-player
operating costs exceeding total revenue, showing that their core operations
would be loss-making even before player wage costs are considered.

Non-player operating costs can create a financial soundness risk for
clubs, particularly below the Premier League. These costs are relatively
fixed, particularly staffing and utilities. This limits clubs’ ability to reduce
expenditure quickly if revenues or external financing falls.

More broadly, continued growth in these costs could increase systemic risk
as clubs may need additional owner funding or have to reduce on-pitch
expenditure or cuts to off-pitch operations.

Further detail is contained in Annex F — Stadia and non-player
operating costs.

72




73

IFR | State of the Game

2.5 Profitability and external financing

This chapter assesses clubs’ profitability and reliance on external
financing before considering the relationship with competition
organisers' financial rules. For further detail, see Annex G -
Profitability and external financing.™

Profitability

There are several ways to measure football club profitability, each
capturing different elements of a club's profit and loss account. Common
measures include:

o EBITDA (earnings before interest, tax, depreciation and amortisation):
measures a club's underlying cash-generating performance before non-
cash accounting changes, player trading and financing costs.

o EBIT (earnings before interest and tax): deducts depreciation and
amortisation, including player amortisation, from EBITDA, providing a
measure of profitability after accounting for changes in long-term assets
and player investments.™8 |t therefore tends to be lower than EBITDA.

» Profit before Tax: starts with EBIT and deducts financing costs. It also
includes other non-operating items such as profits or losses on player
sales, other asset sales and exceptional items. In most cases, profit
before tax is higher than EBIT because it includes profits from player and
other asset sales, although it can be lower depending on financing and
exceptional items.




Chart 2.5.1 shows average EBITDA, EBIT and profit before tax in each division
in 2025/26. Average EBIT was lower than average EBITDA in every division
but higher than average profit before tax. Premier League EBITDA was the
only positive average measure, at £47 million. All other measures across

all divisions reflected losses. Part of the reason for this is that clubs are

not typically run as profit-making businesses but are instead focused on
achieving sporting success.

Average profitability is negative across most measures and divisions.

Chart 2.5.1: Average measures of profitability by division (2025/26)
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Source: IFR analysis of data received from the Premier League, EFL, and National League in response to IFR
requests for information.
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We focus on profit before tax
as the primary measure of
profitability because it captures
both operating performance
and the impact of player trading
and financing costs. As such,

it reflects the full economic
consequences of a club’s
business model and investment
decisions.™®

94% of clubs across the top five

English leagues were loss-making

based on profit before tax in
2025/26. Chart 2.5.2 shows that
these persistent losses have also
increased over time.™°

o Premier League: Average

losses more than doubled from
£20 million in 2021/22 to £44
million in 2025/26 but remained
broadly stable at around 10-
20% of revenues.

Championship: Average losses
remained relatively stable
between £11-£13 million until
2024/25 before increasing

to £22 million in 2025/26,
equivalent to around 59%

of revenue.

League One: Average losses
more than tripled from £2.4
million in 2021/22 to £7.5 million
in 2025/26, reaching 67 % of
revenue.

o League Two: Average losses
increased more than fourfold
from £0.6 million in 2021/22
to £2.7 million in 2025/26,
reaching over 40% of revenue.

Rising losses have particularly
affected clubs below the Premier
League, where losses are greatest
relative to revenues. In 2025/26,
for every £1 earned of revenue,

on average:

e a non-parachute Championship

club lost 64p
e aleague One club lost 67p
e aleague Two club lost 43p

» a National League club
lost 57p™'

Losses as a proportion of revenue have increased across all divisions,
particularly in League One and League Two.

Chart 2.5.2: Average losses as a percentage of revenue by division, 2021/22
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Source: IFR analysis of data received from the Premier League, EFL, and National League in response to IFR

requests for information.

Note: The chart shows average losses before tax as a percentage of revenue by division between 2021/22
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External financing

As losses have grown across the
pyramid, clubs are increasingly
reliant on owner funding, including
shareholder loans and equity
injections, as well as commercial
debt. Between 2021/22 and
2025/26, external financing more
than doubled in the Premier League
and Championship and more than
trebled in League One and League
Two.'2™53 |n 2025/26, for every £1
of revenue, on average:™*

e a Premier League club
required 33p in external
financing

e a Championship club
required 57p

e aleague One club
required 72p

e aleague Two club
required 26p

» a National League club
required 55p

Across the top five divisions,

at least 30 clubs received external
financing equivalent to more than
50% of their revenues.

Overall, persistent losses and
reliance on external financing,
usually owner funding, create a
financial soundness risk if that
financing does not materialise.
Increasing losses and reliance

on external financing across the
pyramid also create a systemic risk.
We explore these risks further in
Section 3, '‘Assessing club financial
soundness’.

Impact of competition organiser rules

Competition organisers have introduced financial rules, outlined in Box 2.5.1,
partly to constrain spending and losses across the pyramid. While losses
may have been greater without these rules, both losses and reliance on
external financing have nevertheless increased considerably.

Recent changes to these rules, also outlined in Box 2.5.1, are unlikely
to materially constrain spending or reverse these trends and, in the
Championship, may exacerbate them:

o Premier League: The 85% squad cost ratio limit, introduced in
2026/27, does not directly constrain losses or external financing.
Based on 2025/26 squad costs, it would have been binding for only
three clubs.™® No club spent above the theoretical 115% limit permitted
under the new rules.’™®

e Championship: SCR rules introduced in 2026/27 (outlined in Box 2.5.1)
may significantly loosen financial constraints. IFR analysis, described
further in Section 4.2, shows that if clubs used all available headroom
under the new rules:

- total squad cost expenditure could increase by £460 million,
from £1.02 billion to £1.48 billion™”

- the average non-parachute club could increase its squad cost
ratio from 86% to 125%

- this would allow an additional £15.8 million of spending per club,
from £34.7 million to £50.5 million

o League One: The SCMP cap has fallen from 60% to 50% of turnover in
2026/27."%8 While this may constrain some clubs’ spending, clubs will
also be permitted to spend 50% of additional equity injections on wages
above the turnover-based cap.™®

* League Two and National League: No new rules have been announced
or approved, so existing spending constraints will remain unchanged.
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Box 2.5.1: League profitability and

spending rules

Each set of competition organiser rules use slightly different terminology. See references for specific
methodologies and definitions.

UEFA Championship League One and
League Two

o UEFA's ‘'Financial Sustainability o The EFL's previous Profitability
Regulations’ have three pillars: and Sustainability Rules (EFL o League One and League Two
solvency, relating to clubs’ P&S) limited adjusted losses clubs must meet the EFL
outstanding payables; stability, to £39 million over a rolling Salary Cost Management
limiting the losses clubs three-year period."® Certain Protocol (SCMP). In 2025/26,
can incur; and cost control, expenditure was excluded SCMP capped League One
limiting squad costs to 70% from the loss calculation, player wages and agents’
of revenues from 2025/26 including spending on fees at 60% of turnover (75%
onwards."6® infrastructure, academies for clubs relegated from the

and women's football. Championship) and limited
the extent to which equity
Premier League « In 2026/27, the Championship injections could contribute to
moved to an SCR system. As in wages.'®® For League Two,

o Previous Profitability and the Premier League, clubs can it capped player wages,
Sustainability Rules (PSR) spend up to 85% of income on agents' fees and manager-
limited adjusted losses to player- and manager-related related expenditure at 50%
£105 million over a rolling costs, including transfer fees.’®4 of turnover.'®®
three-year period. Clubs also have a permitted

top-up allowance of £33 million e In 2026/27, the League One

e In 2026/27, PSR has been over three years, capped at £15 cap fell to 50% of turnover
replaced by the Squad Cost million in any one season. (65% for relegated clubs) with
Ratio (SCR).™® This limits manager costs now included.
spending on player and head Clubs can also spend 50% of
coach wages, transfer fee equity injections on wages in
amortisation and agents’ fees addition to spending already
to 85% of football revenue. permitted as a percentage of
Clubs also have a multi-year turnover.’” The League Two
allowance permitting spending SCMP remains unchanged.®

above 85% up to a maximum of
115%, subject to league rules.'®?
National League

o While the National League
does not enforce financial
controls such as PSR, SCR
or SCMP, clubs are required
to submit financial reports in
line with League Two SCMP
requirements.'®®




2.6 Debt

This chapter considers how football club debt has changed

in recent years and the current debt landscape. It covers

uses of debt, debt providers, access to debt, costs, covenants
and security. The assessment focuses on interest-bearing debt,

rather than non-interest-bearing shareholder loans. This is because
unlike interest-bearing debt, non-interest-bearing shareholder loans

typically have more flexible repayment terms and may therefore

operate more like quasi-equity than debt. More detail can be found

in Annex H - Debt.

Uses and growth of debt

Debt is an important source of Debt across English football Across English football, debt
funding for football clubs and increased significantly from growth has broadly kept pace
can be used to fund infrastructure approximately £2.8 billion in with revenue growth."”! However,
investment, manage working 2020/21to £4.1 billion in 2024/25 in League One and League Two
capital and liquidity requirements, and is forecast to reach £5.1 billion debt has grown significantly

and bring forward income by by 2026/27.7° Premier League faster than revenues."”?
borrowing against future clubs account for around 75%

cash flows. of total debt, but debt has also

increased significantly in
League One and League Two.

Gross debt across English football is forecast to reach £5.1 billion by 2026/27.

6000
122
5000
43 ;;1 551
1
55 146 o o
4000 40 883 356 692
c 27
& 3000 28 13
105 642
717
2000

1000

20/21A 21/22A 22/23A 23/24A 24/25A 25/26F 27/27F

B Premier League Championship League One League Two
Source: Analysis by EY Parthenon on behalf of the IFR based on data received from the Premier League and EFL in response to IFR
requests for information.

Note: ‘A’ denotes actual figures; 'F' denotes forecast figures. Data over time is not available for National League clubs. Non-interest
bearing shareholder loans are not included in the assessment of gross debt.
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Shareholder Loans

As set out in Chart 2.6.2,
shareholder loans play an important
role in English football below

the Premier League. In 2025/26,
shareholder loans only accounted
for 3% of Premier League clubs’
debt. However, they accounted for:

78% of Championship club debt

90% of League One club debt

67 % of League Two club debt

63% of National League club debt

Shareholder loans often carry lower or no interest and more flexible
repayment terms than external debt. Shareholders may accept greater risk
and longer repayment periods, meaning these loans can perform a quasi-
equity function. They can also provide equity injections or convert debt to
equity. This provides funding that does not appear as a liability on the club's
balance sheet.

Premier League clubs access a wider range of external debt, while clubs in
the lower divisions are typically more reliant on shareholder loans.

£29m

Chart 2.6.2: Debt products used by clubs, 2025/26
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Source: Analysis by EY Parthenon on behalf of the IFR based on data received from clubs in response to IFR
requests for information.

Note: Non-interest-bearing shareholder loans are not included in the assessment of debt.




Third Party Debt

The widespread use of shareholder
debt is partly because access to
third-party debt varies considerably
across the football pyramid. Lenders
assess factors including:

 the scale and predictability
of revenues

« the ability to generate sufficient
cash flow to meet interest and
principal repayments (debt-
service capacity)

o the value of assets or
contracted revenues that
can be offered as security
(financeable assets)

o Access varies significantly

among Championship clubs,
reflecting the range from
recently relegated Premier
League clubs, which have
access to a wider range of
debt products, to recently
promoted League One clubs,
which have more limited
access.

Access to traditional third-
party debt is more limited
below the Championship.
These clubs therefore rely more
heavily on shareholder funding
and government-backed
lending (primarily COVID loans).

» the ability to meet financial

obligations without ongoing
owner support (liquidity
resilience)

In addition to debt, many clubs
will use transfer financing. This is
discussed in more detail in
Chapter 4.5.

« the availability of refinancing
options

Together, these factors determine
a club's credit quality — its ability to
repay debt in full and on time.

o Premier League clubs generally
have greater credit quality
and can therefore access a
wider range of debt providers
and products. Premier League
clubs had over £3 billion of
bank debt and almost £1.5
billion of debt from debt
capital markets.

80




81

IFR | State of the Game

Box 2.6.1: Providers and types of debt in

English football

Banks:

» offer a range of banking
products to support with
working capital and liquidity,
including (but not limited
to) committed debt facilities
(term loans, revolving credit
facilities), uncommitted debt
facilities (overdrafts) and
transfer financing facilities.

Debt capital
markets:

o can offer US Private
Placements (USPPs),
where privately issued debt
is placed with institutional
investors, and public bonds,
which are issued to a wider
group of investors. Both are
typically used to raise long-
term funding, often at fixed
interest rates with the full
amount repaid or refinanced
at maturity.

Private credit
providers:

« typically non-bank lenders,
including specialist sports
lenders, which have become
increasingly active in recent
years. Their facilities can
resemble traditional loans but
may be tailored to specific
financing requirements. Private
Credit lenders typically have
higher risk tolerance and
greater flexibility on terms,
in return for higher pricing and
less collaboration/relationship
focus in distress/default
scenarios.

Government
financing:

o generally provided for specific
policy purposes. For example,
government-backed loans
were made available during
the COVID-19 pandemic to
support clubs facing lost
matchday revenues.




Costs, covenants
and security

Differences in types and scale

of debt across the pyramid are
also reflected in borrowing costs,
financial covenants and security
required.

Costs of debt

Interest is the primary cost of debt, alongside other fees, and borrowing
costs vary across the pyramid and over time.

o Premier League clubs have the lowest borrowing costs, with a mean
interest margin of 2.8%, while Championship clubs have the highest,
at 6.7%."72 However, there is considerable variation within leagues and
across leagues. Some clubs rely on more costly external financing, while
lower-league clubs often use shareholder loans and government-backed
facilities on more favourable terms than commercial debt.

o Borrowing costs have increased significantly since 2020/21.

- Aggregate interest costs rose from approximately £97 million
in 2020/21to £455 million in 2024/25,"* equivalent to a 370%
increase, compared with a 45% increase in gross debt.”®

- The overall implied cost of debt has increased from
3.4% 10 11.0%,"® partly reflecting higher market interest rates
and clubs' exposure to floating-rate debt. 79% of Premier League
clubs have at least one floating-rate debt facility,”” while reference
rates such as the Bank of England Base Rate and SONIA rose from
close to 0% to more than 5%, between 2020 and 2024, increasing
borrowing costs.”®

Total interest costs and the implied cost of debt have increased.
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mmmm Total Interest Costs Implied Cost of Debt —o— SONIA
Source: Analysis b and

Nationa
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Financial covenants

Financial covenants are used by
lenders to monitor a club’s financial
performance and credit quality over
the life of a debt facility, and may
require clubs to maintain specified
financial thresholds or ratios.

A breach may require corrective
action or a waiver from the lender
and, in some cases, if not remedied,
result in an Event of Default.”®

Covenants relating to relegation are
a unique feature of football debt.
They typically provide lenders with
additional protections if a club is
relegated, such as accelerated
repayment, higher interest margins,
restrictions on additional borrowing
or securing over future revenues.
These reflect the significant impact
relegation can have on a club’s
revenues and credit quality.

Relegation covenants are most
prevalent among Premier League
clubs, with 60% of clubs having
at least one debt facility containing
one.”° Approximately 35% of
Premier League debt facilities
contain full or partial repayment
clauses on relegation, 21% use
broadcasting, sponsorship or
commercial receivables as security
and 15% provide for higher interest
margins following relegation.®

Three clubs borrow under

facilities which include parachute
payments as a source of either
repayment or security.’® Lenders
may also impose tighter covenant
requirements, cash sweeps,
additional monitoring or restrictions
on future borrowing following
relegation. These arrangements
can amplify the financial impact of
relegation by increasing repayment
obligations, borrowing costs or
restrictions as club revenues

fall sharply.




Approximately £13.7 billion of security is pledged against club debt, with
around 90% concentrated in the Premier League.

Chart 2.6.4: Value pledged as security for debt financing, 2025/26, £m
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Source: Analysis by EY Parthenon on behalf of the IFR data received from clubs in response to IFR requests
for information.
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Security

Security gives a creditor rights

over specified assets, revenues
or shareholdings if a borrower is
unable to meet its obligations™3

By reducing risk to lenders, security
can improve a club’s access to

debt and reduce borrowing costs.
However, it also gives lenders a
degree of control over key assets
and cash flows during periods of
financial stress.

As shown in Chart 2.6.4, clubs
had approximately £13.7 billion
of assets, revenues and equity
pledged as security against
borrowings, the vast majority
of which was concentrated in
the Premier League.

Premier League clubs accounted
for approximately £12.1 billion,
compared with £1.3 billion in the
Championship, £287 million in
League One, £75 million in League
Two and £71.8 million in the National
League. Fixed assets are the most
commonly used form of security,
followed by shares/equity

and revenues.
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2.7 Conclusion

Our analysis of clubs' different business
models, including their revenues, costs,
assets, profitability and sources of finance,
highlights five key findings:

* Revenue: Although all clubs

generate revenue from
matchday, commercial and
broadcast sources, the scale
and relative importance of
these revenue streams varies
across the pyramid, giving
clubs different risk profiles.

In particular, the variance in
broadcast revenue season-to
-season depending on sporting
performance (i.e. promotion/
relegation/UEFA qualification):
(i) creates an incentive to
overspend to achieve sporting
success; and (ii) produces
significant financial stresses if
relegation occurs.

Player costs: Given the link
between player spending and
sporting success, clubs have
strong incentives to spend

a significant proportion of
revenue on players. Although
player registrations can be
significant financial assets and
player trading an important
source of cashflow, player
wages are a significant and
growing cost that can be
difficult to reduce quickly.
Rising player costs can
therefore increase both
individual club financial
soundness risks, and, more
broadly, drive losses and
reliance on owner funding
across the pyramid.

o Stadia and other operating

costs: Alongside players,
stadia are important financial
and cultural assets, although
only 60% of clubs own their
stadium. Whilst clubs at the
top of the pyramid have

the opportunity to invest

in infrastructure and grow
revenues, the incentive to
invest is reduced further down
the pyramid. Stadium and
other non-player costs place
a proportionately greater
burden on lower-league clubs
and are often relatively fixed,
limiting clubs’ ability to reduce
expenditure when revenues or
external financing fall. At the
bottom end of the pyramid, the
financial model of football clubs
faces the most intense strain.

Profitability and financing:
Clubs have not typically
operated as profitable entities,
and growth in player and non-
player operating costs has
increased losses, particularly
below the Premier League,
resulting in greater reliance on
external financing. Persistent
loss-making and reliance on
external financing creates
financial soundness

risk for individual clubs if
expected financing does not
materialise. At a system-wide
level, football is not self-
sufficient and is systemically
vulnerable if economic
circumstances worsen or
investor appetite slows.

o Debt: Debt is an important

source of funding across
English football. Debt levels
have increased significantly,
with debt to revenue ratios
growing significantly in
League One and League Two.
Borrowing costs have increased
significantly. Transfer debt
has increased significantly.
Clubs lower down the pyramid
have limited access to debt
products so would struggle to
use debt to manage a short-
term cash crisis. Larger clubs
have access to debt markets,
though prices are increasing.
Debt structures linked to
relegation increase financial
pressures for clubs relegated,
especially from the Premier
League.




Assessing
club
financial
soundness

03




3.1 Introduction

The IFR has a statutory objective to protect and
promote the financial soundness of clubs. The
explanatory notes to the Football Governance
Act define ‘financial soundness' as a club's
expected ability to continue meeting its
liabilities and debts in the future, including
when circumstances change or the club faces
financial shocks.™
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o Liquidity: whether clubs

can meet their short-term
obligations and continue their
day-to-day operations. We
consider this through:

- the extent to which clubs
generate cash from their
core operations

- whether clubs have
sufficient liquid assets to
meet short-term obligations,
recognising that player
registrations can represent
a liquid asset during transfer
windows

- given clubs' reliance on
external financing, how long
they could operate without
it and whether they have
contingency plans in place

We consider three areas, taking into account the football-specific context:

Solvency: whether clubs can

meet their medium- and long-
term obligations. We consider
this through:

- whether clubs’ total assets
exceed their total liabilities,
recognising that the market
value of player registrations
may not be captured on the
balance sheet

- the extent to which clubs
can generate income to
repay their debts

- whether clubs’ net debts
exceed their estimated
value, recognising that their
assets may not capture the
full value of the club

¢ Financial distress: the

likelihood of financial distress
in practice and the potential
warning signs. To understand
financial distress in football,

we consider historical evidence
and common pathways to
distress before assessing

the most useful indicators of
emerging financial distress.

Why football is different

Unlike other traditional industries, football club owners are not purely

motivated by financial returns.

Football clubs are typically loss-making and reliant on owner-funding to

fund those losses.

Clubs’ size and risk vary across and within leagues. The market value
of player registrations is not fully reflected on a club's balance sheet.
Player sales can raise cash, but only during transfer windows.

Shareholder loans are widely used in football and operate differently
from commercial debt. They typically carry lower interest rates,
are often unsecured and are sometimes referred to as ‘soft loans’.

Football clubs are subject to their competition organiser’s

financial rules.




3.2 Liquidity

Chapter at a glance

This chapter considers clubs’ ability
to meet their short-term obligations
and continue their day-to-day
operations.

e Many clubs are heavily reliant
on financing. Of clubs in the top
five English leagues:

- 66% of clubs said they
could not survive more
than 90 days without owner

e 83% of EFL and National
League clubs have negative

operating cashflow, meaning funding.
their day-to-day operations use
more cash than - 29% of clubs said they

could not survive more
than 30 days without owner

they generate.

e Owner funding is often

provided on a just-in-time
basis. Between March 2025
and March 2026, 67 clubs
received six or more owner
funding injections and 28
clubs received 12 or more.

Despite this reliance on
owner funding, most EFL and
National League clubs do not
have a contingency plan if

e Most clubs do not have funding. their owner stops funding
sufficient liquid assets to cover the club.
their short-term liabilities, - most Championship,
and liquidity has declined in League One and League
recent years. Two clubs hold less than 30
days of cash.
Introduction

Our assessment of liquidity focuses on:

o operating cashflow, which assesses the extent to which clubs generate
cash from their operations

o coverage of short-term liabilities, which assesses whether clubs have
sufficient liquid assets to meet short-term obligations

» given clubs' reliance on owner funding, we also assess the available
days a club could operate with existing cash balances, the frequency
of owner funding and whether clubs have a contingency plan.

This analysis considers both traditional accounting measures of liquidity
and measures tailored to football clubs’ business models, providing a more
comprehensive assessment of liquidity.




90

IFR | State of the Game

Assessment of liquidity
Operating cashflow

Operating cashflow measures the
net cash generated or used by a
club’s core operations. This includes
cash from matchday, broadcasting
and commercial activities, less
outflows such as player wages,
staff wages and other operating
expenses.’® A positive operating
cash flow means a club generates
cash from its day-to-day operations
and a negative operating cash flow
means those operations consume
cash. Operating cashflow does

not include cashflows from player
transfers.

As shown in Chart 3.2.1 (Page 91),
clubs on average have negative
operating cash flow. For every £1
of revenue:

+ the average Championship
club consumes 57p through
its operations

* aleague One club
consumes 41p

¢ aleague Two club
consumes 32p

» a National League club
consumes 30p

* Premier League clubs are
the exception, generating an
average 4p of operating cash
for every £1 of revenue

Most clubs do not generate

enough cash from their day-to-day

operations to cover their expenses.

They rely on other sources of cash,

including owner funding, third-party
lending and player sales.

Adjusted quick ratio

The adjusted quick ratio measures whether a club has enough liquid
assets to meet its short-term liabilities. Liquid assets include cash and
transfer receivables, while short-term liabilities include transfer payables,
loan repayments, tax and social security liabilities. We calculate the ratio
by dividing a club's liquid assets by its short-term liabilities. The calculation
is adjusted to focus on financial assets and discount shareholder loans or
injections.’™®® A ratio above one indicates that a club has sufficient liquid
assets to cover its short-term liabilities; a ratio below one indicates that it
does not.

A key consideration is the extent to which a club's squad market values
can be used to generate cash. As set out in our licensing guidance, the IFR
does not consider football players as liquid assets due to the limited ability
to realise value outside transfer windows'” However, player sales are
often a key element of clubs’ business models and a common method of
generating cash, particularly following relegation, and can help clubs
manage financial shocks.

As such, we present the adjusted quick ratio both excluding and including

a proportion of clubs' squad market values. This shows clubs' ability to
generate cash both outside and during a transfer window. When including
squad market values, we assume 40% could be used to generate cash,
this is consistent with the Premier League’s approach. The analysis is highly
sensitive to this assumption, and the proportional value of player sales that
could be used to generate cash is likely to vary by club.

Outside of a transfer window: Chart 3.2.2 (Page 92), which does not factor
in a proportion of squad market value, shows that most clubs do not have
sufficient liquid assets to cover their short-term liabilities. For every £1
owed in the short-term:

o Premier League clubs have 57p in liquid assets

o Championship clubs have 41p

* League One clubs 94p

¢ League Two clubs 46p

o National League clubs 58p
Most clubs therefore rely on external financing to meet their short-

term obligations, particularly where their day-to-day operations do not
generate cash.




83% of EFL and National League clubs have negative operating cash flow.

Chart 3.2.1: Operating cash flow as a percentage of revenue, 2025/26
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requests for information.

Note: Each dot represents a club’s operating cash flow as a percentage of revenue in 2025/26. The colour
scale indicate the level of liquidity risk, with coral representing higher risk and teal lower risk. The solid line
shows the median for each league and the dashed line shows the mean. The mean shows the average of the
division, while the median is the middle value that separates the higher half from the lower half.
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Most clubs do not have sufficient liquid assets to cover their short-term
liabilities.

Chart 3.2.2: Adjusted Quick Ratio by Division (2025/26)
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Source: IFR analysis of data received from the Premier League, EFL, and National League in response to IFR
requests for information.

Note: The chart above shows the IFR adjusted quick ratio by division, where each dot represents a club during
the 2025/26 season. A value above one indicates that a club has sufficient liquid assets to over its short-term
liabilities, while a value below one indicates that it does not. The colour scale represents the implied liquidity
risk for this metric, with coral representing higher risk and teal representing lower risk. The mean shows the
average of the division, while the median is the middle value that separates the higher half from the lower half.




Box 3.2.1: Premier League SSR Liquidity Tests

Ahead of the 2026/27 season, the Premier League introduced new
Sustainability and Systemic Resilience (SSR) rules comprising three tests.

Two assess liquidity.'s®

Working Capital Test:

e Clubs must demonstrate

that, for each month of the

season, projected cash

balances (Adjusted Cashflow

Figure) and qualifying

Liquidity Test:

o Clubs must demonstrate
non-negative ‘Liquidity
Headroom' for the current
and following season, after
applying an £85 million

working capital funds total at stress test. The Stress Test
least £12.5 million. Qualifying reflects potential adverse
funds include undrawn credit events, including the financial
facilities, receivables and impact of relegation or

other funds accessible failure to qualify for UEFA
within 28 days. Club Competitions. Liquidity

Headroom is calculated
from liquid assets less liquid
liabilities and the £85 million
stress test adjustment.

The calculation includes
40% of a club’s squad
market value (as opposed
to its book value).

During a transfer window: However, a minority of clubs

When including 40% of squad in every league remain higher
market values, clubs' liquidity risk even after including 40% of
positions improve substantially. squad market value. This analysis
This more closely represents a should be considered indicative.
club's ability to generate cash The proportion of a squad that
during a transfer window. The can be sold varies between clubs.
median adjusted quick ratio rises Player values can also be volatile,
from below one to above 1.5 in each changing with factors such as form,
league for which squad market injuries or remaining contract length.

value data is available (Chart 3.2.3)
(Page 94).78°
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Clubs' liquidity improve substantially when 40% of squad market value is
treated as a liquid asset.

Chart 3.2.3: Adjusted quick ratio including 40% of squad market value, by
division, 2025/26
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Club liquidity has fallen in recent years, with League One the notable
exception (Chart 3.2.4). Between 2021/22 and 2025/26, the adjusted quick
ratio exclusive of squad market values:

fell by 44% for League Two clubs

fell by 23% for Premier League clubs

fell by 22% for Championship clubs

improved by 10% for League One clubs.

Despite this improvement, the average League One club
still does not hold sufficient liquid assets to cover its short-
term liabilities.

Liquidity has declined across most leagues since 2021/22.

Chart 3.2.4: Trends in adjusted quick ratio, 2021/22 to 2025/26
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Operating days

To assess clubs' resilience to
short-term funding pressures,

we estimate how long they could
continue operating using their
existing cash resources without
external financing. We consider
both clubs’ self-reported estimates
and an adjusted measure based
on their financial statements.

Self-reported operating days:
The IFR asked clubs to estimate
how long they could continue
operating if new owner funding
injections stopped after the club's
March 2026 payroll. As shown in
Chart 3.2.5, a large proportion of
clubs (66 %) reported that they
could not survive for more than 90
days without new owner funding.
29% reported that they could not
survive more than 30 days.

29% of clubs say they could not survive more than 30 days without

owner funding.

Chart 3.2.5: Proportion of self-reported operating days in the event of owner
funding withdrawal after the March 2026 payroll
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Cash operating days estimate how
long clubs could continue operating
using their existing cash balances,
based on estimated daily net
operating cash flows. Our analysis
shows that most Championship,
League One and League Two clubs
hold less than 30 days of cash,
while many National League clubs
also have very low cash reserves.

This indicates a weaker liquidity
position than clubs' self-reported
survival estimates, suggesting that
some clubs may have fewer days of
liquidity than they expect.

This leaves many clubs with limited
time to secure alternative funding
or adjust their business model in
response to a liquidity shock, such
as the loss of owner funding.

Most Championship, League One and League Two clubs hold less than

30 days of cash.

Chart 3.2.6: Cash operating days, capped at 365 days, 2025/26
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Source: IFR analysis of data received from the Premier League, EFL, and National League in response to
IFR requests for information.

Note: Each dot represents a club’s cash operating days in 2025/26, capped at 365 days. The colour scale
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lower risk. The mean shows the average of the division, while the median is the middle value that
separates the higher half from the lower half.
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Dependency on
owner injections

Low liquidity and negative operating
cash flow leave many clubs reliant
on external financing, particularly
owner funding. The frequency

of owner injections provides an
indication to the extent of this
dependency: more frequent
injections suggest that clubs

have less capacity to sustain their
operations without further funding.

Many clubs rely on owner funding
on a just-in-time basis. Between
March 2025 and March 2026, 67
clubs received six or more funding
injections through shareholder
loans or equity, while 28 clubs
received 12 or more.

Limited access to commercial financing means shareholder loans are
particularly important for EFL and National League clubs, providing liquidity
that may not otherwise be available. Shareholder loans account for:

o 78% of debt in the Championship

e 90% in League One

e 67% in League Two

e 63% in the National League™®
While clubs may be able to continue operating while shareholder funding
remains available, many could struggle to secure replacement financing if

it is withdrawn.

This makes contingency planning particularly important in case owners are
unable or unwilling to continue providing funding.

Many clubs rely on owner funding on a just-in-time basis.
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Source: IFR analysis of data received from clubs in response to IFR request for information.




Contingency plans

Contingency planning can help clubs prepare for financial shocks

and foreseeable downside risks, such as relegation or poor sporting
performance. The IFR asked clubs whether they had a funding contingency
plan in the event of owner funding being withdrawn and whether they
produced downside forecasts.

As set out in Chart 3.2.8, most EFL and National League clubs do not have
a contingency plan for the withdrawal of owner funding, despite their
reliance on owners and limited access to commercial financing.
In total:

» 76 clubs reported having no funding contingency plan

e 71do not forecast a downside risk scenario
This leaves clubs particularly exposed if an owner becomes unwilling or
unable to continue providing finance, particularly as many EFL and

National League clubs appear to have limited access to alternative sources
of financing.

Most EFL and National League clubs have no contingency plan for

the withdrawal of owner funding.

Chart 3.2.8: Contingency planning for owner funding withdrawal, 2025/26
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Source: IFR analysis of data received from clubs in response to IFR request for information.
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Summary

Overall, our analysis indicates a
significant risk to the short-
term financial viability of many
football clubs.

The vast majority of clubs outside the Premier League consume cash
through their day-to-day operations. As a result, clubs typically rely
on external financing or player sales to meet their obligations as they
fall due.

Clubs’ ability to use liquid assets to meet short-term obligations depends
partly on transfer windows. Outside a transfer window, most clubs do
not have enough liquid assets to cover their short-term liabilities. During
a transfer window, when players can be sold to generate cash, clubs’
liquidity positions improve significantly.

Many clubs receive owner funding multiple times during the year to
meet short-term liquidity needs. This leaves them exposed at multiple
points if expected owner funding does not materialise.

Limited cash reserves mean that, following a liquidity shock, many clubs
would have only a short period in which to secure alternative funding or
adjust their business model.

Despite low liquidity and reliance on owner funding, most clubs do not
have a contingency plan if an owner becomes unable or unwilling to
continue to provide finance. This risk is compounded by the limited
access of many EFL and National League clubs to alternative sources
of funding.




3.3 Solvency

Chapter at a glance

This chapter considers a club’s
ability to meet its medium- and
long-term obligations.

o More than 60% of EFL and
National League clubs have

liabilities exceeding the book
value of their assets. Even after
factoring in the market value

of playing squads, 46% of EFL
clubs have negative equity.

97% of EFL and National
League clubs generate negative
EBITDA, meaning they do not
generate sufficient earnings
from their operations to repay
outstanding debt.

e 27% of EFL and National
League clubs have combined
financial and transfer debt
exceeding their estimated
enterprise value. This may
reduce owners’ economic
incentive to continue providing

¢ Overall, many football clubs

appear financially unsustainable
over the medium to long term
and increasingly reliant on
continued support from owners
and other external sources

of finance.

funding to preserve the value
of their equity.

» Solvency is worsening for
League One and League
Two clubs, as measured by
EBITDA and football net debt
to enterprise value. If this trend
continues, football clubs may
become increasingly reliant on
owner financing while owners'’
economic incentive to provide
this financing diminishes.

Introduction

Our assessment of solvency
focuses on:

o clubs’ levels of indebtedness:

we assess Whether clubs’
liabilities exceed clubs' total
values. If they do, the club owes
more money than it is worth,
which is a sign of excessive
indebtedness. As part of this,
we consider the book value of
assets, squad market value and
the estimated enterprise value
of the club.

clubs’ debt serviceability:

we assess clubs' ability

to repay debts from their
business operations. If they
are not able to repay debts
from their operations, then this
suggests they are financially
unsustainable.

Levels of indebtedness
Net assets

Net assets represent a club’s net equity position and are calculated as
total assets minus total liabilities, as per a club's balance sheet.

o Clubs' largest assets include playing squads, infrastructure such as
stadia and training facilities, and transfer receivables.

o Clubs' largest liabilities include shareholder debt, bank and other
third-party debt, transfer payables and tax liabilities.

Shareholder debt is often considered a ‘soft’ liability because shareholders
may have less incentive than third-party lenders to initiate insolvency
proceedings if repayments are missed. It also typically carries a lower
interest rate than third-party debt and in some cases is interest-free.
However, for the purposes of this analysis, we continue to treat shareholder
debt as a liability because it may need to be repaid or become third-party
debt following a sale or insolvency event.
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Chart 3.3.1 shows that on an
accounting basis, 63% of EFL

and National League clubs have
liabilities exceeding the book value
of their assets, in some cases
substantially. This is the case for
20% of Premier League clubs.

On that basis, these clubs therefore
have negative equity, which means
their liabilities are greater than their
assets, so they are technically
insolvent.

More than 60% of EFL and National League clubs have liabilities
exceeding the value of their assets.

Chart 3.3.1: Net Assets as a percentage of revenue, 2025/26
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Source: IFR analysis of data received from the Premier League, EFL, and National League in response to

IFR requests for information.

Note: The chart shows net assets as a percentage of revenue per club by division, where each dot
represents a club during the 2025/26 season. The colour scale represents the scale of solvency risk based
on this metric, with coral representing higher risk and teal representing lower risk.




Net assets accounting for squad market values

The analysis above uses the book value of player registrations, which can
significantly understate their market value for the following reasons:

o Players acquired without a transfer fee, including academy players,
may have no value recognised on the balance sheet

o The market value of a player may have increased since joining the
club but this would not necessarily be reflected on the balance sheet

e The book value of players acquired for a fee reduces as that fee is
amortised over the contract term, irrespective of subsequent changes

in market value.

As a result, clubs' balance sheets may understate squad values and therefore
their equity positions. However, caution is needed when incorporating squad

market values.

Squad market values can

be volatile as they depend

on market conditions, the
willingness of other clubs to
purchase player registrations and
individual performance. There is
also some evidence of speculative
bubble effects in the European
transfer market.™’

We therefore assess clubs' net
asset positions using the book
values of player contracts, and
then with the squad market values
of players.

Box 3.3.1: Premier League

SSR Solvency Test

Ahead of 2026/27,

the Premier League introduced
new Sustainability and
Systemic Resilience (SSR)
rules comprising three tests,
including a solvency test.’2

Positive Equity Test:

¢ A club must demonstrate
that its ‘Positive Equity Ratio’
(liabilities =+ adjusted assets)
is no more than 90% in
2026/27, 85% in 2027/28
and 80% from 2028/29
onwards. Adjusted assets
include the club’s full squad
market value (or the net book
value of players, if higher).
Liabilities include those
reported on the balance
sheet, including shareholder
loans and external debt.
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As shown in Chart 3.3.2,
incorporating squad market
values improves clubs' net asset
positions. However, 46% of EFL
clubs still have negative equity
after accounting for squad market
values. The improvement is more
pronounced in the Premier League,
where no club has liabilities
exceeding the value of its assets
after squad market values are
incorporated.

46% of EFL clubs still have negative equity, even after adjusting for the
market value of playing squads.

Chart 3.3.2: Net assets including squad market value as a percentage of
revenue, 2025/26
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Net debt to estimated
enterprise value

It is possible that a club's assets,
even when accounting for squad
market value, do not fully capture
the value of a football club. Analysis
of past transactions indicates that

a non-big six club can be broadly
valued using an EV/Revenue
multiple of 2x, compared with 6x for
a big six club.”™2 Actual valuations
vary depending on factors including
fanbase size, financial position and
stadium ownership. We therefore
assess wWhether a club’s debt is
greater than the estimated value of
the club.

Chart 3.3.3 below calculates clubs' football net debt as a proportion

of their estimated enterprise value (EV)."* This provides a football-specific
measure of leverage based on the estimated realisable value of a club
rather than its book value.™®®

A higher net debt-to-EV ratio indicates greater potential solvency risk
because debt represents a larger proportion of the club’s value, reducing
shareholders’ equity.

As the ratio approaches or exceeds one, shareholders may have less
economic incentive to provide further financing to protect the
value of their equity.

Chart 3.3.3 shows that more than a quarter (27%) of EFL and National
League clubs have combined financial and transfer debt that exceeds the
estimated saleable value of the business. These clubs are therefore

more reliant on owners continuing to invest without the expectation of a
financial return.

More than a quarter of EFL and National League clubs have debts
exceeding the estimated saleable value of the business.

Chart 3.3.3: Football Net Debt as a percentage of Enterprise Value, 2025/26
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where each dot represents a club for the 2025/26 season. The colour scale represents the scale of
solvency risk based on this metric, with coral representing higher risk and teal representing lower risk. The
mean shows the average of the division, while the median is the middle value that separates the higher half

from the lower half.

105




106

IFR | State of the Game

To understand whether this position is likely to change, we considered recent
trends. Between 2021/22 and 2025/26, football net debt as a proportion of
estimated enterprise value:

e increased from 20.8% to 83.1% in League One

e increased from 32% up to 85.2% in League Two

¢ increased more modestly from 28.9% up to 31.4% in the Premier League

o decreased from 117.7 % to 93.9% in the Championship, reflecting a shift
towards equity financing and a reduction in shareholder debt

For many EFL clubs, debt and owner funding are increasing faster than
clubs' estimated values.

League One and League Two clubs are becoming more highly leveraged.
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Debt serviceability

Debt serviceability can be measured
by a club’s ability to cover its interest
payments and its ability to repay

its debts.

* Interest coverage measures
a company'’s ability to meet
interest payments on its
outstanding debt from earnings
before interest and taxes
(EBIT). However, most football
clubs have negative EBIT and
therefore do not generate
sufficient operating earnings to
cover their interest costs.

A club's ability to repay its
debt can be measured using
its debt-to-EBITDA ratio.

This measures a club’s

ability to repay debt from its
operating earnings and is
used by credit rating agencies
to assess creditworthiness.
The ratio divides total debt by
earnings before interest, tax,
depreciation and amortisation
(EBITDA). It indicates the
number of periods, usually
years, it would take to

repay debt if earnings remain
unchanged.

Both these measures of debt
serviceability require a positive
measure of profitability, either EBIT
or EBITDA, in order to cover interest
costs and meet debt repayments.

However, as shown in Chart 3.3.5,
97% of EFL and National League
clubs generate negative EBITDA
and therefore do not generate
sufficient operating earnings to
repay outstanding debt. If EBITDA
losses persist, these clubs will
require further debt, equity
financing or sustained profits from
player trading to meet their
funding needs.

97% of clubs outside the Premier League generate negative EBITDA.

Chart 3.3.5: EBITDA as a percentage of revenue, 2025/26
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To assess whether EBITDA losses are likely to persist, we considered recent
trends. Between 2021/22 and 2025/26, annual average EBITDA losses:

« increased from £13.2 million to £17.8 million in the Championship
e increased from £2.4 million to £6.5 million in League One,
¢ increased from £0.6 million to £2.6 million in League Two

e in contrast, average annual Premier League EBITDA profits increased from
£27.6 million to £46.6 million over the same period

This suggests it is unlikely that EFL clubs will generate sufficient positive
EBITDA to cover debt repayments in the future.

EBITDA performance has deteriorated across the Championship, League
One and League Two.

Chart 3.3.6: Mean EBITDA by division over time, 2021/22 - 2025/26
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Summary

Overall, the analysis indicates that
many football clubs are financially
unsustainable over the medium

to long term and increasingly
reliant on continued support from
owners and other external sources
of finance.

The majority of EFL and National League clubs have liabilities greater
than the book value of their assets. Accounting for squad market
values improves their position, although many remain in negative equity.

More than a quarter of EFL and National League clubs have debt
exceeding their estimated enterprise value. Debt and owner funding
are also increasing faster than estimated club values in parts of the EFL.

97% of EFL and National League clubs generate negative EBITDA,
meaning they do not generate sufficient operating earnings to repay
outstanding debt. EBITDA performance has also deteriorated across
the Championship, League One and League Two, increasing their
reliance on external financing.
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3.4 Financial Distress

Chapter at a glance

This chapter considers the

types, incidence and pathways

to financial distress, as well as the
financial metrics most strongly
associated with clubs entering
financial distress.

e While formal insolvencies in
English football have been
relatively rare over the last
decade, at least 20 clubs have
faced financial distress since
2018/19.

 Financial distress is typically
triggered by a shock to a club’s
finances, such as a significant
fall in revenue or an owner
being unable or unwilling to
continue providing funding.

The impact of financial shocks
depends on a club’s underlying
vulnerabilities. Clubs that are
highly reliant on owner funding,
have weak governance or
engage in financial overreach
are less resilient and more
vulnerable to financial distress.

Financial metrics can provide
useful early warning signs

of distress, with low liquidity
appearing to be the most
reliable indicator of immediate

risk. However, wider factors at a

club, including governance and
owner suitability, also need to
be considered.

« Identifying heightened risk

of financial distress requires
comprehensive and ongoing
assessment of individual clubs,
drawing on both financial
indicators and wider factors
such as governance and owner
suitability. Overall, a reliance on
owner funding, poor underlying
financial health and inadequate
contingency planning leave
many clubs vulnerable to
financial distress.

Types of financial distress

Financial distress arises when a
club is unable to meet its financial
obligations as they fall due. In
English football, it can occur at
three broad levels of increasing
severity: overdue payables; formal
insolvency procedures, including
administration and Company
Voluntary Arrangements (CVAs);
and, ultimately, liquidation.

o Overdue payables arise when
clubs fail to pay creditors on
time, including HMRC, players,
staff or other clubs. They
are often the earliest sign of
financial distress and typically
reflect cash-flow pressures
rather than insolvency.
Persistent overdue payables
may indicate deeper financial
difficulties and can trigger
regulatory action.'®®

Administration occurs when a
licensed insolvency practitioner
takes control of a club.’ Its
purpose is to rescue the club,
achieve a better outcome for
creditors than liquidation, or
realise assets for creditors.
Clubs can usually continue
operating during administration,
although sporting sanctions
such as points deductions
often apply.'®®

A Company Voluntary
Arrangement (CVA) is a
legally binding agreement to
restructure a club's unsecured
debts, for example through
reduced repayments or
extended payment terms,
allowing the club to continue
trading.'®® CVAs are commonly
used to exit administration.2°®

o Liquidation is the most
severe form of financial
distress and involves winding
up the club’s corporate
entity, selling its assets and
distributing the proceeds
to creditors.?°! League
membership is terminated,
although a successor
or 'phoenix’ club may
subsequently enter the
pyramid at a lower level.




Financial distress over time

Chart 3.4.1 shows the 71 formal insolvency events - administrations, CVAs and liquidations -
in the top five tiers of English football since 1992.202

1992 to 2001: insolvencies were
relatively frequent, averaging
2.3 per year.

2002 to 2003: the collapse of
ITV Digital, the EFL media rights
holder, led to a sharp increase
in insolvencies. At the time of
its collapse in March 2002, ITV
Digital owed the EFL £178.5
million under its £315 million
three-year broadcasting deal.2%3
Sky agreed a replacement deal
in July 2002 worth £95 million
over four years, substantially
below the value of the previous
agreement.2%4 The resulting
revenue shock contributed to

16 insolvency events in 2002
and 2003, as clubs that had
built wage bills and debt against
higher expected revenues ran
into financial difficulties.

o 2004 to 2013: insolvency
events largely returned to
pre-ITV Digital collapse levels,
averaging 2.6 per year, with a
modest increase during

the financial crisis in 2008
and 2009.

2014 to 2026: the frequency of
insolvency events fell markedly,
with only six during the period

- fewer than 0.5 per year on
average. During this period,
Financial Fair Play regulations
were introduced in the EFL and
Premier League, restricting club
losses. English football also
benefitted from tailwinds such
as significant growth in the
value of broadcast deals during
this period.2%%

Covid-19 (2020 to 2021):
despite the significant loss

of income during the pandemic,
particularly matchday revenue,
there was no corresponding
increase in insolvencies,

with only three clubs

entering formal procedures.
The pyramid remained relatively
resilient supported by deferred
broadcast revenues,?°¢ the
renewal of the Premier League's
domestic broadcast deals?®”
and significant support from
leagues and government,2%8
including an initial £250 million
Premier League support
package for other clubs in

the pyramid.20921

In recent years, formal insolvencies in English football have been

relatively rare.
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Although formal insolvencies have
been relatively rare, liquidation is
rarer still. There have been only
eight liquidations in the last 34
years. The low rate of insolvencies
and liquidations can partly be
explained by existing owners
continuing to fund losses and new
owners rescuing clubs that enter
administration or a CVA.

However, a broader definition of
financial distress that includes
overdue payables shows a much
higher incidence in recent years.
Between 2018/19 and 2025/26,
six clubs experienced financial
distress that culminated in formal
insolvency procedures, while at
least a further 14 had significant
overdue payables during the
same period.21212213

Common pathways to financial distress
Financial distress typically results from several contributing factors.
Based on IFR analysis of distress events and a review of academic
literature, Figure 3.4.2 identifies three broad elements in the common
pathways to financial distress:?"

» financial shocks

o vulnerability factors

» mitigating actions

Financial distress is typically caused by a combination of financial shocks

and vulnerability factors.

Figure 3.4.2: Common pathways to financial distress for English football
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Financial Shocks

*  Owner no longer able or willing to
continuefinancing losses

*  Largedropinrevenues

|

Vulnerability Factors

+ . Reliance on owner funding

. Governance failures

l

Financial overreach

Short-term cash flow issues

overdue payables)

and an inability to meet obligations (e.g.

Mitigating Actions

(

1 Winding up petition(s) ordered
1 (e.g. by HMRC)

\

¢ Player sales and
1 Clubis placedinto cost reductions

1 ini i i .
1 N administration or a CVA is agreed «  Sourcing external

financing

. Timely sale of the
club to a suitable

J owner

No sale/financing 1
1 solution achieved

Liquidation

Source: IFR analysis of financial distress events, drawing on Beech et al., 'Insolvency events among English football

clubs’, 2010; Szymanski, ‘Insolvency in
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https://www.emerald.com/ijsms/article-abstract/11/3/53/156315/Insolvency-events-among-English-football-clubs?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://college.holycross.edu/hcs/RePEc/spe/Szymanski_Insolvency.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/15270025231222634

Financial shocks

Financial distress is typically
triggered by one or more shocks
that disrupt a club’s funding or
revenues. The most common
shocks fall into two categories:

e Owner funding shocks: an
owner becoming unwilling or
unable to continue financing
losses because of changing
priorities, poor sporting or
financial performance, or wider
financial difficulties.

e Revenue shocks: significant
falls in revenue can cause
financial difficulties where
clubs cannot reduce costs
accordingly. Examples
include relegation and wider
shocks such as the collapse
of ITV Digital or the Covid-19
pandemic-2"®

Vulnerability Factors

Although financial distress is
typically triggered by a shock,

its impact depends on a club’s
underlying characteristics. These
factors do not necessarily cause
distress directly but can increase
exposure to financial shocks and
reduce a club's ability to absorb
them.

o Reliance on owner funding:
almost every club in the English
pyramid is loss-making and
reliant on owner financing to
fund losses. Greater reliance
on owner funding increases
vulnerability if that funding is
reduced or withdrawn.

o Governance failures: the
Fan-Led Review identified
governance weaknesses across
English football, including
inadequate board structures
and financial controls.?’® Weak
governance can increase
vulnerability to financial distress
through excessive risk-taking,
poor financial oversight and
inadequate contingency
planning.2" 218

« Financial overreach: clubs
face strong incentives to
spend heavily, particularly on
players, in pursuit of sporting
success.?® All else being equal,
higher spending, greater debt
and lower liquidity can reduce
clubs’ capacity to absorb
shocks to funding or revenues.

Mitigating actions

Clubs often take a range of actions
to avoid, or limit the severity of,
financial distress.

o Player sales and cost
reductions: clubs can improve
their short-term cash position
and ability to meet obligations
by selling players and/or
reducing costs.

» Sourcing external financing:
clubs may seek additional
financing including through
loans or investment from the
sale of an ownership stake.
Where financing is unavailable,
clubs may raise funds through
asset sales, such as stadia or
training facilities, although this
may create further risks where
governance is weak.

o Sale of the club to a new
owner: for clubs in severe
financial difficulty, a sale to
a suitable new owner can
provide a route out of formal
insolvency proceedings and
avoid liquidation. A sale to an
unsuitable owner may instead
exacerbate existing problems
and lead to renewed financial
distress.

As Figure 3.4.2 illustrates, where
financial difficulties persist and
mitigating actions are unsuccessful,
a club may enter formal insolvency
proceedings and, if no financing

or sale solution is found, ultimately
face liquidation.
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Case studies of financial distress

The common pathways to financial distress can be illustrated through the recent high-profile examples of Bury,
Derby County and Wigan. These case studies show how different combinations of financial shocks and underlying
vulnerabilities can lead clubs into financial distress.

Case study: Bury

Between 2013 and 2023, Bury Football Club experienced repeated financial distress. Figure 3.4.3 sets out the events
that ultimately led to the club's expulsion from the EFL and entry into administration. Bury's experience illustrates
several features of the common pathway to financial distress.

Case Study: Bury

O O O O

May 2013 14/15 15/16 16/17
Stewart Day buys Bury promoted HMRC files winding Bury relegated
Bury to L1 up petitions against to L2

Bury after overdue

payables with the

EFL applying fines
and transfer

embargoes
O _/ _/
18/19 Mar-Apr 2019 Dec 2018 Nov 2018
Bury Bury fails to pay its Steve Dale buys Day's other
promoted to players Bury for £1 businesses
L1 enter

administration

O O

July-Aug 2019 2020 2023
Dale agrees a CVA but Bury Bury defaults on After the 'Est.
are expelled from the EFL ~ the CVAin Feb 1885 fan group
after failing to provide 2020 and enters buys Bury in Feb
evidence of suitable funds to administration in 2022, it merges
finance the CVA and the club Nov 2020 with the phoenix
through the 19/20 season club Bury AFC

Source: IFR analysis based on publicly available sources cited in this case study section.
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Case study: Bury continued

A high reliance on owner funding and financial overreach under Stewart Day's ownership between 2013 and
2018 were identified as key factors that left Bury vulnerable to financial distress.??° The club's wage-to-revenue
ratio rose from close to 100% in 2013/14 to 140% by 2017/18, with the increase funded through cash injections
from Day and high-interest loans.?21222

The resulting financial pressures contributed to overdue payables, including late payments of transfer fee
instalments and loan player wages.??3

Day also repeatedly used Bury's stadium, Gigg Lane, as security for high-interest borrowing and took out a
mortgage on the ground.??*

The mortgage was subsequently cited as a reason that a potential sale of the club prior to entering
administration fell through.?2®

HMRC filed winding-up petitions against Bury in 2015 and 2016 for non-payment of taxes, while the EFL
imposed fines, withheld payments and applied transfer embargoes. In 2018, the collapse of Day's property
businesses created a further financial shock, leaving him unable to continue funding the club.

The subsequent change of ownership did not resolve Bury'’s financial distress. Steve Dale acquired the
club from Stewart Day in December 2018. However, he did not provide sufficient evidence to the EFL that he
was able and willing to fund the club going forward.??®¢ Without sufficient owner funding, Bury continued to
miss payments to players and was unable to service its debts. Despite achieving promotion in League One
in 2018/19, the club did not have sufficient funding to participate in the 2019/20 season and was ultimately
expelled from the EFL before entering administration.

15
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Case study: Derby County

Derby County entered administration in September 2021. Figure 3.4.4 sets out the events that led to the
club's financial distress, which reflected a combination of financial shocks, reliance on owner funding, financial
overreach and governance failures.

Case Study: Derby County

Figure 3.4.4: Timeline of the events leading to Derby County’s financial distress

/ _/
June 2015 15/16 17/18 June 2018
Mel Morris buys Derby lose CH Derby lose CH Morris buys
Derby County playoff semi - playoff semi -final Pride Park from
final the club
O / /
oo 2021 July 2021 2020 to 2021 18/19
yerby enter EFL fine Derby for Covid-19 leads to Derby lose CH
adminigtration and its historic lockdowns and playoff final

the EFL apply a 12-
point deduction to

amortisation policy

lower matchday
attendances

the club
@ O
\/
Nov 2021
EFL deduct a further 9 21/22 July 2022
points from Derby for Derby relegated David Clowes
to League One buys Derby

inflating the value of
Pride Park and its

historic amortisation
policy

Source: IFR analysis based on publicly available sources cited in this case study section.




Case study: Derby County continued

Financial overreach and a reliance on owner funding were key vulnerabilities under Mel Morris's ownership.
After Morris acquired Derby in June 2015, the club broke its transfer record four times in his first three years of
ownership.?%’

The wage bill increased by more than 80% between 2014/15 and 2017/18,228 while staff costs rose from 101%
to 147% of revenue in the first season after Morris took control.??® Morris provided more than £200 million to
fund the club’s push for promotion to the Premier League. By the time Derby entered administration, he said
the club was losing between £1.3 million and £1.5 million per month.23°

This level of spending became increasingly dependent on continued owner funding. Morris was ultimately
unable to maintain that support and began seeking external investment and a sale of the club towards the end
of his tenure, stating in 2019 that current levels of spending were “not sustainable”.2*'

Derby's financial overreach was accompanied by governance failures and breaches of EFL rules.
In particular:

« Player amortisation. In 2017, Derby changed its amortisation policy to assign non-zero values to players at
the end of their contracts, contrary to standard practice. This allowed the cost of players to be amortised
over longer periods while the club reported compliance with EFL's profit and sustainability rules.?*2
In June 2021, Derby was fined £100,000 and reprimanded for breaching EFL accounting rules.?33

o Stadium sale. In June 2018 Derby sold its stadium to Morris for £81 million, shortly before the club’s
financial year end, allowing it to report compliance with the EFL's profit and sustainability rules.?34
The stadium had previously been valued at £41 million.2*®
In November 2021, administrators settled the long-running dispute with the EFL over the stadium sale
and amortisation irregularities. The EFL imposed a further nine-point deduction, in addition the standard
12-point deduction for entering administration.?3¢ The resulting 21-point deduction contributed to Derby’s
relegation from the Championship in 2022.2%7

o Board structure. The 2021 DCMS' Fan Led Review of Football Governance cited Derby as an example of
poor governance, noting that it appeared to lack a proper
board structure.?38

Sporting and external shocks compounded these underlying vulnerabilities. Between 2015 and 2019,
Derby reached the Championship play-off semi-finals twice and the play-off finals once but failed to secure
promotion. The club therefore did not receive the Premier League revenues that could have supported its
increased spending.

The Covid-19 pandemic placed further pressure on the club’s finances. Morris subsequently said that the
Covid-19 had cost Derby £20 million in lost revenue, and that, without the pandemic, the club would not have
entered administration.3°
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Case study: Wigan Athletic

Over the last decade, Wigan Athletic experienced financial distress on multiple occasions, including entering
administration in July 2020. Figure 3.4.5 sets out the events leading to the club’s administration and illustrates

the impact that sudden withdrawal of owner funding can have on a club.

Case Study: Wigan Athletic

O O O

O

Wigan :S(;;ated to 1718 Nov 2018 Pe;lngégﬁic
League One Wigan promoted Choi buys Wigan delays season
to CH end
O _/ _/
July 2020 June 2020
Mar 2021 19/20 . .
Wigan League One EFL deduct 12
points
() () O
/ N
21/22 Mar-May 2023 - 22/23 22/23
Wigan promoted After repeatedly failing to pay =~ Wigan relegated Danson buys
to CH players on time and missing to League One Wigan

funding deadlines Wigan are

deducted 3 points by the EFL
for the 22/23 season and 8

points for the 23/24 season

Source: IFR analysis based on publicly available sources cited in this case study section.




Case study: Wigan Athletic continued

Financial overreach and reliance on owner funding increased Wigan's vulnerability to financial distress.
Between 2012 and 2018, the club experienced three relegations and two promotions, moving between
the Premier League, Championship and League One. In November 2018, following promotion back to the
Championship, Wigan was acquired by IEC, an investment company owned by Dr Stanley Choi.24°

Spending on players increased significantly during the 2017/18 promotion season and 2018/19. Wigan's staff
costs rose from 66% of revenue in 2016/17 to 176% in 2017/18 and 168% 2018/19.24 While this spending
contributed to promotion, it increased the club'’s reliance on owner funding. Between November 2018 and
March 2020, Choi invested more than £24 million to cover the shortfall between income and expenditure.?4?

The withdrawal of owner funding then triggered the club’s administration. In June 2020, Choi and IEC sold
Wigan to the Next Leader Fund (NLF).243 Choi was initially the majority shareholder in both the IEC and NLF.
Following completion of the sale, NLF minority shareholder Au Yeung Kay acquired Choi's 51% interest in
NLF for £20 million, becoming sole owner of both NLF and the club.?*4

Kay did not provide £6 million of funding that had been promised, subsequently stating that although the
money was available, his other business interest took priority.?4®> Wigan entered administration in
July 2020, less than a month after the change of ownership.24®

It was later reported that, prior to acquiring the club, Kay had explored several options with insolvency
practitioner Begbies Traynor, including putting Wigan into administration.?4” A League Arbitration Panel
subsequently concluded that Wigan had been “let down” by those who had acquired it and that Kay had
made a commercial decision to withdraw promised support.?4®

Wigan was bought out of administration by Abdulrahman Al-Jasmi in March 2021.24° However, high
spending continued under the new ownership, with staff costs equivalent to 157% of revenue in 2021/22
season, when the club was promoted to the Championship, and 145% in the 2022/23.2%° During 2022/23,
the club repeatedly failed to pay player wages and amounts owed to HMRC, citing cash-flow issues.?*
The EFL subsequently imposed points deductions and transfer restrictions.?%2 In June 2023, Al-Jasmi
sold the club to local entrepreneur, Mike Danson.2%3
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Predictors of financial distress

Predictors, or leading indicators, are quantitative metrics that are associated
with a higher risk of a club entering financial distress. They are not
necessarily the direct causes of distress; rather, they are characteristics
observed more frequently among clubs that subsequently enter financial
distress compared to those that didn't.

Identifying these leading indicators can help identify clubs at greater risk of
financial distress and inform regulatory and supervisory monitoring.

To assess potential predictors of financial distress, we undertook two
complementary analyses:

o Characteristics of distressed clubs. A comparison of average financial
and sporting metrics between clubs that entered financial distress and
those that did not.

+ Econometric analysis of financial distress predictors. Statistical analysis
of the association between different financial metrics and the probability
of a club entering distress, while controlling for other factors. This helps
identify which metrics may be the most useful predictors of distress.

The results of these analyses, together with a comparison with the
existing academic literature, are summarised here. The full literature
review, methodology, results and limitations are set out in Annex | -
Financial distress.

Characteristics of distressed clubs

Using detailed data provided by the Premier League and EFL,%?%* we compare
the average financial and sporting characteristics of the seven clubs in the
top four tiers that entered financial distress between 2021/22 and 2025/26
with clubs that did not.25®




Profitability and costs

Chart 3.4.6 compares average
profitability and cost metrics for
distressed and non-distressed
clubs. The horizontal axis shows
time relative to the distress event:

e T-2:two seasons before the
club entered distress

¢ T-1: one season before the club
entered distress

¢ T:the season in which the club
entered distress

The greater the distance between

the red and black lines, the greater
the difference between distressed
and non-distressed clubs.

The chart shows that clubs that
entered distress:

o spent similar proportions of
revenue on player wages to
non-distressed clubs in the
years before entering distress

o became increasingly loss-
making as they approached
distress, with losses increasing
from around 30% to more than
50% of revenue

» had persistently higher
non-player operating costs
as a proportion of revenue
compared with clubs that did
not enter distress

Clubs that experienced financial distress tended to have higher non-player

operating costs and larger losses relative to revenue.

Chart 3.4.6: Average cost and profit metrics for clubs that entered financial distress vs.
clubs that did not, 2021/22 - 2025/26

Player Wages (% of Revenue)

Profit Before Tax (% of Revenue)

80 - 0 A
70 —20 A
b °
604 & - —40 A
50 —60 -
40 T T T _80 T T T
T-2 T1 T T-2 T-1 T
100 Non-Player Operating Costs (% of Revenue)
90 -
80 A
®
704 @
60 —— T
T-2 T1 T

=@— Did not experience distress

Experienced distress

Source: IFR analysis of data received from the Premier League and EFL in response to IFR requests for information.

Note: The chart above shows a set of average P&L metrics for clubs that entered financial distress during the period
compared to clubs that did not experience financial distress during the period. The black lines are for clubs that did

not experience financial distress during the period, and the red lines are clubs that did experience financial distress.
The horizontal axis shows time relative to the distress event.
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Liquidity

Chart 3.4.7 compares liquidity metrics for clubs that entered financial distress with those that did not.
Higher values generally indicate stronger liquidity and a greater ability to meet short-term obligations.

As expected, clubs that entered distress generally had weaker and deteriorating liquidity. However, in
some cases liquidity levels may be a symptom of, or a response to, wider financial issues rather than their
original cause:

» Adjusted quick ratio measures a club's ability to meet short-term liabilities using its most liquid assets.
Clubs that did not enter distress maintained a relatively stable ratio of around 1.1, while the ratio for distressed
clubs fell from around 0.7 at T-2 to around 0.25 by the year of distress, indicating a declining ability to meet
short-term obligations from readily available resources.

 Adjusted working capital (% revenue) compares a club's short-term assets and liabilities relative to revenue.
For distressed clubs, this fell from slightly negative at T-2 to around -40% of revenue by the year of distress,
indicating increasing reliance on cash inflows to meet short-term obligations.

 Operating cashflow (% revenue) measures cash generated or consumed by day-to-day operations
relative to revenue. Both groups had negative operating cashflows, although these were somewhat worse
for distressed clubs in the years before distress. The gap narrowed considerably by the year of distress,
potentially reflecting cost reductions as clubs experiencing issues moved closer to financial distress.

o Cash operating days estimates how long a club could continue operating using its available cash reserves,
capped at 365 days. Non-distressed clubs consistently held around 180-190 days of cash reserves, while
distressed clubs fell from around 180 days at T-2 to around 30 days at T-1, before partially recovering to
around 75 days in the year of distress.
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Clubs that experienced financial distress tended to have lower levels
of liquidity.

Chart 3.4.7: Average liquidity metrics for clubs that entered financial distress compared
with clubs that did not, 2021/22 - 2025/26

20 Adjusted Quick Ratio 20 Adjusted Working Capital (% Revenue)
10 A
1.5 A 0

) PN
0.5 .\ -301 \. -
° \o

T, -40

0.0 +— T T =50 +— T T
T-2 T1 T T-2 T1 T
100 Operating Cashflow (% Revenue) Cash Operating Days
300 A
50
0 200 A - ® o

-501 ¢ =// 100 A

—100 T T T 0 T T T

—-@— Did not experience distress  =®- Experienced distress

Source: IFR analysis of data received from the Premier League and EFL in response to IFR requests
for information.

Note: The chart above shows a set of average liquidity metrics for clubs that entered financial distress during
the period compared to clubs that did not experience financial distress during the period. The black lines are
for clubs that did not experience financial distress during the period, and the red lines are clubs that did
experience financial distress.
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Solvency

o Clubs that entered financial
distress had higher debt
relative to revenue and weaker
balance sheets than clubs
that did not, typically carrying
debt equivalent to around 2-3
times annual revenue and
reporting much larger negative
net asset positions.

Chart 3.4.8 compares solvency and
indebtedness between clubs that
entered financial distress and those
that did not. The three balance
sheet metrics — net debt to revenue,
football net debt to revenue and

net assets to revenue — point to
similar conclusions:

o This higher leverage suggests

that distressed clubs may have
had less capacity to absorb
financial shocks, increasing
their vulnerability to reductions
in revenues or owner funding.

Clubs that experienced financial distress tended to have higher debt and

weaker balance sheets.

Chart 3.4.8: Average solvency metrics for clubs that entered financial distress compared

with clubs that did not, 2021/22 — 2025/26
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Source: IFR analysis of data received from the Premier League and EFL in response to IFR requests
for information.

Note: The chart above shows a set of average solvency metrics for clubs that entered financial distress
during the period compared to clubs that did not experience financial distress during the period. The black
lines are for clubs that did not experience financial distress during the period, and the red lines are clubs
that did experience financial distress. The horizontal axis shows time relative to the distress event: T-2 =
two seasons before the club entered distress; T-1 = one season before distress and T = the season the
club entered distress.




Financing

Financing cashflow to revenue measures clubs' reliance on external funding, such as owner injections or
borrowing, relative to revenue. Chart 3.4.9 shows that financing cashflows were broadly similar for clubs that
entered financial distress and those that did not. Distressed clubs saw an increase in financing cashflows at T-1,
but this difference had disappeared by the year of distress.

Overall, financing cashflow does not distinguish distressed clubs from non-distressed clubs as clearly as the
liquidity and solvency measures.This may be because, as outlined in previous sections, many clubs are reliant
on external funding,2®® but it only creates a distress issue if that source of external finance can no longer fund
the club.

Clubs that experienced financial distress had similar levels of external
financing relative to revenue as other clubs.

Chart 3.4.9: Average financing cashflow (% of revenue) for clubs that entered financial
distress compared with clubs that did not, 2021/22 - 2025/26

Financing Cashflow (% Revenue)
100 A

80 -
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-@— Did not experience distress > Experienced distress

Source: IFR analysis of data received from the Premier League and EFL in response to IFR requests
for information.

Note: The chart above shows the average financing cashflow / revenue for clubs that entered financial
distress during the period compared to clubs that did not experience financial distress during the period.
The black line is for clubs that did not experience financial distress during the period, and the red line is for
clubs that did experience financial distress. The horizontal axis shows time relative to the distress event:
T-2 = two seasons before the club entered distress; T-1 = one season before distress and T = the season
the club entered distress.
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Sporting Metrics

Alongside the financial differences,
there were also differences in
sporting performance. On average,
distressed clubs:

» fell eight places in the football
pyramid in the season they
entered financial distress,
compared with the previous
season.

o were more likely to have been
relegated in the previous
season: 29% of clubs that
experienced financial distress
during the period were
relegated the season before.

This suggests that sporting shocks
may also be associated with a

heightened risk of financial distress.

Summary of the characteristics of distressed clubs

Overall, the analysis shows that clubs entering financial distress tend to
exhibit weaker profitability, poorer liquidity and weaker balance sheets,
with many of these differences emerging one to two years before a
distress event. Taken together, deteriorating liquidity, high leverage and
persistent losses could therefore provide useful early warning indicators
of financial distress.




Econometric analysis
of financial distress
predictors

While the preceding comparisons
indicate which metrics differ
between clubs that enter financial
distress and those that do not,
average differences alone have
limitations. Metrics may be related
to one another, making it difficult to
identify which are most informative.

Comparisons of distressed and
non-distressed clubs across
leagues may in part reflect structural
differences between divisions

rather than the clubs themselves.
Averages can also be influenced by
outliers and do not indicate whether
patterns are meaningful or simply
reflect variation within the small
sample of distressed clubs.

Econometric modelling helps
address these limitations by
examining multiple metrics
simultaneously and identifying
which metrics are most strongly
associated with financial distress
after controlling for other factors.

Using the same data for the period 2021/22 to 2025/26,%5” our econometric
modelling, detailed in Annex | — Financial distress, shows that:

» Liquidity measures were the strongest predictors of financial distress.
Clubs with lower levels of readily available cash and weaker short-term
cash generation were significantly more likely to enter financial distress.
In particular, a lower adjusted quick ratio and lower operating cashflow-
to-revenue ratio were associated with a higher probability of entering
distress in the following season, while a lower adjusted quick ratio
was also associated with a higher probability of distress in the current
season.

o Absolute levels of solvency, profitability, spending and external
financing were not meaningfully associated with financial distress risk.
After controlling for other factors, changes in these metrics were not
associated with changes in the risk of financial distress. This does not
mean that these factors do not influence financial distress, but that their
absolute levels appear less useful in differentiating higher-risk
from lower-risk clubs.

 Increasing indebtedness and declining external financing were
associated with a higher risk of distress. An increase in net debt-to-
revenue and a reduction in financing cashflow-to-revenue ratio were
associated with a higher probability of entering financial distress in the
same season. This suggests that clubs whose debt burden is growing
and are unable to secure external financing are more likely to enter
financial distress and that changes in these measures may be more
informative than their absolute levels.

o There is some evidence that clubs attempt to improve their liquidity
before entering distress. An improvement in operating cashflow-to-
revenue was associated with a higher risk of financial distress. While
counterintuitive, this may reflect clubs with already low levels of liquidity
taking mitigating actions, such as cutting costs, as they approach
distress.

o A worsening league position was associated with a higher risk
of distress. This suggests that deteriorating sporting performance
and a drop down the pyramid may increase the likelihood of a club
experiencing financial difficulty.

These results should be viewed as an exploratory assessment and are
subject to some limitations, particularly given the limited number of distress
events (seven) in the sample.?%8

Despite these limitations, the results are broadly consistent with wider
academic research on predictors of financial distress. Evans (2024),
examining 33 historic insolvency events in English football, also found that
liquidity metrics were consistently strong predictors of financial
distress.?° For insolvencies associated with financing shocks or
overspending on wages, the study also found solvency and wage-spend
measures to be useful predictors.

Alaminos and Fernandez (2019), examining European football clubs, similarly
found low liquidity, high leverage and poor sporting performance to be
amongst the strongest predictors of financial distress, alongside a smaller
population in the club’s city.26°
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Summary

Overall, the analysis of financial
distress in this section shows that:

Taken together, this evidence has
clear implications for the IFR:

o Formal insolvencies in English

football have been relatively
rare over the last decade, but
broader financial distress is
more common.

Financial distress is typically
triggered by a shock, such as
an owner becoming unwilling
or unable to continue funding
a club or a significant fall in
revenue.

The impact of financial shocks
depends on a club's underlying
vulnerabilities. Clubs that are
highly reliant on owner funding,
have weak governance, or
engage in financial overreach
are generally less resilient to
adverse events and therefore
more vulnerable to financial
distress.

Financial metrics can provide
useful early warning indicators
of distress, with liquidity
appearing to be particularly
informative in identifying clubs
at higher short-term risk.

o ltis possible to identify and
assess heightened risk
of club financial distress,
but a comprehensive and
continuous assessment of
individual clubs is required.
While financial ratios,
particularly liquidity measures,
provide a strong indication of
clubs at higher risk, historic
examples show that the wider
context - including governance
and owner suitability — are also
relevant to assessing risk.

o Reliance on owner funding,
poor underlying financial
health and inadequate risk
planning leave many clubs

vulnerable to financial distress.

Our assessment of liquidity
and solvency shows that many
clubs rely heavily on external
financing, hold limited liquidity
and lack contingency plans
for the withdrawal of owner
funding and/or downside
forecasts. This can leave clubs
particularly exposed if owners
become unwilling or unable to
continue providing funding.

o Existing competition organiser

rules alone have not been
sufficient to address the

risk of financial distress.
Despite collecting data on club
finances, enforcing transfer
bans and applying points
deductions upon administration,
many clubs still enter financial
distress. In addition, in many
cases, sporting sanctions upon
administration often punish the
club and the next owner rather
than the owner responsible for
the financial distress.

As part of its licensing regime,
the IFR will continuously
monitor the risk of financial
distress and work with clubs
to ensure they have the
appropriate resources in place
to manage that risk.




3.5 Conclusions

The combination of features identified in this
Section creates significant vulnerabilities
and financial risks for regulated clubs
across the pyramid, jeopardising the IFR's
ability to advance its objective of protecting
and promoting the financial soundness of
regulated clubs. In particular:

o There is a significant risk to
clubs' short-term financial
viability. Many clubs consume
significant cash through their
operations and have insufficient
liquid assets to cover short-
term liabilities. This vulnerability
is compounded by the fact
that most clubs could survive
for less than a month without
owner funding and do not have
a contingency plan in place.

o Many football clubs face

challenges to their financial
sustainability over the medium
to long term and are reliant

on continued support from
owners and other external
sources of finance. Many clubs
have negative equity, generate
negative EBIT and EBITDA and
have debts that exceed their
estimated sale value.

Although formal insolvencies
have been relatively rare

over the last decade, broader
financial distress is more
common. Liquidity appears

to be particularly informative
in identifying clubs at higher
short-term risk. More broadly,
reliance on owner funding,
poor underlying financial health
and inadequate risk planning
leave many clubs vulnerable to
financial distress.
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41 Introduction

objective'”

As set out in the Football Governance Act, the
IFR has an objective to protect and promote
the financial resilience of English football,
referred to as the ‘systemic financial resilience

with implications for all clubs’?6?

Systemic risk refers broadly to risks
to the functioning of the football
system as a whole. Identifying,
monitoring and assessing these
risks is an ongoing exercise.

At this stage, we have identified and
assessed four potential sources
of systemic risk:

The explanatory notes to the Football Governance Act state that systemic
risks ‘might not threaten any one club significantly but, given the club’s
relationship with the wider football system, their potential aggregated,
correlated, and/or multiplied effects may pose a significant risk to the
pyramid as a whole. Equally, there may be structural issues in the industry

Financial cliff-edges and the distribution of revenue.
We assess how revenue distribution arrangements affect clubs'
incentives to spend and the financial impact of relegation.

Investor landscape. Given the importance of owners and investors
to English football, we assess who is investing in the game, their
motivations and the factors that could affect their willingness to
continue investing.

Future broadcast landscape. Given the importance of broadcast
revenues to club finances, we consider future uncertainty in the
broadcast market and its potential financial impact.

Transfer debt and transfer financing. We examine trends in net transfer
debt, the role of transfer financing and the risks associated with both.
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Chapter at a glance

This chapter considers the impact
of financial cliff-edges and
distribution arrangements on
clubs across the pyramid.

There are significant financial cliff-
edges across the football pyramid.
The growth of Premier League
broadcast revenues and current
distribution arrangements have
contributed to those cliff-edges,
particularly across the Premier
League and Championship.

e |In 2025/26, a Premier
League club received 10 to
17 times as much as non-
parachute Championship
clubs in domestic competition
distributions, whereas a year
one parachute club received
five times as much.

o This creates significant financial
risk upon relegation, even with
parachute payments in place.

e This also creates an
incentive for non-parachute
Championship clubs to
overspend to compete with
parachute clubs and pursue
promotion.

e This can also impact sporting
competition across the leagues.

- The performance of
newly promoted clubs in
the Premier League has
declined over the last ten
years, with these clubs
performing worse than their
international and lower-
league counterparts.

- The evidence on the
sporting performance
of parachute clubs is
mixed. Parachute clubs
increasingly outperform
non-parachute clubs, taking
17 of 30 promotion spots
in the last ten years, but
this is broadly in line with
European and lower-league
counterparts.

4.2 Financial cliff-edges and distributions

e There are also financial cliff-
edges between League Two
and the National League and
within the National League.

- Although the financial
impact of relegation is
relatively limited because
of parachute payments,
clubs that are relegated
from League Two can lose
their academy status.

- The financial reward
from promotion to League
Two, coupled with the
gap between parachute
and non-parachute clubs,
creates some incentive
to overspend. Achieving
promotion is more difficult
as only two teams are
promoted each season.




Introduction

There are significant financial cliff-
edges between and within leagues,
and these have grown over time.
This reflects differences in the
growth rates of clubs' revenues and
competition organiser revenues, as
well as how competition organiser
revenues are distributed across
leagues. In this chapter, we assess
the impact of these distribution
arrangements on clubs across the
pyramid. In particular, we:

 set out the key revenue cliff-edges across the pyramid

e examine how central broadcast revenues are distributed and the role
these distributions play in creating cliff-edges between
and within leagues

 set out our framework for assessing the impact of distribution
arrangements, before considering their effect on incentives to spend,
relegation and competition

» define the issue and consider potential options to address it, including
the trade-offs involved

This analysis focuses on the current distribution arrangements. However,
in the last few months, the IFR has facilitated discussions between the
Premier League and the EFL but remained neutral as they seek to reach a
new revenue distribution arrangement. At the time of writing, they had not
reached an agreement so we have not analysed the potential impact of any
new arrangement.
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Financial cliff-edges

There are significant financial cliff-edges within and between leagues, although their drivers vary.?63 Chart 4.2.1
illustrates the main cliff-edges within and between the Premier League and Championship for the 2025/26 season.
We identify three material cliff-edges:

» Within the Premier League. On average, the big six clubs generate significantly higher revenues than other
Premier League clubs (£709 million vs. £236 million), largely due to higher commercial and matchday revenues
(£438 million vs. £79 million combined). UEFA broadcast revenues also contribute to this gap. In 2024/25, Premier
League clubs participating in the Champions League received £80 million on average, compared with £33 million
for those participating in the Europa League, while Chelsea received £19 million for participating in the Europa
Conference League.?®* However, UEFA broadcast revenues are not the primary driver of the gap, as big six clubs
do not qualify for UEFA competitions every year and other Premier League clubs also qualify periodically.?®

« Between the Premier League and the Championship. Non-big six Premier League clubs generate significantly
higher revenues than Championship clubs, largely due to differences in broadcast revenues. On average, non-
big six Premier League clubs receive £157 million in broadcast revenues, compared with £56 million for clubs
receiving year-one parachute payments and £12 million for non-parachute Championship clubs.

o Within the Championship. The main cliff-edge is between parachute and non-parachute clubs, primarily driven
by broadcast revenues (£56 million for clubs receiving first-year parachute payments vs. £12 million for non-
parachute clubs). Parachute clubs also generate higher commercial and matchday revenues because those
clubs typically have larger fanbases (£41 million vs. £20 million).

Significant financial cliff-edges exist within and between the top
two divisions.

Chart 4.2.1: Cliff-edges by club category, £m, 2025/26 season

m Revenue from domestic competitions m Revenue from UEFA = Matchday Commercial
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Source: IFR analysis of data received from the Premier League and EFL in response to IFR requests for
information, and analysis of UEFA, 'UEFA Financial Report 2024/25', 2026.

Note: UEFA revenue depends on qualification. UEFA revenue earned by non-big six Premier League clubs
is not included. 2024/25 UEFA revenue is used as an estimate.



https://editorial.uefa.com/resources/02a1-1fcc539a26d9-78ac6793e755-1000/20260113_enclosure_04_financial_report_2024-25_en.pdf

In addition to the cliff edges within
and between the Premier League
and the Championship, cliff-
edges also exist further down

the pyramid.2® Although smaller
in absolute terms, they remain
significant relative to average
club revenues.

o Between the Championship
and League One: Non-
parachute Championship clubs
earn around three times as
much broadcast revenue as
League One clubs (£12 million
compared with £4 million on
average), alongside higher
commercial and matchday
revenues (£20 million vs. £8
million on average).

o Between League One and

League Two: League One clubs

earn around £2 million more

in broadcast revenue and

£4 million more in commercial
and matchday revenue than
League Two clubs, on average
(£8.4 million vs. £4.6 million).

¢ Between League Two and the

National League: League Two
clubs earn around ten times
as much broadcast revenues
as National League clubs (c.
£1.8 million vs. £0.2 million),
although broadcast revenues
represent a relatively small
proportion of revenues in both
divisions. League Two clubs
also earn significantly higher
commercial and matchday
revenues (£4.6 million vs. £2.4
million on average).

o Within the National League.

Clubs relegated from League
Two receive a parachute
payment of around £1 million,
compared with broadcast
revenues of c. £0.2 million for
other National League clubs.
Newly relegated clubs also
earned higher commercial
and matchday revenues in
2025/26 (£4.3 million vs. £2.4
million on average). Relegation
from League Two also results
in the loss of academy status
and EPPP funding, while only
two National League clubs
are promoted to the EFL each
season.

Significant cliff-edges exist further down the pyramid.

Chart 4.2.2: Cliff-edges by club category (Championship to National League),
£m, 2025/26 season

m Revenue from domestic leagues m Matchday Commercial
League Two -
Mational League
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Source: IFR Analysis of data received from the Premier League, EFL, and National League in response to
IFR requests for information.
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Distribution of broadcast
and other central revenues

Before the formation of the Premier League in 1992, 75% of domestic
broadcast revenues were distributed to top-flight clubs and 25% to clubs in

the next three divisions.2%” Following its formation, the Premier League and
EFL generated broadcast and other central revenues separately, although a
proportion of Premier League revenues continued to be distributed across
the leagues. Clubs relegated from the Premier League have received
parachute payments since 1992, while solidarity payments to other EFL
clubs were introduced in 2007. The size and structure of both payments
were subsequently revised in 2010, 2016 and 2019.268

across the pyramid

Although financial cliff-edges
reflect differences across all
revenue streams, the distribution
of competition organisers’ central
revenues is an important driver
across the pyramid.

Chart 4.2.3 shows significant increases in both total parachutes and total EFL

solidarity since 2007/08, particularly alongside the growth in Premier League

broadcast revenues during the 2010s.

Parachute payments and total EFL solidarity payments have fallen as a
proportion of Premier League revenues since 2012/13:

e 2012/13: parachute payments totalled £91 million (7.1% of Premier
League revenues), while EFL solidarity payments totalled £50 million
(3.9%).26°

e 2025/26: parachute payments totalled £226 million (5.7% of Premier
League revenues), while EFL solidarity payments were £138 million
(3.5%).27°

Parachute and solidarity payments have both increased significantly
since 2007/08, but parachute payments have increased by more and are
distributed across fewer clubs.

Chart 4.2.3: Premier League distributions as parachute payments and
solidarity payments (1992/93 - 2025/26)
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Source: IFR analysis of data received from the Premier League, and of data received from the EFL in
response to IFR request for information.

Note: The data for 2025/26 are forecasts as at March 2026.
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In 2025/26:

» the Premier League distributed £3.1 billion to its own clubs, £226 million
in parachute payments, £141 million in solidarity payments to EFL clubs
and £5 million to National League clubs?”

« the EFL distributed £145 million to Championship clubs, £36 million to
League One clubs and £24 million to League Two clubs?’2

« the National League distributed £0.8 million to its clubs?’®

These distributions create significant financial cliff-edges within and across
leagues. In terms of the distribution of domestic competition organiser
revenues in 2025/26 on a per club basis:

o Premier League clubs received between £117 million and £198 million
in domestic competition distributions, two to three times as much as
Championship year-one parachute clubs, and 10 to 17 times as much as
non-parachute Championship clubs?’4

o Championship year-one parachute clubs received £55 million, five times
as much as non-parachute Championship clubs?”®

» Non-parachute Championship clubs received £12 million, five times as
much as League One clubs?’®

o League One clubs received £2.4 million, 1.4 times as much as League
Two clubs?””

e League Two clubs received £1.7 million, eight times as much as National
League clubs?7®

In addition to these, the Premier League distributed a further £130 million

to the wider game in 2025/26.27° This included £44 million to its Charitable
Fund, £25 million to the PFA, £24 million to the Football Foundation and £12
million to the Premier League's Stadium Fund.?®° The Premier League and
EFL also apply a transfer levy, that funds the academies, player pensions and
wider player support totalling £123m in 2025/26, with the significant majority
funded by the Premier League.?®

As noted above, in the last few months, the IFR has facilitated discussions
between the Premier League and the EFL. The IFR has remained neutral
as the competition organisers seek to reach a new revenue distribution
arrangement. Box 4.2.1 summarises the key elements of the proposal that
Premier League clubs voted to approve but, at the time of writing, are still
subject to discussions between the two competition organisers.
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Box 4.2.1: Premier League 2026 proposal

Premier League clubs have voted

to approve a funded proposal
for a new football-led strategic
partnership with the EFL. The

o Increased solidarity payments:

The proposal would more
than double existing solidarity
payments to EFL clubs.

new strategic partnership would

start in 2026/27 and would o Merit rakes: The size of each

include: club's solidarity payments
would be dependent on
sporting performance for
all EFL leagues.

» Ring-fenced infrastructure
fund: Part of the additional
funding would be ring-fenced
for infrastructure projects
to advance sustainability
requirements.

» Tighter financial controls:

To reduce financial losses
in the Championship.

Life-boat fund: The proposal
would create a lifeboat

fund to help prevent club
liquidation.

Reducing parachute
payments: The proposal
would implement a phased
reduction in the level of
parachute payments made
to relegated Premier
League clubs.

Framework for assessing the impact of the current
distribution arrangements

Revenue distributions play an important role in supporting English football
and the wider pyramid. A key question that the IFR would need to consider
if it were required to exercise its functions under Part 6 of the Act would be
whether features of the current distribution arrangements risk jeopardising
its ability to advance its objectives.?82

We therefore assess whether the current arrangements:

i. create significant financial risk upon relegation

ii. unduly increase clubs' incentives to spend on players

iii. affect sporting competition
Given the IFR’s statutory remit, this assessment focuses on the distribution
of domestic competition organiser revenues, while taking wider financial
cliff-edges into account. It focuses on the structure of distribution
arrangements rather than the absolute amount each club receives,

as relative financial resources and spending power are more important in
determining club behaviour.




Assessing whether distribution arrangements create a significant
financial risk upon relegation

Relegation typically reduces a club's revenues, reflecting both lower
matchday and commercial revenues and reduced central distributions.
While this can strengthen competition by increasing clubs' incentives to
avoid relegation, a significant revenue reduction can create financial risk

if a club is unable to adjust its costs accordingly. We therefore assess the
financial impact of relegation in each league by considering the reduction in
revenues and club responses through player wage spending, profitability
and external financing.

Assessing whether distribution arrangements unduly increase clubs’
incentive to spend on players

Given the link between player spending and sporting success,?® clubs have
an incentive to invest in playing talent to compete. This is an inherent feature
of the football industry and can support on-pitch investment, quality and
competition. In particular, promotion and relegation provide strong incentives
to invest in playing talent,?®* in contrast to closed leagues where the absence
of relegation can reduce incentives to spend to compete.?®s

However, distribution arrangements can amplify these incentives where they
create or exacerbate significant differences in spending power within or
between leagues. Clubs may spend more to compete with better-resourced
rivals within a league, while significant financial cliff-edges between leagues
can incentivise overspending in playing talent to achieve promotion or avoid
relegation.?®® The potential increase in revenues and club value following

promotion, or reduction following relegation, can strengthen these incentives.

As such, we systematically consider whether the distribution arrangements
create cliff-edges within and between leagues, and whether these increase
incentives to overspend on players. We assess this by considering the
proportion of revenue spent on players and whether clubs sustain persistent
losses. As part of this, we also take into account the league financial rules,
which can impact the ability of clubs to spend on players.

Assessing the impact of
distribution arrangements on
sporting competition

Distribution arrangements can affect
sporting competition. They can
incentivise on-pitch investment and
help ensure clubs have sufficient
financial resources to compete.
However, where they create
significant differences in spending
power within a league, less well-
resourced clubs may struggle

to compete. Where they create
significant differences in revenues
between leagues, clubs at risk

of relegation may limit spending

to reduce exposure to a potential
relegation revenue shock, affecting
competition within the league.

Although the IFR’s primary focus
is club financial soundness and
systemic financial resilience,
sporting competition is relevant
for two main reasons.

1. The IFR s required, when
undertaking its duties,
to consider the impact
its actions have on the
competitiveness of regulated
clubs including relative to
other regulated clubs and
non-regulated clubs, such
as in UEFA competitions.

2. The competitiveness and
quality of English football are
a key driver of demand.?®”
If distribution arrangements
negatively affect sporting
competition, they could
therefore pose a long-term
systemic risk to English
football's revenues.

As such, we assess whether
financial cliff-edges created by
distribution arrangements affect
competition within and between
leagues.
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The financial impact of relegation

The distribution of central revenues means that clubs can experience

a significant reduction in revenue following relegation. This subsection
assesses the financial impact of relegation in each league. Further detail is
provided in Annex J — Assessment of distributions.

Premier League to the Championship
For clubs relegated in 2024/25, even with parachute payments in place:

« total revenue fell by an average of £70 million (42%), including a £55
million reduction in broadcast revenue?®

o wage costs fell by an average £29 million (34%), which did not offset
the revenue shortfall?®®

« average EBITDA fell by £32 million (447 %)?°°
« external financing increased by £11 million (28%)2%!

Over a longer period, clubs have adopted different strategies following
relegation. Some sell players, reducing wage costs

and generating income, while others invest in players, potentially to increase
their chances of promotion back to the Premier League. Just over half of
completed parachute payment windows since 2006/07 have resulted in a
return to the Premier League.?92

Championship to League One
For clubs relegated in 2024/25:

« average total revenue fell by £10 million (37%), including a £7.6 million
reduction in broadcast revenue.?°® This was proportionally smaller than
the fall for clubs relegated from the Premier League to the Championship
(37% vs. 42%)%%4

» wage costs fell an average of £10 million (47%), almost offsetting the
revenue reduction and representing a proportionally larger reduction
than for clubs relegated from the Premier League to the Championship
(47% vs. 34%)?%

» average EBITDA remained broadly stable, improving from -£16 million to
-£14 million (10% increase)?%®




League One to League Two

The financial impact of relegation from League One to League Two in
2024/25 was limited:

« total revenues fell by £0.3 million (4%), despite a £0.4 million fall in
broadcast revenues, suggesting higher non-broadcast partially offset
the reduction

o wage costs fell by an average of £0.5 million (12%), more than offsetting
the fall in total revenue

» average EBITDA remained broadly stable, falling slightly by
£0.3 million (9%)

« external financing fell by £1.3 million (38%)
League Two to National League

Due to data limitations, we cannot undertake the same pre- and post-
relegation analysis for clubs relegated from League Two to the National
League. Instead, we compare revenues in the two leagues to estimate the
impact of relegation.

The revenue shock associated with relegation from League Two to the
National League appears relatively limited. Central distributions fall from
around £1.7 million in League Two to around £1.3 million in the National
League (including National League parachute payments), a reduction
of approximately 27%. This is materially smaller than the reductions in
broadcast revenue observed higher up the pyramid: 50% for clubs
relegated from the Premier League and 69% for those relegated from
the Championship.2%”

Moreover, average player wages in 2025/26 for clubs receiving National
League parachute payments (£3.2 million) were slightly lower than the
League Two average (£3.3 million).2°8 This £0.1 million (5%) difference
suggests that relegated clubs are able to reduce their player wage bill to
some extent to manage the £0.4 million fall in centrally distributed revenues.

In addition to these financial impacts, clubs relegated to the National
League can lose their academy status under the Elite Player Performance
Plan (EPPP).

Conclusion on financial impact of relegation

Overall, the financial impact of relegation is greatest at the top of the

English football pyramid, where revenue gaps between divisions are largest.
Parachute payments play a key role in cushioning the substantial revenue fall
on relegation from the Premier League to the Championship. Further down
the pyramid, the financial consequences of relegation become progressively
less severe.
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Assessing the impact of
distributions arrange-
ments on incentives to
spend on players

In the following subsections,

we assess whether current
distribution arrangements unduly
increase clubs' incentives to spend
on players by analysing whether
they are incentivised to sustain
losses over time. For further details,
see Annex J — Assessment of
distributions.

Premier League

There is a significant financial gap between the big six, that earned average
revenues of £709 million in 2025/26, and other Premier League clubs,

that earned average revenues of £236 million. However, this gap is driven
primarily by differences in matchday and commercial revenues (£438
million vs £79 million) and revenues from UEFA competitions, rather than the
distribution of Premier League broadcast and other central revenues. The
Premier League's overall top-to-bottom central distribution ratio is limited to
1.8:1, making it the most equal among Europe’s big five leagues-2%°

Premier League broadcast revenues do not appear to create a clear incentive
to overspend on players in a given season. Non-big six clubs would have
needed to spend an additional £146 million in 2025/26 on player wages

to match the big six. Even if this were to have resulted in similar sporting
performance, this would have only generated an additional £114 million

in average broadcast revenue. As such, in a single season, the increase

in player wage spend would likely be greater than the potential increase

in broadcast revenues. Closing the revenue gap would require a non-big

six club to sustain success over multiple seasons to build commercial and
matchday revenues, likely requiring sustained player investment.

In addition, Premier League financial rules also limit how much clubs can
spend on players. The previous Profitability and Sustainability Rules limited
adjusted losses to £105m over a rolling three-year period. From 2026/27
onwards, the Squad Cost Ratio (SCR) will limit squad costs to 85% of football
revenue, although clubs have a multi-year allowance permitting spending up
to 115%.3%0

As such, in terms of their actual player spend, although non-big

six clubs spend a greater proportion of their revenue on player wages than
big-six clubs, they spend significantly less in absolute terms. Most Premier
League clubs spend 60% or less of their revenues on player wages, allowing
them to break even in terms of EBITDA. This suggests the distribution
arrangements, or financial cliff-edges, are not driving an incentive to
overspend in the Premier League.




Championship

For Championship clubs, there are two significant financial cliff-edges,
both primarily driven by the distribution of domestic broadcast revenues.

+ Between the Premier League and the Championship: From 2023/24 to
2024/25, promotion increased parachute clubs’ total revenues by £73
million (70%) and non-parachute clubs’ total revenues by £139 million
(376%). Despite higher player wages, underlying EBITDA improved for
all promoted clubs, while higher revenues increased their estimated
enterprise value.

» Between parachute and non-parachute clubs: In 2025/26, parachute
clubs had average total revenue £60 million higher than non-parachute
clubs and spent £27 million more on player wages (£53 million compared
with £26 million).

Together, the financial rewards from promotion and the gap between
parachute and non-parachute clubs appear to incentivise non-parachute
clubs to overspend to compete with parachute clubs. Our analysis of
Championship player wage spend finds that:3°

o Parachute clubs spent more on player wages in absolute terms than
non-parachute clubs (£53 million vs £26 million) but less
as a proportion of revenue (57% vs 84 %)

e Non-parachute clubs would break even in EBITDA terms if they spent
19% of revenues on player wages. However, all spent at least 59% with
ten clubs spending more than 80%

This suggests that non-parachute clubs incur significant losses to maintain
higher player-wage spend.

To assess this incentive further, we modelled the expected financial pay-

off from a £10 million increase in an individual club's player-wage spend,
including its effect on the likelihood of promotion and relegation. The analysis
finds that non-parachute clubs, particularly those with higher revenues,

have a strong incentive to increase player-wage spending because it
increases the likelihood of promotion and reduces the risk of relegation.

However, Championship clubs' ability to spend on players was by
Championship P&S rules. These rules limited adjusted losses to £39m
over a rolling three-year period.°? However, from 2026/27 onwards, the
Championship moved to an SCR system. As in the Premier League, clubs
can spend up to 85% of income on squad costs but they also have a
permitted top-up allowance of £33m over three years, capped at £15m in
any one season.3%3
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Our analysis suggests that the

new SCR rules will significantly
loosen the financial constraints on
football clubs in the Championship.
Charts 4.2.4 and 4.2.5 show the
squad cost expenditure and ratios
in 2025/26, split by parachute and
non-parachute clubs, under the old
profit and sustainability financial
rules. If Championship clubs were
to utilise all the available headroom
under the new rules, we estimate
that this would increase total squad
cost expenditure by £460m from
£1.02 billion to £1.48 billion.

« On average, non-parachute

Championship clubs could
increase their squad cost
ratios from 86% to 125%,
representing an extra £15.8m
of spending from £34.7m

to £50.5m. For the 2025/26
season this would represent a
combined increase of £300m
in spending across 19 non-
parachute clubs, from £660m
to £960m.304

o Parachute clubs could increase
their squad cost ratios from
67% to 97%, representing
an extra £40.3m of spending
from £89.1m to £129.4m. For
the 2025/26 season this would
represent a combined increase
of £160m across four parachute
clubs, from £360m to £520m.

The total squad cost of the Championship could increase by over £450m

(45.5%) as a result of loosening financial constraints.

Charts 4.2.4 and 4.2.5: Average squad cost expenditure (Em) and average squad
cost ratio (%) with additional headroom under new financial rules in the Championship

(2025/26)
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Source: IFR analysis of data received from the EFL in response to IFR requests for information.

Note: Values are unweighted club averages.




We also considered how the o the gap increased from £14 This suggests that the growing

incentive to overspend has changed million in 2012/13 to £43 million gap increased the incentive for
as the gap between parachute and in 2025/26 non-parachute clubs to overspend,
non-parachute clubs has grown: although the level of overspending
o the wage-to-revenue ratio of has fallen in recent years despite
non-parachute clubs rose from the gap remaining significant.

107% in 2012/13 to almost 180 %
in 2021, before falling to 109%
in 2025/26

As the gap between parachute payments and solidarity payments has
grown, relative overspend from non-parachute clubs has increased.

Charts 4.2.6 and 4.2.7: Growth in Year One parachute payments and Championship
solidarity payments over time (1992/93 — 2025/26). Comparison between Parachute and
Non-parachute wages-to-revenue ratios over time, 2009/10 — 2025/26
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Source: IFR analysis of companies house financial accounts and data from the EFL in response to IFR
requests for information.

Note: Parachute and solidarity payments are budgeted figures. 2025/26 data are forecasts as of March 2026.
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League One

In League One, distribution arrangements do not create a cliff-edge within the league because
clubs receive similar broadcast and other central revenues. However, they do create an increase in
revenues upon promotion to the Championship.

From 2023/24 to 2024/25, promotion to the Championship increased average total revenue by £15
million, including a £9.1 million increase in broadcast revenues. Average player-wage spend doubled
from £12 million to £24 million, while underlying EBITDA still improved by £5 million but remained
negative. Higher revenues can also increase enterprise values: applying a typical revenue multiple
of 2x suggests that promotion could increase a club's enterprise value by £30 million.

There is therefore a financial reward from promotion, but the increase in revenue (£15 million; 71%)
is considerably smaller than for non-parachute clubs promoted to the Premier League (£139 million;
376%), suggesting that the incentive to overspend to achieve promotion is lower for League One
clubs. Similar distributions within League One also mean there is no within-league cliff-edge that
incentivises overspending.

This is reflected in player wage spend: only four League One clubs spent more than 80% of
revenue on player wages in 2025/26, compared with ten Championship clubs.

However, our analysis of League One player wage spend indicates that clubs are still incurring
significant losses:30%

o League One clubs would need to spend 8% of revenue on player wages to break even in
EBITDA terms, holding revenue and other costs constant. This is substantially lower than the
Championship break-even ratio because non-player operating costs account for a larger
proportion of expenditure.

e Most League One clubs spend more than 40% of revenue on player wages, including two
spending more than 100 %, suggesting that they are sustaining losses even before non-player
operating costs are accounted for.

League One financial rules place constraints on what clubs can spend. The EFL Salary Cost
Management Protocol (SCMP) capped League One player wages and agents' fees at 60% of
turnover, which has now been reduced to 50% from 2026/27 onwards. In addition, clubs can only
spend 50% of equity injections on wages.3°¢

This loss-making does not appear to be driven by distributions arrangements: the financial reward
from promotion is limited and there is no material imbalance in distributions within League One.
Instead, it may reflect high non-player costs, shareholders' non-financial motivations to achieve
sporting success, or competitive responses to clubs willing to overspend to pursue promotion.

The modelling finds that distribution arrangements do not create a financial incentive for League
One clubs to overspend. Although additional spending increases the likelihood of promotion and
reduces the likelihood of relegation, the resulting increase in expected revenues does not outweigh
the additional £5 million of spending.

Any incentive to overspend is therefore more likely to reflect non-financial factors or individual
clubs’ sporting ambitions.
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League Two

As with League One, distribution arrangements do not create a cliff-edge within League Two, as
clubs receive similar distributions of broadcast and other central revenues. However, they result in
a limited increase in revenues upon promotion to League One.

Between 2023/24 and 2024/25, promotion to League One:

« increased average total revenues by £3 million (28%), including a £0.6 million increase in
broadcast revenues

* increased player-wage spend by £1.7 million, from £4.6 million pre-promotion to £6.3 million
post-promotion

e worsened EBITDA by £1.5 million

Given a typical revenue multiple of 2x, the £3 million revenue increase would also imply only a
modest increase in enterprise value (of around £6 million).

The financial reward from promotion is therefore modest. The £3 million (28%) increase in revenues
is considerably lower than for clubs promoted to the Championship (£15 million; 71%) or non-
parachute clubs promoted to the Premier League (£139 million; 376%). The financial incentive

to overspend to achieve promotion is consequently likely to be lower for League Two clubs,

while similar distributions within League Two mean that there is no within-league financial cliff-
edge that incentivises overspending.

This is reflected in comparatively lower player-wage spending as a proportion of revenue:

e 55% in League Two, compared with 64 % in League One and 84 % for non-parachute
Championship clubs

e only two League Two clubs spent more than 80% of revenues on player wages in 2025/26,
compared with four League One clubs and 10 in the Championship

However, our analysis indicates that League Two clubs are still incurring significant losses.3%”

» League Two clubs would need to spend 11% of revenues on player wages to break even in
EBITDA terms, holding revenues and other costs constant. This low break-even ratio reflects
the larger proportion of expenditure accounted for by non-player operating costs.

e The majority of League Two clubs spend more than 40% of revenues on player wages,
with one club spending over 100%, indicating continued loss-making.

League Two financial rules place constraints on what clubs can spend. The EFL Salary Cost
Management Protocol (SCMP) caps League Two player wages, manager related expenditure and
agents’ fees at 50% of relevant turnover.3%8

As with League One, this loss-making does not appear to be driven by distribution arrangements:
the financial reward from promotion is limited and there is no imbalance in distributions within

the league. Instead, it may reflect high non-player operating costs, shareholders’ non-financial
motivations to achieve sporting success, or competitive responses to other clubs' spending.

This is supported by our modelling of a League Two club's financial incentive to increase player-
wage spend by £5 million to improve its chances of promotion and reduce its risk of relegation.
This modelling finds that distribution arrangements do not create a financial incentive for League
Two clubs to overspend: although the additional spending increases the likelihood of promotion
and reduces the likelihood of relegation, the resulting increase in revenues does not outweigh
the additional £5 million spend. Any incentive to overspend is therefore more likely to reflect non-
financial factors or individual clubs' sporting ambitions.
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National League

As in the Championship, there are two financial cliff-edges in the National League driven by
distributions arrangements.

» Cliff-edge between League Two and the National League: Based on 2025/26 data, promotion
to League Two would likely increase a parachute club's revenue by c. £1 million (19%),
compared with at least £3.8 million (146%) for a non-parachute club.2°® Promotion is also
more competitive because only two clubs are promoted each year, and allows clubs to secure
academy status under the EPPP.

o Cliff-edge between parachute and non-parachute clubs: Parachute clubs earned £5.4 million
on average, compared with £2.6 million for non-parachute clubs. Of this £2.8 million difference,
£1.9 million was attributable to non-broadcast revenues. This enables parachute clubs
to spend more than twice as much on player wages on average (£3.2 million compared to
£1.5 million).

This difference within the National League, coupled with the rewards of promotion, appears to
create some incentive for non-parachute clubs to overspend to compete with parachute clubs.
However, this is less pronounced than in the Championship.

This lesser incentive to overspend is reflected in comparatively lower player-wage spending as

a proportion of revenue. Average wages represented 59% of revenue for parachute clubs and
63% for non-parachute clubs, compared with 84% for non-parachute Championship clubs. Only
three National League clubs spent more than 80% of revenue on player wages, compared with 10
Championship clubs.

However, our analysis indicates that National League clubs are still incurring significant losses.

o To break even in EBITDA terms, non-parachute National League clubs would need to spend
22% of revenues on player wages, assuming non-player costs and revenues remain constant.

e The majority of clubs spent over 40% of revenues on player wages, well above the 22% break-
even ratio, indicating significant loss-making.

This may in part reflect the financial rewards from promotion and the financial gap between
parachute and non-parachute clubs, part of which is driven by distributions arrangements.




Conclusion on incentives to spend

Overall, the analysis indicates that
the extent to which distribution
arrangements create incentives
to overspend varies significantly
across the football pyramid.

o Distribution arrangements
create the strongest
incentives to overspend in the
Championship. Non-parachute
clubs face both a substantial
financial reward from promotion
to the Premier League
and a significant revenue
disadvantage relative to
parachute clubs. These gaps
are driven by broadcast
distributions and have increased
materially over time. Persistently
high wage-to-revenue ratios
among non-parachute clubs
are consistent with increased
spending to compete with
parachute clubs.

« By contrast, there is little

evidence that the structure of
distributions creates similar
incentives in the Premier
League, League One or League
Two. In the Premier League,
financial differences between
the big six and other clubs are
driven largely by commercial,
matchday and UEFA-related
revenues rather than domestic
broadcast distributions. In
League One and League

Two, promotion rewards are
materially smaller and there
are no material differences

in central distributions within
each league. Where clubs
overspend, this appears

to reflect individual ownership
strategies and sporting
ambitions rather than the
distribution system itself.

o The National League occupies

a middle ground. The financial
reward from promotion to
League Two is greater for
non-parachute clubs, while
the gap between parachute
and non-parachute clubs
creates some incentive to
overspend. Promotion is also
more competitive because
only two clubs are promoted
each year, and promotion can
allow clubs to secure academy
status. However, both the gap
between leagues and the gap
within the National League are
driven more by differences in
non-broadcast revenues than
by broadcast distributions

or parachute payments.
Consistent with this, there is
less evidence of widespread
overspending than in the
Championship.

The impact of distribution arrangements on

sporting competition

In this subsection, we assess whether distribution arrangements affect
sporting competition by creating cliff-edges across leagues and within
leagues. Sporting competition can be defined as the level of jeopardy within
individual matches, across a season, particularly for key positions, and over
multiple seasons. Where distribution arrangements increase or reduce the
likelihood of certain clubs winning, they can affect sporting competition.

Do distribution arrangements between leagues affect

sporting competition?

Where distribution arrangements create financial cliff-edges between
leagues, this can reduce the competitiveness of newly promoted clubs if
they are unable to adapt their squads to the higher level of competition within
one transfer window. Although newly promoted teams might be expected to
perform less well because of their historically weaker sporting performance,
this cliff-edge could further reduce their competitiveness. Clubs at risk of
relegation may also be reluctant to invest in players because of ongoing
financial commitments, such as multi-year player contracts and transfer fees

paid in instalments.

Given that the largest cliff-edge between divisions is between the Premier
League and the Championship, we have focused our analysis on clubs
promoted to the Premier League, while taking into account the performance

of promoted clubs across the pyramid.

We analyse:

the performance of clubs
promoted to the Premier
League compared with clubs
promoted to other English
divisions

the performance of clubs
promoted to the Premier
League compared with clubs
promoted to equivalent
international divisions

changes in the performance
of promoted Premier League
clubs over time
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Chart 4.2.8 compares the first-season outcomes of newly promoted clubs
across the English leagues over the 10 seasons from 2016/17 to 2025/26,

using first-season survival rates and average points per game.

The chart shows that clubs promoted to the Premier League perform
significantly worse than clubs promoted into other English leagues. Only
47% of newly promoted Premier League clubs survive their first season,
compared with around 80% in the Championship, League One and National

League, and 100% in League Two.

Clubs promoted to the Premier League perform worse than clubs promoted

to other English leagues.

Chart 4.2.8: First-Season Outcomes for Promoted Teams Across the English

Pyramid, Last 10 Seasons (2016/17-2025/26)

Survival rate

Championship 76.7% (23/30)
League One 82.5% (33/40)
League Two 100.0% (20/20)
National League _ 75.0% (27/36)
0 20 40 60 80 100 120

First-season survival rate (%)

Average PPG

1.18 PPG

1.26 PPG

1.38 PPG

0.00 0.25 0.50 0.75 1.00 1.25 1.50

Average points per game

Source: IFR analysis of publicly available league table data sourced from the Premier League, the EFL, and the

National League.

Note: The analysis tracks promoted clubs’ performance in their first season after promotion in the last 10
seasons. Survival rate is means avoiding relegation in the first season following promotion.
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Given that the revenue gap
between the Premier League

and the Championship is the
largest financial cliff-edge in both
relative and absolute terms, lower
Premier League survival rates
could suggest that it may affect
sporting competition by making it
harder for newly promoted clubs
to adapt. However, there are also
other factors that influence the
performance of promoted teams
such as their ability to adapt their
playing style to a new league and
their ability to plan tactically and
recruit effectively.3"°

We then compare the first-season
performance of clubs promoted

to the Premier League with that

of other clubs promoted to other
major European top divisions. As
with the domestic comparison,
performance is assessed using first-
season survival rates and average
points per game. While the analysis
is as consistent as possible across
leagues, differences in league size,
the number of relegation places
and the use of relegation play-

offs should be considered when
interpreting the results.

Chart 4.2.9 shows that clubs
promoted to the Premier League
typically perform worse than those
promoted to most other major
European top divisions, although
their outcomes are broadly
comparable with clubs promoted
to Serie A.

The first-season survival rate for
clubs promoted to the Premier
League was 46.7%, compared
with 50% in Serie A, 66.7% in La
Liga and approximately 70% in the
Bundesliga and Ligue 1.

Clubs promoted to the Premier League perform worse than those promoted
to other major European leagues.

Chart 4.2.9: First-Season outcomes for promoted teams across major European
leagues pyramid, last 10 seasons, 2016/17-2025/26

First-season survival rate

Premier League - 46.7% (14/30)

La Liga 66.7% (20/30)
Bundesliga 71.4% (15/21)
Serie A 50.0% (15/30)
0 20 40 60 80

Survived first season (%)

Average PPG

1.05 PPG
1.06 PPG

0.91 PPG

0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1.0 1.2 1.4

Average points per game

Source: IFR analysis of publicly available league table data sourced from FBref (Sports Reference).

Note: The chart above compares the first-season performance of clubs promoted into the Premier League, La
Liga, Bundesliga, Serie A and Ligue 1 over the last 10 seasons. It shows the proportion of promoted clubs that
avoided relegation in their first season and their average points per game (PPG) during that season. Some
caution is needed when comparing outcomes across leagues, as league size, the number of relegation places
and the use of relegation play-offs vary between countries.
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Chart 4.2.10 shows the points All three promoted clubs were Although not shown in the chart,
totals and survival rates of newly relegated in both 2023/24 and survival rates also vary considerably
promoted Premier League clubs 2024/25, although results improved by club type: non-parachute clubs
in their first season from 1996/97 in 2025/26, when two of the promoted to the Premier League

to 2025/26. While performance three promoted clubs survived. have a first-season survival rate

and survival rates have fluctuated Nevertheless, the three-year rolling of 67%, compared with 33% for
considerably over this period, average survival rate declined parachute clubs.3"

outcomes have deteriorated in from around 65% in 2017/18 to

recent seasons. approximately 20% in 2025/26.

Newly promoted Premier League clubs' performance has declined in
recent years.

Chart 4.2.10: Individual points totals of newly promoted teams in the Premier
League, 1996/97-2025/26

70

Outcome 100
Survived e 3-year rolling survival rate
° Relegated ==--- Avg. points for survival, 17th place: 38.0

60

Points total
3-year rolling survival rate (%)
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N N D D D D% o » » » » » » » >
Season

Source: IFR analysis of publicly available league table data sourced from the Premier League. Inspired by BBC
Sport analysis (2025) - 'All three promoted clubs to go down? The stats around relegation’.

Note: The chart above shows the individual points totals achieved by newly promoted Premier League clubs
in their first season between 1996/97 and 2025/26. Each dot represents a newly promoted club, with colours
indicating whether the club survived in the Premier League (green) or was relegated at the end of the season
(red). The black line shows the three-year rolling survival rate. The dashed black line shows the average
points needed for survival (i.e., the average points total of the club finishing 17th in the Premier League). In
some seasons, two or more newly promoted clubs achieved identical points totals; where this occurs, the
corresponding dots overlap and may appear as a single point.

Overall, this analysis shows that the performance of newly promoted clubs
has declined in recent seasons, potentially reflecting the growing financial
cliff-edge between the Championship and the Premier League.
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Do distribution arrangements
within leagues affect sporting
competition?

Financial cliff-edges created

by distribution arrangements
within leagues can affect sporting
competition by giving better-
resourced clubs an advantage.
Within leagues, these cliff-edges
can arise from parachute payments
to newly relegated clubs. Although
newly relegated teams would
typically be expected to perform
better than other clubs because

of their stronger historic sporting
performance, this cliff-edge

could further increase this
sporting advantage.

Given that the largest cliff-edge
within divisions is between
parachute and non-parachute clubs
in the Championship, our analysis
focuses on these clubs, while also
considering the performance of
newly relegated teams across the
pyramid. We analyse:

 the performance of newly
relegated Championship teams
compared with other non-
parachute clubs

 the performance of newly
relegated Championship teams
compared with newly relegated
teams in other English divisions

« the performance of newly
relegated Championship
teams compared with newly
relegated teams in comparable
international leagues

« the performance of newly
relegated Championship
teams over time
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Between 2016/17 and 2025/26,
parachute clubs outperformed
non-parachute clubs on average
(Chart 4.2.11):

Year 1 parachute clubs scored
15 more points over a season

Year 2 and Year 3+ parachute

clubs scored 11 and 10 more
points, respectively

o Parachute clubs secured 17 of
30 promotion places, including
13 of 20 automatic promotion
places

o At club level, 28% of parachute
clubs secured promotion,
compared with 7% of non-
parachute clubs

Year 1 parachute clubs earn 25% more points than non-parachute
Championship clubs.

Chart 4.2.11: Average points per game (PPG) in the Championship by parachute
payment status, last 10 seasons, 2016/17 — 2025/26

1.62 PPG ---- Non-parachute average: 1.29 PPG

(+0.33 PPG / +25.7%) 1.52 PPG 1.51 PPG

(+0.23 PPG / +18.0%) (+0.22 PPG / +17.3%)

1.29 PPG

Average Points Per Game (PPG)

0.0

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3+
Parachute Payment Status

Non-Parachute

Source: Publicly available league table data published by the English Football League (EFL).

Note: The chart compares the average Championship points per game of clubs by parachute-payment status
over the last 10 seasons. Year 1 refers to a club’s first season after relegation from the Premier League, while
Year 2 and Year 3+ refer to subsequent seasons of parachute-payment eligibility; non-parachute clubs form
the comparison group. The dashed line represents the non-parachute control group average. The figures in
brackets show the absolute and percentage difference in average points per game compared with
non-parachute clubs.
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While this could suggest that parachute payments provide Conversely, clubs relegated

clubs with a competitive advantage, newly relegated clubs would also be from League Two to the National
expected to perform better than other clubs in the league. We therefore League have a relatively low re-
compare the performance of newly relegated clubs across English leagues, promotion rate, despite receiving
across Europe and over time. high parachute payments relative

to clubs relegated to League One
Chart 4.2.12 compares the performance of newly relegated teams across and League Two. This is likely to
the English pyramid, based on first-season re-promotion rates and reflect the more limited promotion
average points per game. Clubs relegated from the Premier League to the opportunities from the National
Championship perform slightly better than clubs relegated to League Two or League: one automatic promotion
National League but in line with clubs relegated to League One. place and one through the play-offs.

Newly relegated clubs perform similarly in the Championship and League
One, with poorer outcomes in League Two and the National League.

Chart 4.2.12: First season outcomes of relegated top division clubs across English
divisions, last 10 seasons, 2016/17-2025/26

First-attempt re-promotion rate Average PPG
Championship 33.3% (10/30) 1.62 PPG
League One 33.3% (10/30) 1.63 PPG
League Two 25.6% (10/39) 1.37 PPG

National League 5.6% (1/18) 1.39 PPG

0 20 40 60 80 100 0.00 025 050 0.75 1.00 125 150 175 2.00
Re-promoted at first attempt (%) Average points per game

Source: Publicly available league table data published by the Premier League, English Football Leaque (EFL)
and the National League.

Note: The chart compares how clubs relegated from the Premier League, Championship, League One and
League Two performed during their first season in the division below over the last 10 seasons. It shows the
proportion that secured immediate promotion back to the top division and their average points per game in the
lower league.
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Chart 4.2.13 compares the
performance of clubs newly
relegated from the Premier League
with their counterparts in other
major European leagues. Overall,
clubs newly relegated from the
Premier League perform broadly in
line with their counterparts in other
major European second divisions.

Newly relegated clubs from the Premier League to the Championship
perform broadly in line with their major European counterparts.

Chart 4.2.13: First season outcomes of relegated top division clubs across major
European leagues, last 10 seasons, 2016/17-2025/26

First-attempt re-promotion rate Average PPG

Segunda Division 33.3% (10/30) 1.60 PPG
2. Bundesliga 33.3% (7/21) 1.50 PPG
Serie B 26.7% (8/30) 1.52 PPG

Ligue ’ - i _ e

0 20 40 60 80 100 0.00 025 0.50 0.75 100 125 150 1.75
Re-promoted at first attempt (%) Average points per game

Source: IFR analysis of publicly available league table data sourced from FBref (Sports Reference).

Note: The chart compares how clubs relegated from the Premier League (England), La Liga, (Spain)
Bundesliga (Germany), Serie A (ltaly) and Ligue 1 (France) performed during their first season in the division
below over the last 10 seasons. It shows the proportion that secured immediate promotion back to the top
division and their average points per game in the lower league.
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We then consider whether the widening gap between parachute and non-
parachute clubs has affected competition over time.3'? Chart 4.2.14 shows
that parachute clubs’ sporting advantage over non-parachute clubs has
grown. From 2016/17, the points gap widened, reaching an average of 24
more points in 2024/25, before narrowing in 2025/26.

The points gap between parachute and non-parachute clubs has widened
in recent years.

Chart 4.2.14: Average points gap between parachute clubs and non-parachute
clubs, 2006/07-2025/26

=0== 3-season rolling average
==+ Full-period average: +9.3 points
25 Annual points advantage

Average points advantage

-10

Season

Source: Publicly available league table data published by the English Football League (EFL).

Note: The bars show the annual difference between the average points earned by parachute and
non-parachute Championship clubs, with positive values indicating stronger performance by parachute clubs.
The solid black line shows the three-season rolling average, while the dashed black line shows the full-period
average advantage of 9.3 points. The widening gap should not be attributed solely to parachute payments. It
may also reflect changes in retained squad quality, wages, the financial gap between the Premier League and
Championship, and the relative strength of other Championship clubs.

Overall, our analysis of the sporting This may reflect the fact that
performance of parachute clubs relegated clubs would be expected
presents a mixed picture. Parachute to perform better than other clubs
clubs increasingly outperform regardless of parachute payments,
non-parachute clubs, but newly while their effect on competition
relegated clubs in the Championship may also be moderated by non-
perform broadly in line with their parachute clubs overspending to
European and lower-league compete with parachute clubs.
counterparts.
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Conclusion

The key findings of our analysis of the impact
of current distribution arrangements are that:

o The greatest financial shock
from relegation occurs when
clubs move from the Premier
League to the Championship,
although parachute payments
play a crucial role in cushioning
the impact.

¢ The gap between
Championship parachute and
non-parachute clubs, coupled
with the financial reward from
promotion to the Premier
League, creates a strong
incentive for non-parachute
clubs to overspend.

 Inrelation to sporting
competition, newly promoted
Premier League clubs typically
struggle, with performance
declining in recent seasons,
consistent with the growing
financial cliff-edge between the
Championship and the Premier
League, whilst the evidence on
the performance of parachute
clubs is mixed.

o There are also financial cliff-
edges between League Two
and the National League and
within the National League.

- Although the financial
impact of relegation is
relatively limited because
of parachute payments,
clubs that are relegated from
League Two can lose their
academy status.

- The financial reward from
promotion to League Two,
coupled with the gap between
parachute and non-parachute
clubs, creates some incentive
to overspend. Achieving
promotion is more difficult as
only two teams are promoted
each season. However, the
gaps are driven more by
differences in non-broadcast
revenues than by broadcast
distributions or parachute
payments. Consistent with
this, there is less evidence
of widespread overspending
than in the Championship

These distribution arrangements
create risk and should be
reformed. However, any changes
in distribution should not lead to a
further surge in costs for clubs, as
this would not address the financial
risks in the game.

In the last few months, the IFR has
facilitated discussions between

the Premier League and the EFL.
The IFR has remained neutral as
they seek to address some of these
issues through a new revenue
distribution arrangement. At the time
of writing, discussions are ongoing.
The IFR's preference remains for
competition organisers to agree

a new distribution arrangement.
However, if this is not possible,

a competition organiser may apply
to trigger the backstop under Part
6 of the Act.




4.3 Investor Landscape

Chapter at a glance

This chapter considers the role of « There are a range of motivations for investing in a football club and
owners and investment in English a range of different types of owners. Those seeking financial returns
football. tend to achieve it by growing the enterprise value of the club, which is

typically calculated as a multiple of revenue.
Across the English football

pyramid, operations and - The big six's revenue multiples, and therefore their enterprise
player spending, infrastructure value, have increased significantly over time.

investment and the frequency

and value of majority and minority « Investors themselves identified different financial risks and motivations
takeovers have increased in across the football pyramid:

recent seasons.
- Premier League: investors highlighted the significant revenue
risks associated with relegation or failure to qualify for European
competition.

- Championship: investors highlighted the high-risk, high-reward
strategy of overspending in pursuit of promotion to the Premier
League.

- Below the Championship: owners were more likely to emphasise
community objectives over financial returns, with some having
acquired clubs to prevent administration.

o Our indicative analysis of investor returns illustrates the financial risks
associated with club ownership.

- Between 2021/22 and 2025/26, investors in clubs across the
top five leagues were estimated to have lost 41% of their original
investment. Over the same period, investment in the FTSE 100
stock market index would have generated a return of more
than 36%.

- Estimated financial returns were strongly associated with sporting
performance. Promoted clubs generated an estimated return of
85%, rising to 187 % if they reached the Premier League from the
Championship.

- Clubs that remained in the same league or were relegated had
estimated average losses of 67%
and 75%, respectively.

o Recent trends indicate continued appetite for investment in English
football and a willingness to provide ongoing owner funding. However,
persistent and increasing losses could make investment in English
football less attractive. This concern is reflected in owner views: 17 of
18 EFL club owners interviewed supported more robust cost controls
to reduce reliance on external funding.

159




160

IFR | State of the Game

Introduction

Owners have always played a
crucial role in the success of English
football, and unlike investors in
many other industries, have not
typically been motivated by profit

in the traditional sense. Instead,
they provide significant funding to
clubs to cover losses.

Given the importance of investors, it is vital that the IFR understands who
invests in English football, their motivations and the factors that may affect
their incentives to invest. The Football Governance Act 2025 states that
‘the IFR must have regard to the desirability of exercising' its ‘functions in a
way that avoids any adverse effects on the financial growth of, or financial
investment in, English football’.3™

As part of the research underpinning this chapter, the IFR commissioned
Boston Consulting Group (BCG) to analyse investment in English football,
including interviews with 39 owners and investors. This included:

¢ 11in the Premier League

¢ seven in the Championship

five in League One

six in League Two

three in the National League

seven institutional investors

Interviews followed a set structure covering investment incentives, risks and
how the IFR might impact investment conditions. The findings have been
aggregated and/or anonymised and are referenced throughout this chapter.

This chapter first considers what investment means in the context of English
football, then explores investor views on the attractiveness of English
football, before assessing the likelihood of achieving a financial return.




What do we mean by
investment in English
football?

Investment in English football

can be grouped into two broad
categories: ownership transactions
and investment expenditure.

Ownership transactions

English football's continued growth in revenues, quality, competitiveness and
fan interest has attracted increasing investment in clubs in recent years.3"

Over the last five seasons:

o majority and minority ownership transactions increased 2.6-fold, from
30 between 2015/16 and 2019/20 to 78 between 2020/21 and 2024/25
across the Premier League, EFL and National League®"®

 the value of transactions also increased over the same period,
from £2.4 billion to £7.2 billion3'®

o around 50% of clubs across the pyramid and 65% of Premier League
clubs experienced an ownership transaction between 2020/21and
2024/253%7

The underlying market value or theoretical takeover price of a club is
typically based on a multiple of revenue.3'® This means that the value of a
club depends on its revenue and revenue multiple.

o The specific revenue multiple depends on individual club circumstances,
including stadium ownership, fanbase, heritage, history of sporting
success and location, as well as whether the club is in financial distress.

o For the big six, revenue multiples appear to have increased over time,
with recent transactions suggesting that these clubs are now valued at a
revenue multiple of at least 5x.%" In interviews, investors cited revenue
growth, global brand values and the scarcity of clubs available to buy as
drivers of this increase.3?°

o For other clubs across the pyramid, revenue multiples appear to have
grown much more slowly, with clubs typically valued at around 2x
revenue.3?'
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Investment expenditure

In traditional industries, investment is typically defined as spending on long-
term improvements in infrastructure or technology. Football club owners
tend to view investment more broadly, encompassing spending on players,
operations and infrastructure, therefore including both operating expenditure
(opex) and capital expenditure (capex). One investor described their
approach as Yooking at investment holistically across sporting personnel,
commercial personnel, and revenue-driving facilities;] *?? while another
described it as investing in ‘both long-term sporting and financial health

of the organisation’ 323

In addition to longer-term investment into infrastructure, including stadia
and training facilities, spending on players and operations can therefore be
viewed as short-term investment to achieve sporting success or reduce the
risk of relegation.

» Player and operations spending dominate cash outflows across the
Premier League and EFL. However, Premier League clubs typically
spend more on players relative to operations, whereas the opposite is
true for many EFL clubs. Between 2021/22 and 2024/25, operations
accounted for 28% of Premier League clubs' cash outflows compared
with 56% for League Two clubs.3?* The reverse is true for player
spending, which accounted for 55% of Premier League clubs' cash
outflows, compared with 31% for League Two clubs.32° On aggregate,
clubs in each of the three EFL leagues require external funding just to
cover player and operations spending.32¢

 Although infrastructure investment can generate additional revenues
in the future, it typically represents a small proportion of overall
expenditure. Between 2021/22 and 2024/25, infrastructure spending
accounted for 6% of cash outflows in the Premier League, compared
with 4% in the Championship, 9% in League One and 2% in League
Two.3%’ There is also significant variation within leagues, reflecting
which clubs are undertaking infrastructure projects.

Clubs can fund investment through their operations, the sale of players
and other assets, and external financing in the form of owner debt, equity
injections and third-party debt.




Investor views on
the attractiveness of
English football

There are several motivations for
investing in a football club and a

range of different types of owners.

» Motivations for investing in a football club include the pursuit of sporting
success, community mission, personal fulfilment, enhanced profile and
financial returns. However, as set out in Box 4.3.1, there are also potential
illicit motivations, which the IFR will seek to address through its Owners,
Directors and Senior Executives regime.

« Owners include high- or ultra-high-net-worth individuals (HNWIs or
UHNWIs);328 institutional investors; hybrid investment vehicles (which
typically include one or more HNWIs, sometimes alongside institutional
investors); nation states or sovereign wealth funds; and fan ownership
groups. These investors may be local, national or international.

Investors' views therefore vary both across the pyramid and by investor type.
In the following subsections, we consider views on the pyramid as a whole
before considering each league in turn.
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Box 4.3.1: Potential illicit motivations

for investing into football

In addition to the motivations
set out above, the National

Risk Assessment of Money
Laundering and Terrorist
Financing 2025 finds that there
are potential illicit motivations for
investment into football.32° The
assessment, published by the
Home Office and HM Treasury,
finds football's popularity and
revenues could make it an
attractive target for criminals,
kleptocrats and other malign
actors seeking to launder
criminal funds or generate

other illicit gains. In particular,
clubs in financial distress may
be vulnerable to exploitation by
criminals offering easy money in
return for ongoing access that
facilitates future criminal activity.

The report finds that the diverse
operating models of clubs mean
there is no standard route for
funnelling criminal funds into the
sector. Many clubs have complex
offshore corporate structures,
often in jurisdictions with limited
oversight, while the use of shell
companies could further obscure
clubs' ultimate beneficiaries.
Clubs could also be used to
launder funds through player
transfers, falsified ticket sales or
services provided.

As part of its suitability
assessment of incoming owners,
the IFR must decide whether

it has grounds to suspect that
the applicant has any source of
wealth which is connected to
serious criminal conduct. The IFR
may likewise consider whether
incumbent owners have any
such source of wealth. Where it
identifies sufficient evidence of
illicit finance, it will not approve
any prospective owner and

may take steps to remove an
incumbent owner.

The risk of illicit finance is not
limited to funding received from
owners. Wider commercial and
sponsorship arrangements,
third party investment and other
activities could also result in a
club receiving funding connected
to serious criminal conduct. The
Financial Conduct Authority

has recently written to football
clubs raising concerns about
sponsorship arrangements
between football clubs and
firms operating cryptocurrency
exchanges or trading platforms
without FCA authorisation. As
part of this, the FCA has warned
clubs that funds received from
an unauthorised firm may also
constitute criminal property under
the Proceeds of Crime Act 2002
("POCA").330

If the IFR identifies funding that
it suspects to be connected to
serious criminal conduct, the IFR
may use its licensing powers to
restrict the club's ability to accept
or receive such funding. Failure
to comply could result in
sanctions including potential
financial penalties and, in the
extreme, the revocation of club's
operating licence.




Open pyramid

From an investor perspective,

the open system of English football
creates unpredictability and
‘romance; offering potential upside
but also downside risk. As one
UHNWI investor stated, ‘the fact that
a Luton Town or a Lincoln City, or a
Wrexham could come through from
National League status and get to
the Premier League... is a fantastic
story for the game’. 3%

However, as another investor put
it, ‘what we as fans love about the
game [promotion/relegation], Kills
the game’, 332

In particular, the financial impact of
promotion and relegation can affect
the attractiveness of an investment.

One institutional investor

described the impact of this
volatility: ‘the revenue cliffs make
the [investment] case very hard

for owners’333 Another investor
stated, 7don’t like promotion/
relegation, but at least the risk

is baked into the purchase price
multiple, otherwise you'd be paying
a much higher price’33*

This contrasts sharply with the
American-style closed leagues,
where there is no promotion or
relegation, revenue generation is
more centralised and league-wide
revenue sharing provides greater
financial certainty. As one club
owner highlighted ‘the American
system has financial safeguards.
There is no relegation, which
provides a financial floor for the
franchise’s value’, 33®
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Premier League

The success of the Premier League
has meant that investors typically
see it as the most attractive league in
English and European football.

One institutional investor stated that
‘the Premier League is continuing
to separate itself from the rest of
Europe, while another institutional
investor said ‘the enormous global
following of the Premier League
stands above everything else -

it is incomparable with other
leagues’, 3¢

The majority of Premier League owners interviewed cited sporting success,
personal fulfilment or financial returns as their primary motivation, while a
few cited community mission. However, motivations varied across investor
groups. All institutional investors interviewed cited financial returns as their
primary motivation, mostly through asset value appreciation, although this
was not their only objective.

Many also said that investing in the local community and maintaining
connections with fans were important both to financial returns and to their
sense of responsibility. One investor explained, ‘fwhilst financial return was
the main motivation...] it is so important to maintain the connection with
fans, and understand the deep cultural roots that local teams have in

their communities’. 3%’

Despite its attractiveness, investing in the Premier League is not without risk,
particularly due to uncertainty around European qualification and relegation.
One investor described ‘two cliff edges: entry and exit from European
competition, and entry and exit from the Premier League. Those cliff edges
are each worth £80-100 million in full effect’. 338

« European qualification risk. There is a substantial opportunity cost from
failing to qualify for European football, particularly for clubs with a high
player wage bill. One investor noted that, ‘the top clubs in England face
much greater year-over-year volatility because Champions League
qualification is less predictable than in leagues like La Liga’. **°

« Fear of relegation. Many investors were concerned about the longer-
term consequences of relegation and the difficulty of securing
re-promotion. One owner described the Championship as ‘Jike the
Colosseum, it's a bloodbath. AlImost no one escapes alive.’ 34°
As a result, several owners noted that only the top six or seven Premier
League clubs offered sufficiently stable conditions for an institutional
investment risk-return profile. Other Premier League clubs were
described as ‘more like a VC (venture capital) bet’ according to one
institutional investor, given the potential risk and impact of relegation.3#'
Another institutional investor stated, 7 wouldn’t invest in anything in
the bottom half of the Premier League - it’s too risky’. 3*?

This results in investment in the playing squad being the focus for many
Premier League clubs. One owner summarised the approach of many
investors: ‘our priority at the moment is the players and getting the best
team on the pitch’3*3 Others discussed the difficulty of balancing ambition
with cost controls. As one owner stated, ‘it’s a balance you can never get
right. If you allow anyone to spend whatever they want with no limits,
then the team with the most money wins’ 344




Championship

Among investors focused on
sporting success, Championship
clubs were viewed as having a
high-risk, high-return profile. These
investors aim to increase a club's
value by achieving promotion to the
Premier League by an amount that
exceeds the losses accumulated
during their ownership.

Investors described this approach in a number of ways:

» ‘many of these new investors enter the lower divisions with
the goal of promoting the club to a higher division to realise a
significant upside’ 3%

e ‘clubs overspend to ‘buy the lottery ticket’ of promotion’3®

 ‘when [overseas owners] first come in, they invest, and they invest big.
‘Let’s just spend whatever it takes!"' 3%

o ‘loverseas owners] want to come in, buy their way up the pyramiad,
get that billion-dollar valuation, and sell at the Premier League level’ 348

 ‘investors are incentivised to enter the league simply to gamble on
securing the $200 million Premier League prize’3*°

Many investors also noted the role of fan expectations. One investor
described the pressure on owners to continue spending: ‘Fan pressure and
media headlines can mount... an owner who was a hardliner a few months
prior might end up outbidding a competitor.”3%° Another noted ‘new owners
arrive and declare their ambition is to get to the Premier League. By saying
that, they create an expectation among fans that they will spend money.’ 3%

These dynamics can reduce the attractiveness of investment in the EFL.
One institutional investor captured this sentiment, ‘below the Premier
League, it's high-net-worth money, it's gambling. Permanently cash
burning entities’35? Another institutional investor noted that ‘even if you get
to the Premier League from the Championship you need to raise £300-400
million to stay up. It's very expensive and risky’ 353 Several other owners
when discussing the same issue expressed similar views, although one
Championship club owner stated that ‘%f a club’s run properly, their asset
value outgrows the cash that they're losing’. 3%
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League One, League Two and
National League

In contrast to the Championship and Premier League, 9 of 13 (69% of)
League One, League Two and National League owners surveyed cited
community mission as their primary motivation for buying a club.%®

One described this motivation as ‘rooted in football, community, and
turnarounds rather than financial return.’3>®Another explained: ‘our job is
to provide what is commensurate with what the city needs. The primary
ownership mission has been more community-driven.’3%

For 6 of 13 (46% of) those surveyed, in their opinion the club would have
gone into administration without their initial purchase.*® One UHNWI
investor described their motivation, saying, ‘my motivation was to save
my local football club. The club was 100+ years old and a big part of my
community.’ 3 Another said: 7am a local boy and the football club is a
huge part of my life and identity. The club is a community asset and we
bought it to save the club.’3®°

However, the additional investment in players required following promotion
can create tension between sporting and financial incentives. A League
Two club owner stated: ‘the last thing | want is to get promoted, until the
financial structure is fixed.’3%" A League One owner similarly noted:

‘what we need to do is ensure the integrity of promotion is maintained.
We have discussions if it is better, or not, to get promoted in the next
three years.’ 32




Investor views on
potential solutions

Owners and investors also
provided a range of views on

potential solutions or interventions.

Not all investors gave opinions on
the topics listed.

e Cost controls: 17 of 18 (94 % of) of EFL club owners surveyed

were in favour of more robust cost controls to minimise required
external funding.3%2 As one investor put it, ‘the single biggest issue is
player wages’.3%*

Redistribution: Approximately 12 of 14 (86% of) of EFL owners
interviewed agreed that any redistribution should be spent on
productive, long-term infrastructure that supports revenue growth

in the EFL, rather than on player wages and transfer fees.3¢5 As one
EFL owner explained, ‘es of course [we want more redistribution]
but the main issue is it's likely to all go to player wage inflation in the
current economic situation’. 3¢ 6 of 9 (67% of) Premier League owners
surveyed were against redistribution, with one owner citing ‘sending
more money to the Championship as a deterrent to investment’3%’
All Premier League owners stated that, if redistribution were to occur,
it should not be diverted to player cost inflation.368

Debt restrictions: Most investors saw merit in safeguards on third-

party debt, aligned with clubs' risk-return profiles, but did not consider
these sufficient to address underlying profitability issues. As one
investor explained, ‘the discussion around restricting debt at the

club level is often focused on a symptom rather than the root cause.
The fundamental issue is a lack of trust in the ability of some club
owners to manage their clubs.’3%°® Among EFL owners surveyed, 13 of
22 (59% of) club owners surveyed considered restrictions on third-party
debt beneficial, but believed debt used to fund asset development,

such as stadia, should not be restricted.37°

Liquidity requirements: 17 of 21 (81% of) investors interviewed
disagreed with implementing liquidity requirements, although 7 of 21
(33%) considered that targeted, club-specific requirements could be
appropriate in certain circumstances.®”' Many felt that, without stronger
cost controls, liquidity requirements could worsen investment conditions.
One owner stated that, requiring clubs to post bonds would likely drive
potential investors away.’*’? An institutional investor was similarly
definitive: Always a bad idea. If your cash is on the sidelines...it's on
the sidelines.’’® Investors also noted that liquidity requirements would
not address the medium-term risk of funding being withdrawn from a
non-self-sustaining business model. As one owner explained, ‘t’s not
a short-term liquidity problem. It's a flawed business model where
owners can unilaterally withdraw support.3’*

Robust owner and director testing: All (32 of 32) investors that
expressed views on the topic considered robust owner and director
tests important in preventing unsuitable owners from entering the
game.?”5 Some investors viewed existing league tests as insufficient.
Investors considered that more robust testing could also improve overall
governance. As one owner explained, ‘a fit and proper owners test
means we get better alignment of interests in the league’3’®
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Investing in a football
club for financial return

For many investors, particularly

in the Premier League and
Championship, the prospect of

a financial return is an important
motivation for investing in a club
and can make investment more
attractive. However, investors also
identified significant risks and
potential downsides.

In this subsection, we assess the likelihood of an investor achieving a positive
financial return by increasing the enterprise value of a club. For this to occur,
the following must be true:

o The enterprise value of the club must have grown. This could result
from an increase in the revenue multiple, but as multiples have typically
remained relatively stable over time, growth is more likely to result from
increased revenues, which are typically associated with promotion.
Evidence prepared by EY Parthenon and submitted by the Premier
League shows that, across 21 clubs with multiple transactions identified
between 2000 and 2025,%77 15 had higher equity valuations at the latest
transaction compared with the earliest. The analysis also suggests that,
in some cases, revenue growth outpaced debt accumulation,
increasing implied equity value over time.37®

o This growth must outweigh the ongoing costs of owning the club.
Any growth in enterprise value through increased revenues must
outweigh the costs incurred by the investor during their ownership,
including funding the club’s losses. However, the evidence submitted by
the Premier League does not directly evaluate the return on investment
for owners and does not capture all capital provided by owners,
including equity injections, operating support or owner-funded losses.3”°

o There must be a buyer willing to purchase the club at that valuation.
A financially motivated investor must therefore believe there will be
sufficient demand for the club if they seek to exit.




To assess the likelihood of an investor realising a financial return in this
way, Chart 4.3.1 shows the distribution of indicative enterprise value returns
for clubs in the top four tiers of English football between 2021/22 and
2025/26.380

Owing to data limitations, these estimates use changes in enterprise value
as a proxy for changes in the market value of owners’ equity and subtract
accumulated losses as a proxy for the additional funding required from
owners during the period.®®" It estimates the return an investor would have
achieved by buying a club in 2021/22 and selling it at the end of the 2025/26
season, showing that:

o An average club yielded a return of -41% over the five-year period. In
other words, an investor would have lost 41% of their original investment.

» A minority of clubs (21 of 76) generated a positive return.

Chart 4.3.1: Indicative enterprise value return by club, 2021/22 - 2025/26

------ Average EV Return by club (-41%)

400%

200% A

EV Return (%)

0% -

—200% A

Source: IFR analysis of data received from the Premier League and EFL in response to IFR requests
for information.

Note: The column chart shows the indicative enterprise value (EV) return by club for the period 2021/22 to
2025/26. EV return is calculated by taking the change in EV between 2021/22 and 2025/26, subtracting
accumulated losses during the period, and finally dividing by EV in 2021/22 to leave a % return. EV itself is
calculated based on a 6x revenue multiple for big six clubs and a 2x revenue multiple for all other clubs. This
analysis is based on 76 clubs where we have complete data across all five seasons.
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Despite the negative average return, returns varied significantly depending
on a club’s sporting performance. Chart 4.3.2 shows the average enterprise
value returns for clubs based on their promotion status between 2021/22
and 2025/26:

o For clubs that were promoted during the period and ended it in a higher
league, the average return was 85%.

« For clubs that stayed in the same league or were relegated, the average
returns were -67% and -75% respectively.

Chart 4.3.2: Average enterprise value return by promotion/relegation status,
2021/22-2025/26
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-67%
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clubs clubs

clubs

Source: IFR analysis of data received from the Premier League and EFL in response to IFR requests

for information.

Note: The chart shows the indicative average enterprise value (EV) return by promotion/ relegation status for
the period 2021/22 to 2025/26. EV return is calculated by taking the change in EV between 2021/22 and

2025/26, subtracting accumulated losses during the period, and finally dividing by EV in 2021/22 to leave a %
return. EV itself is calculated based on a 6x revenue multiple for big six clubs and a 2x revenue multiple for all

other clubs.




However, returns from promotion
are not consistent across leagues.
Chart 4.3.3 shows the average
enterprise value return between
2021/22 and 2025/26, split by the
league in which each club started
the period and its promotion/
relegation status. It shows that:

o For clubs that started in the
Premier League and remained
there, the average enterprise
return was 13%. By contrast,
clubs that were relegated had
an average return of -101%.

» For clubs that started in the
Championship, were promoted
during the period and remained
in the Premier League until the
2025/26 season, the average
enterprise value return was
187%. These clubs significantly
increased their broadcast
revenues through promotion,
alongside a corresponding
increase in enterprise value.

e For clubs that started in League
One and League Two and
were promoted, the average
returns were 107% and 17 %
respectively.

Over the same period in which the
average indicative enterprise value
return was -41%, an investor in the
FTSE 100 stock market index would
have made over 36%.

Although this analysis covers a
relatively short period, it supports
the views of many investors that
investing in football clubs for a
financial return is risky compared
with alternatives.

Overall, while some investors can
achieve positive financial returns,
particularly through promotion
from the Championship to the
Premier League, returns vary
significantly across all clubs.

Chart 4.3.3: Average enterprise value return by league and promotion/relegation

status, 2021/22-2025/26
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Source: IFR analysis of data received from the Premier League and EFL in response to IFR requests

for information.

Note: The chart shows the indicative average enterprise value (EV) return by league and promotion/ relegation status for the period
2021/22 to 2025/26. League represents the division that the club competed in during the 2021/22 season. EV return is calculated by taking
the change in EV between 2021/22 and 2025/26, subtracting accumulated losses during the period, and finally dividing by EV in 2021/22
to leave a % return. EV itself is calculated based on a 6x revenue multiple for big six clubs and a 2x revenue multiple for all other clubs.
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Summary

Persistent loss-making means that the English football pyramid requires
continuous owner funding investment. This, in turn, requires a pool of
investors willing and able to invest in football clubs. Recent ownership trends
suggest that such a pool currently exists, with investors motivated by a range
of factors, including personal fulfilment, community mission, enhanced
profile, financial returns and the pursuit of sporting success.

However, English football could become less attractive to investors
because of increasing losses.382

 Affordability constraints could reduce the pool of investors
able to invest.

o Growing annual losses could reduce the incentive to invest where
the costs are perceived to outweigh the non-financial returns.

o Growing annual losses could reduce the prospect of achieving a
financial return, further weakening incentives to invest.

This presents a systemic risk to English football. Football clubs have
traditionally relied on owner funding but this reliance has increased in
recent years. As such, if owners and investors are no longer willing or able
to provide that funding, this would threaten the short-term viability and
longer-term sustainability of clubs.

Owners themselves appear to recognise this risk. Of those interviewed, 17 of
18 (94%) of EFL club owners interviewed were in favour of more robust cost
controls to minimise required external funding.383




4.4 Future Broadcast Landscape

Chapter at a glance

This chapter considers the future
uncertainty around the broadcast

landscape and its impact on clubs.

» Given the multi-year nature
of competition organisers'
broadcast deals, broadcast
revenues are secured until
at least 2028, but the value
of the next round of deals is

Although football remains one
of the world's most popular
sports, competition organisers
may face challenges when
they next go to market.

The domestic market is
maturing, with limited scope
to increase the number

of matches broadcast.
Traditional broadcasters are

e Broadcast revenues are a
significant source of club
income. Any reduction could
require them to absorb
greater losses, reduce costs
or sell assets. Slower growth
in broadcast revenues could
also reduce the attractiveness
of football to potential
investors.

uncertain. also increasingly focused on
profitability, while streaming
platforms' demand for live
sports remains uncertain.
Introduction

The Premier League, EFL and National League have successfully grown
the appeal of English football and associated broadcast revenues. Given
the multi-year nature of competition organisers’ broadcast deals, these
revenues are secured until at least 2027/28. Premier League international
deals run until 2027/28 and domestic deals until 2028/29,384 EFL until
2028/29%8% and National League until 2030/31.38¢ However, the value of the
next round of broadcast deals is uncertain, presenting a potential systemic

risk to English football.
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Future uncertainty
around broadcast
revenues

Football remains one of the most
popular sports in the world and an
attractive product for broadcasters
and streaming services. However,
competition organisers may face a
number of challenges when they
next go to market:

The UK market appears to be maturing. Given current levels of
fandom, it may be difficult to further increase fan numbers and grow
the value of sports rights. In recent years, competition organisers have
expanded the volume of games available to broadcast. The Premier
League's 2025 to 2029 domestic rights cycle saw a 34% increase

in the number of live matches,3®” while the EFL's most recent deal
increased the number of live matches by 300%.388 There is a limit to
how many additional games competition organisers can broadcast,
and further domestic growth may depend on the future of the Saturday
3pm blackout.

Traditional broadcasters are increasingly focused on cost control and
profitability. Global Pay TV revenue has declined by 1% per year since
2019.38 |n addition, the market has seen significant consolidation,
including Comcast'’s acquisition of Sky in 2018,%%° and the Warner Bros
Discovery - BT joint venture that created TNT Sports in 2022,3% as
well as the currently proposed Paramount - Warner Bros merger.3°?

It remains unclear how these companies’ strategies will evolve and
what they will be willing to pay for future broadcast rights.

Streaming platform revenues have grown by 22% per year since
2019,3%2 and the Premier League is exploring direct-to-consumer
streaming.3°4 However, it is unclear what appetite streaming
platforms will have for football broadcast rights. Their business
models differ from traditional Pay-TV, with lower subscription prices,
higher churn rates, lower average revenue per user and more
fragmented markets.3%%

Competition organisers’ revenues are concentrated among a

small number of broadcasters. Over 70% of Premier League media
revenues come from five media companies with Comcast (NBC/Sky)
accounting for a significant proportion.3°® Similarly, the majority of
EFL rights by Comcast®®” and National League rights by DAZN.3%8 As a
result, changes in these broadcasters’ strategies or financial positions
could have a significant impact on future broadcast revenues.

Given the importance of international revenues, particularly for the
Premier League,®° currency fluctuations and other macroeconomic
factors could play a key role in future broadcast revenues.*°°

Although the Premier League currently attracts the highest media
rights spending in global football,*°' it continues to compete for
audiences and scheduling with UEFA club competitions, domestic
football leagues and other sports, particularly in countries where
football is not the most popular sport, such as in North America and
parts of Asia and Oceania.

The expansion of digital distribution has changed the nature of
piracy, with fans able to access illegal streams through social media,
piracy aggregation websites and modified streaming devices.

Our survey analysis found that 20% of fans say they watch football via
pirated or illegal means at least once a month.4%2 Although competition
organisers are working with partners, digital platforms and government
organisations to tackle piracy, it continues to undermine the value of
broadcast rights.




Systemic risks
This uncertainty gives rise to two key systemic risks.

In-deal revenue reduction: As demonstrated by the EFL's deal with ITV
Digital in the early 2000s,4°3 the Premier League's deal with Setanta in
20094%4 and Ligue 1's recent deal with DAZN,*%® there is a risk that a
broadcast partner becomes unable or unwilling to meet its contractual
obligations during the term of an agreement.#%®

Next-deal revenue reduction: For the reasons outlined above, the value
of the next round of broadcast deals may decrease for one or more
competition organisers.
In either case, the impact on clubs will depend on the scale of the reduction
and how far in advance they become aware of it. Clubs may need to adjust
their business plans to absorb the reduction in revenues by:

e cutting costs, for instance by reducing the wage bill

e increasing their reliance on external funding

» selling assets, such as players

The more time clubs have to make these adjustments, the more
manageable they are likely to be.

Table 4.4.1 shows how a 15%, 25%
and 50% reduction in broadcast
revenues would affect different
clubs, assuming costs remain
constant. Clubs that are more reliant
on broadcast revenues would

be more significantly affected.

A 50% reduction in broadcast
revenues would increase average
losses by £79 million for Premier
League clubs outside the big

six and by £27 million for clubs
receiving parachute payments.

In the absence of higher revenues
elsewhere, these additional losses
would typically need to be covered
through increased owner funding or
cost reductions.

Furthermore, if broadcast revenues
do not continue to grow, investors'
ability to achieve a financial return
may be reduced. Investors typically
realise a return where:

i. revenue growth increases
the club's enterprise value,
which is typically valued at 2x
revenues, and

ii. thatincrease offsets the
cumulative losses funded
by owner

Table 4.4.1: Impact on average losses before tax from changes to broadcast revenues

Additional loss before tax
£m (% of revenue)

League/
category

Average
loss before
tax in 2025/26

After a 15% drop in
broadcast revenues

£m (% of revenue)

After a 25% drop in
broadcast revenues

After a 50% drop in
broadcast revenues

PL - Big six 62 (9%) +41 (6%) +68 (10%) +135 (19%)
PL - Other 37 (16%) +24 (10%) +39 (17%) +79 (34%)
CH-Parachute  31(33%) +8.2 (9%) +14 (15%) +27 (30%)
CH - Other 20 (64%) +1.8 (6%) +3.0 (10%) +5.9 (20%)
L1 7.5 (67%) +0.7 (4%) +11(7%) +2.2 (14%)
L2 2.7 (43%) +0.3 (5%) +0.4 (8%) +0.9 (15%)
NL 1.5 (57%) +0.1(2%) +0.1 (3%) +0.2 (6%)

Source: IFR analysis of data received from the Premier League, EFL, and National League in response to IFR requests
for information.
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Summary

While broadcast revenues are secured until at least 2028, the outlook
beyond current rights cycles is uncertain. Football remains a highly attractive
content proposition, but changes in broadcaster strategies, the evolution

of streaming, increasing competition for audiences and wider economic
factors create uncertainty over future broadcast revenues. Given their
central role in English football's financial model, any material reduction could
have significant implications for clubs’ finances, investment and business
models. In such circumstances, the IFR's financial resilience and soundness
objectives would be affected.
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4.5 Transfer debt and financing

Chapter at a glance

This chapter considers the scale

of transfer debt across English
football and the increasing use

of transfer financing, including

the risks associated with future
payment obligations and growing
interconnectedness between clubs.

o English clubs reported £4.8
billion of transfer payables
and £1.5 billion of transfer
receivables, and net transfer
debt of approximately £3.4
billion in 2025/26 (rounded
figures).4%7 This creates
substantial future net cash
outflows that clubs will need
to fund.

» Transfer factoring has increased

significantly, from £55 million

in 2020/21to £779 million in
2024/25. In total, around £1.2
billion of transfer receivables have
been monetised through transfer
factoring arrangements.

The transfer factoring market is
relatively concentrated: only 12
lenders were identified, with five
lenders accounting for 93.6% of
transfer financing activity since
2020/21. Changes in lenders' risk
appetite, lending strategies or
exposure limits could reduce the
availability of transfer financing
and create short-term liquidity
pressures for some clubs.

o Transfer debt, deferred
transfer payments and
transfer financing create
financial links between
clubs, owners and lenders,
increasing the potential for
financial stress to spread
across the game.

179




180

IFR | State of the Game

Net transfer debt

Transfer fees are often paid in
instalments over several years
rather than upfront. Unpaid
instalments owed to other clubs
are recorded as transfer payables,
while amounts due from player
sales are recorded as transfer
receivables. Paying in instalments
can reduce the immediate liquidity
impact of transfer spending but
can also create substantial future
payment obligations.

Net transfer debt is the difference between transfer payables and transfer
receivables. A positive balance indicates that amounts owed for player
acquisitions exceed amounts due from player sales, implying a net future
cash outflow that must ultimately be funded through operating cash flow,
player sales, shareholder support or other financing.

In 2025/26, English clubs reported approximately £4.8 billion in transfer
payables and £1.5 billion in transfer receivables, resulting in aggregate net
transfer debt of around £3.4 billion and significant future cash outflows for
clubs.?%8 |t has been reported that Premier League clubs broke their all-time
summer transfer record spend in the summer of 2026, which suggests this
trend will continue.#%®

Net transfer debt is highly concentrated in the top two divisions.
Premier League clubs reported approximately £3.1 billion of net transfer
debt in 2025/26, compared with £316 million in the Championship.*"°

By contrast, League One, League Two and National League clubs had a
net transfer surplus in aggregate, with transfer receivables exceeding
transfer payables.

Transfer payables exceed receivables in the Premier League and
Championship, while the lower leagues have a net transfer surplus.

Chart 4.5.1: Transfer payables and receivables, 2025/26, £m
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Transfer financing

Transfer financing allows clubs to Transfer financing has become an
convert future transfer receivables increasingly important source of
into immediate cash. The most liquidity for clubs. Annual transfer
common form is transfer factoring, financing increased from £55
where future receivables are sold million in 2020/21 to £779 million
or financed through a third-party in 2024/25, a more than fourteen-
lender. This can help clubs manage fold increase. This shows that

the mismatch between transfer fees clubs are increasingly accelerating
received in instalments and short- future transfer receipts rather than
term funding requirements. waiting for instalments to fall due.

Example: How transfer factoring works

Club X sells a player to Club Y, with the transfer fee payable in instalments. Rather than waiting to receive each
instalment, Club X receives most of the future transfer receivable upfront from a lender, which then collects the
instalments from Club Y. This provides Club X with immediate liquidity while allowing Club Y to continue paying
in instalments.

Clubs’ use of transfer financing has significantly increased since 2020/21.

Chart 4.5.2: Transfer Financing executed in-year, £m
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Source: EY Parthenon analysis on behalf of the IFR based on data received from clubs in response to IFR
requests for information.
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Relationship between transfer debt and
transfer financing

Transfer factoring contributes to the build-up of net transfer debt. When a
selling club factors a future transfer receivable, it receives the cash up front
and the receivable is removed from its balance sheet, while the purchasing
club's corresponding transfer payable remains outstanding to the lender. This
reduces the receivables available to offset future transfer payables across
the football system, increasing reported net transfer debt.

Chart 4.5.3 compares the transfer receivables remaining on club balance
sheets with those already monetised through transfer financing. In 2025/26,
aggregate receivables remaining on balance sheets are approximately

£1.5 billion, compared with around £1.2 billion already monetised through
transfer financing. This indicates that a substantial proportion of future
transfer receivables have already been brought forward to provide immediate
liquidity and that of the £3.4 billion net transfer debt,*" around £1.2 billion of
this is likely to be associated with transfer financing.

Transfer financing is concentrated
in the top two leagues. In 2025/26:

o Premier League clubs reported
approximately £1.25 billion of
transfer receivables and £975
million of transfer factoring,
equivalent to 78%
of remaining receivables.

¢ In the Championship, £238
million of transfer receivables
have been monetised through
factoring, compared with
£152 million remaining on club
balance sheets. Championship
clubs have therefore already
monetised more transfer
receivables than they are
currently due to receive.

Transfer financing is concentrated in the Premier League and
Championship, with limited use across the lower leagues.
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Risks associated with net transfer debt and
transfer factoring

Implications for future finances

Although these obligations fall due over a number of years, the level of net
transfer debt creates significant future liquidity pressures.

Across English football, transfer payables are around 3.3 times transfer
receivables,*? meaning clubs will need to fund the resulting net cash
outflows through operating cashflow, future player sales, additional
borrowing or shareholder funding. These pressures are concentrated in
the Premier League and Championship, where average net transfer debt is
approximately £155.3 million and £13.2 million per club respectively.*™

These pressures are exacerbated by the increasing use of transfer factoring.

While factoring improves short-term liquidity by bringing forward future
transfer receipts, it can create a cash flow/timing mismatch between
future transfer payables and transfer receivables. As shown in Chart 4.5.3,
a substantial proportion of future transfer receivables has already been
monetised, reducing the liquidity available to clubs in future periods.

Dependence on a concentrated
lender market

The transfer financing market

is relatively concentrated. Only
12 lenders have participated in
transfer financing arrangements
since 2020/21, with five lenders
accounting for 93.6% of activity
and one lender accounting for
43%.414

This concentration creates a risk for
clubs that rely on transfer financing
for liquidity. Changes in lenders'
risk appetite, lending strategies,
exposure limits or regulatory or
market conditions, could reduce
the availability of transfer financing.
Clubs reliant on this funding could
therefore face short-term liquidity
pressures and may need to seek
alternative financing at short notice.

Financial interconnectedness and contagion risk

Paying transfer fees in instalments creates financial links between clubs,
as selling clubs rely on buying clubs to meet future payment obligations.
Financial difficulties at one club can therefore create liquidity pressures
for others through the network of transfer payables and receivables.

English clubs reported approximately £1.5 billion of transfer receivables

in 2025/26,%" representing future instalments owed by other clubs.#'®
This illustrates the scale of financial interdependence created by deferred
transfer payments.

The financial interlinkages created by transfer instalments can be amplified
by transfer factoring, as it introduces an additional financial counterparty
and brings future cash flows into the present.
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In addition to the £1.5 billion of transfer receivables owed to clubs, English
clubs reported approximately £1.2 billion of outstanding transfer factoring.4'®
The value of transfer receivables already monetised through factoring

is therefore equivalent to approximately 84 % of the transfer receivables
remaining on clubs' balance sheets.*® Transfer factoring has grown
significantly, with annual activity increasing fourteen-fold between 2020/21
and 2024/25.42°

This indicates that transfer financing has become increasingly embedded
within transfer payment structures, increasing the number and scale of
financial relationships between clubs and lenders. In addition, by bringing
forward future transfer receipts, factoring can reduce the liquidity available to
clubs in future periods. As a result, financial stress at one club may be more
likely to occur and may affect a wider group of clubs and lenders than under
a traditional transfer instalment structure.

The football creditor rule provides some protection against the spread

of losses within the football system by requiring certain football-related
creditors to be paid ahead of other creditors in an insolvency. This reduces
the risk of losses being directly transferred to other clubs through unpaid
football debts. However, the rule does not remove transfer debt, eliminate
exposures to transfer financing providers or prevent financial stress from

being transmitted through financing arrangements.

Example:

How financial
stress can spread
between clubs

Club A sells a player to Club B,
with the transfer fee payable in
instalments. Club A then uses
the expected receipts to fund a
player acquisition from Club C,
creating its own future payment
obligations. If Club B experiences
financial difficulties and fails to
make an instalment payment,
Club A may face a liquidity
shortfall that affects its ability

to meet obligations to Club C.
Financial stress at Club B can
therefore transmit through Club
AtoClub C.

Example:

How transfer
factoring can
increase financial
interconnectedness

Club A sells a player to Club B,
with the transfer fee payable in
instalments over several years.
Rather than waiting for those
payments, Club A factors the
receivable with Lender X, which
provides immediate cash to Club
A and gives Lender X the right

to collect future instalments

from Club B. Club A may then
use the proceeds to acquire a
player from Club C. This creates a
chain of dependencies. If Club B
experiences financial difficulties
and fails to make a payment,
Lender X may incur a loss or,
under a recourse arrangement,*”
seek reimbursement from Club A.
This could create an unexpected
liquidity shortfall for Club A and
affect its ability to make payments
to Club C.




Summary
Taken together, this analysis shows:

o English clubs have £3.4 billion of net transfer debt, creating significant
future payment obligations that will need to be funded through operating
cash flow, player sales, shareholder support or additional borrowing.

e The increasing use of transfer factoring provides short-term liquidity by
bringing forward future transfer receipts but reduces liquidity available in
future periods. Around £1.2 billion of future transfer income has already
been monetised through financing arrangements.

« Transfer financing is concentrated among a small number of providers,
with five lenders accounting for 93.6% of activity. A reduction in lender
appetite could therefore create liquidity pressures for clubs reliant on this
source of funding.

* The use of transfer instalments and financing create financial
interconnections between clubs and lenders, increasing the potential
for financial stress to spread through transfer payment and financing
arrangements.

Overall, this analysis demonstrates that net transfer debt is increasing and
transfer financing has become an important source of liquidity in English
football, particularly in the Premier League and Championship. This can
reduce future liquidity, increase reliance on external finance and add to
financial interconnectedness across the football system.
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4.6 Conclusions

Overall, our assessment identifies six key
issues affecting the systemic resilience of the
English football pyramid:

e The growth of Premier » Given the importance of - The transfer-financing
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League revenues coupled

with the current distribution
arrangements creates a
significant financial cliff-edge
between the Premier League
and Championship, and within
the Championship. While
parachute payments reduce
the financial risk associated
with relegation, they also
create imbalances which,
alongside the financial rewards
of promotion, can incentivise
clubs to overspend. Any hew
distribution arrangements must
address this issue.

Although recent trends

show that there is a pool of
investors willing to invest in
English football and provide
continuous owner funding,
English football could become
less attractive because of
persistent, increasing losses.
This presents a systemic risk to
English football. If owners and
investors are no longer willing
or able to continue to provide
funding, this would threaten
the short-term viability and
longer-term sustainability

of clubs.

broadcast revenues to the
pyramid, uncertainty over the
future of the broadcast market
presents a systemic risk. While
football remains one of the
world’'s most popular sports,
competition organisers may
face a range of challenges
when rights are next sold.

Any reduction in broadcast
revenues would require clubs
to adjust their business plans,
while slower growth could
weaken investment conditions
in English football.

o Net transfer debt is increasing
and transfer financing has
become an important source
of liquidity in English football,
particularly in the Premier
League and Championship.
This presents a number of
systemic risks:

- It creates significant
future financial pressures
as transfer payables are
around 3.3 times transfer
receivables. This means
clubs will need to fund
the resulting net cash
outflows through operating
cashflow, future player
sales, additional borrowing
or shareholder funding.

market is relatively
concentrated. Changes
in lenders' risk appetite,
lending strategies

or exposure limits could
reduce the availability of
transfer financing. This
would put short-term
liquidity pressures on
certain clubs.

More broadly, transfer
debt, deferred transfer
payments and transfer
financing create financial

links between clubs, owners

and lenders, increasing the
potential for financial stress
to spread across the game
if one or more clubs fail to
meet their obligations.




Non-
financial
issues

05




51 Introduction

This section focusses on non-financial issues,
including football governance, fan engagement,
club governance and EDI.

In Chapter 5.2 we consider issues
relating to football governance -
i.e. leagues and governing bodies -
and the potential impact on the
IFR's objectives.

In Chapter 5.3 we focus on

fan engagement. This relates

to the IFR's statutory objective

to safeguard the heritage

of English football.#?' This chapter
considers:

« current approaches to
fan engagement

 the motivations and
challenges involved

o overall satisfaction with
fan engagement

 the importance of club heritage

In Chapter 5.4 we focus on club
governance and EDI. Effective
governance is critical for clubs
to manage risks appropriately.
Clubs have requirements under
the Act, such as to operate with
appropriate non-financial
resources and to publish a
corporate governance statement
explaining how it applies the
IFR’s Club Code. Within this
corporate governance statement,
clubs are required to explain
how the actions they are taking
to improve EDI. This chapter
considers:

 the existing regulatory
landscape as it relates to
corporate governance and EDI

e survey evidence of existing
corporate governance practices

o wider levels of representation
across the game
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5.2 Football Governance Landscape

Chapter at a glance

This chapter provides an overview
of the key stakeholders in English
football and their changing roles,
before assessing governance issues

within and across competition
organisers.

e The roles of the EFL,
Premier League and UEFA
have changed since 1992.
Alongside growing the
commercial value of their
competitions on behalf of

member clubs, all three now
have a substantial regulatory
role following the introduction
and development of financial

controls.

o Conflicts between both
domestic and international
competition organisers have
also increased, including
disputes over regulation,
revenue distribution and
an increasingly congested
fixture calendar.

» Competition organisers have
faced challenges in introducing
and enforcing financial rules,
including legal challenges from
clubs and the PFA.

e Anincreasingly litigious
environment has contributed to
greater uncertainty and higher
central costs. Between 2015/16
and 2024/25, Premier League
administrative expenses
increased from £45 million to
£212 million, a 370% increase.
EFL administrative expenses
have risen from £22 million
to £35 million over the same
period.

Introduction

Until the creation of the IFR, football in England has been self-regulated,
primarily through contractual membership arrangements between clubs,
competition organisers and the FA. While English football has enjoyed
unparalleled commercial success under this system, its governance
structures and competition organisers’ approach to regulation have also
faced criticism.4?2

Although the IFR now has statutory responsibilities across areas of the

game, competition organisers and the FA will continue to operate their

own rules and regulations. This wider governance landscape, including
the application and consequences of those rules, could affect the IFR's
ability to advance its objectives.




Overview of key stake-
holders in English football
and their changing role

Domestic competition organisers

The Premier League, EFL and
National League are responsible
for organising and overseeing
matches in their competitions.
They also have an incentive to
grow the long-term value of those
competitions through scheduling
fixtures, selling audiovisual

rights, entering into commercial
partnerships, distributing revenues
to clubs and the wider game,

and setting, monitoring and
enforcing rules and regulations.

However, introducing or amending rules requires the approval of
member clubs.

o Premier League: all rule changes and major proposals require a
two-thirds majority of 14 clubs.4?3

o EFL: the Board can propose regulations, but these can only be approved
or amended at a general meeting with the support of a majority of all
clubs and a majority of Championship clubs.#?*

o National League: changes to the rules require a vote by member clubs
at the AGM and approval from the FA.4%

The regulatory role of domestic competition organisers has grown over the
past 20 years. For much of the 1990s and 2000s, English football had no
financial rules and competition organisers were primarily focused on growing
the commercial value of the leagues. As financial rules have been introduced
and built upon, competition organisers have developed a dual commercial
and regulatory role.

e In 2003/04, the EFL introduced Salary Cost Management Protocol
(SCMP) rules in League Two, extending them to League One in
2011/12.4%¢ Although definitions and limits have changed over time,
SCMP limits the proportion of ‘relevant turnover’ that can be spent on
‘player-related expenditure’.

e In 2013/14, the Premier League introduced its Profit and Sustainability
Rules, limiting the losses clubs could incur.#?’

 In 2016/17, the EFL introduced Profit and Sustainability Rules in the
Championship, limiting the losses clubs could incur.#2®

e In November 2025, the Premier League voted to introduce its ‘New
Financial System'’ for the 2026/27 season.*?° This includes a squad-
cost ratio (SCR), which limits the proportion of relevant revenues that
can be committed to squad costs, and ‘Sustainability and Systemic
Resilience’ rules, which include tests relating to positive equity, liquidity
and working capital.

* In May 2026, the EFL announced that Championship clubs had
approved new squad-cost ratio rules for the 2026/27 season.
These will limit spending on player- and manager-related costs,
including transfer fees, to a set percentage of club income,
alongside a level of owner funding.4*°

To enforce their financial rules, competition organisers typically establish
commissions or panels independent of the clubs and the executive.*3!

Alongside the domestic competition organisers for the men’'s game, WSL
Football runs the top divisions of women'’s professional football, WSL and
WSL2. Like the men's competition organisers, WSL Football seeks to grow
the value of the women's game and introduces, monitors and enforces its
rules. However, unlike the Premier League and EFL, women's professional
football has no dedicated representation on the FA Board.
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Governing bodies: the FA, UEFA and FIFA

In addition to domestic competition organisers, three governing bodies
oversee domestic and international football while also organising their
own competitions: the Football Association (FA), UEFA (Union of European
Football Associations) and FIFA (Fédération Internationale de Football
Association).

The FA oversees the domestic game, and professional and amateur clubs
competing in recognised leagues and competitions must be affiliated with it.
As well as setting the rules of the game and overseeing disciplinary matters,
the FA seeks to grow the grassroots game, supporting a healthy elite game
and strengthening its competitions and England teams. This generates
interest and value that can be reinvested in projects and facilities to

support further growth.

UEFA is the governing body for football in Europe and the umbrella
organisation for its 55 member national associations, including the FA.432
It organises the UEFA Champions League, UEFA Europa League, UEFA
Conference League, and UEFA Super Cup, as well as the UEFA European
Championship for national teams. Participating clubs must meet UEFA
financial and licensing regulations.

Like domestic competition organisers, UEFA's regulatory role has grown
with the introduction and evolution of its own financial rules.

« In 2011/12, UEFA introduced Financial Fair Play (FFP) regulations.#33
Initially, clubs qualifying for UEFA competitions had to demonstrate
that they had no overdue payables to other clubs, players or tax
authorities. From 2013, clubs were also assessed against break-even
requirements, which required them to balance spending with revenues
and restricted the accumulation of debt.*34

e In 2022, UEFA replaced FFP with its ‘Financial Sustainability
Regulations’.4*®> These have three pillars:4*¢

- solvency, relating to clubs’ outstanding payables.
- stability, limiting the losses clubs can incur.

- cost control, limiting squad costs to a proportion of revenues.
This proportion was 90% in 2023/24, falling to 80% in 2024/25
and 70% from 2025/26.

FIFA is the international governing body of football, comprising over 200
member associations, including the FA, and six confederations

(of which UEFA is one).*¥’ It sets the rules governing how football is played
worldwide and organises international competitions, including the FIFA
World Cup and FIFA Club World Cup. Its regulations on international player
transfers, agent activity and club ownership directly affect English clubs, as
does its organisation of competitions involving clubs and players playing in
the English leagues.
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Other relevant organisations

o PFA: The Professional Footballers' Association (PFA) is the trade union
for current and former footballers in England and Wales, representing
5,000 current members and nearly 50,000 former members. It protects
players' rights, represents their views and provides educational, financial
and wellbeing support.*3 The PFA also has four representatives on the
Professional Football Negotiating and Consultative Committee (PFNCC),
alongside two each from the EFL and Premier League, and one from
the FA. The PENCC considers matters relating to players’ employment
and the rules and regulations affecting them in the Premier League
and EFL.4%°

« European Football Clubs (EFC): EFC represents the collective interests
of over 850 European football clubs,*4° including 20 English clubs with
men’s teams in the Premier League and the EFL.*# It works with UEFA,
FIFA and other bodies to represent clubs on issues including competition
access and development, international match calendars, financial
regulation and the transfer system.#42 EFC plays a significant role on
the UEFA Club Competitions Committee, including powers relating to
its composition and a veto over changes to UEFA club competitions
and their regulations.*43 EFC and UEFA have also established UC3,

a joint venture that manages the commercial rights of UEFA club
competitions#44

o Campaign groups: A range of campaign groups operate across football,
including the Football Supporters’ Association (FSA),%4% the national
representative body for football supporters, Kick It Out,*4® which tackles
discrimination and promotes equality and inclusion in football, and Level
Playing Field,**” which works to ensure disabled fans can freely access
and enjoy sport.
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Governance issues within
competition organisers

Within each competition organiser,

member clubs vote on rule changes.

This can create conflicts where
individual clubs' interests diverge
from those of other clubs, or from
the competition as a whole. Clubs
will assess the impact of proposed
rule changes on their own business
model and relative competitiveness,
and vote accordingly.

Diverging interests and incentives
across clubs have made it more
difficult to introduce, amend and
enforce financial rules, contributing
to inconsistent rules across
leagues, creative compliance by
clubs, higher operating costs and
increased litigation. Diverging
ownership and business models
within the Premier League have
further increased conflicting
incentives among clubs, particularly
between the big six and others.

Difficulties in introducing financial rules

In recent years, competition organisers have faced difficulties in introducing
effective financial rules, both in securing support from member clubs and in
responding to opposition from the PFA, which has opposed the adoption of
rules that could limit spending on player salaries without its agreement.

o In 2020, the PFA successfully challenged salary caps adopted by EFL
clubs in League One and League Two. The caps limited annual spending
on player salaries and had been approved by clubs in both leagues.
However, following a PFA challenge alleging that they were ‘unlawful
and unenforceable’, primarily because of the process followed in
approving them, the caps were withdrawn after an independent
arbitration panel upheld the challenge.*4®

» In 2025, alongside its SCR and SSR rules, the Premier League sought
to introduce a Top-to-Bottom Anchor (TBA) rule, linking each club's
squad costs to a multiple of the lowest forecast central distribution to
Premier League clubs. According to analysis submitted by the Premier
League, the rule was intended to mitigate the risk that large financial
disparities between clubs undermine competitive balance and, in turn,
diminish the value of the Premier League proposition for clubs, fans
and other stakeholders. However, the proposal faced public opposition
from the PFA and did not secure sufficient support from Premier
League clubs.?4°

» In 2026, League Two clubs voted against proposed changes to
the SCMP rules that would have reduced the proportion of equity
injections clubs could spend on wages to 50%. According to the EFL,
the proposals were ‘designed to further strengthen financial control’
and would have been ‘another important step towards helping Clubs to
operate on a more sustainable basis’.**°

* The same changes were approved by League One clubs. The EFL said
the changes, were ‘intended to encourage investment into other areas
of Club operations, such as infrastructure and youth development.'4%!
However, the PFA has since issued High Court proceedings challenging
the introduction of the new rules.*2




Creative compliance

As competition organisers have
developed and sought to ensure
compliance with their financial rules,
clubs have found creative ways to
comply with those rules.

o Clubs including Derby County,#%® Sheffield Wednesday*** and
Birmingham City%® sold their stadia within their corporate structures to
help comply with financial rules. The EFL subsequently changed its rules
to close this loophole.

e In 2024, Chelsea sold the Millenium and Copthorne hotels at Stamford
Bridge for £76.5 million, reducing the club's losses and helping it comply
with Premier League PSR.%%® The hotels were transferred from Chelsea
FC Holdings Ltd to BlueCo 22 Properties Ltd, both under the control of
the Todd Boehly and Clearlake Capital.*%”

e In 2025, Chelsea sold its women's team to its parent company BlueCo,
for £198.7 million.*%8 Aston Villa similarly agreed to sell its women'’s
team to V Sports, the club’s holding company.*® In both cases, these
arrangements appear to have helped the clubs comply with PSR.

PSR also incentivised the sale of academy players because, where little or
no transfer fee was originally paid, most of the sale price can be recorded
as profit.
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Increasing cost of regulation
and litigious environment

Competition organisers' growing
regulatory role has increased

the need to monitor and enforce
financial rules. The Premier League
has taken disciplinary action against
several clubs, such as those actions
resulting in public outcomes against
Everton in 2023469 and 2024,4¢
Nottingham Forest in 2024462

and Leicester City in 2026 (each
for breaches of the applicable
profitability and sustainability
rules).*®3 In addition, in the
proceedings between the Premier
League and Manchester City, a
recent decision by an Independent
Commission established under the
Premier League'’s rules found that
Manchester City had breached
Premier League financial rules.*¢4

The process remains ongoing and
subject to an appeal. The Premier
League has also entered into a
settlement agreement with Chelsea
for breaches of related rules.*¢®

The EFL has separately sanctioned five clubs for breaching Championship
PSR rules: Birmingham City (2018/19),4¢¢ Sheffield Wednesday*¢” and
Reading (2020/21)#¢8 and Derby County (2021/22),4° as well as imposing
the recommended sanction on Leicester City for P&S Rule hon-compliance
(2025/26).

This, in turn, has increased competition organisers' operating costs,

which are borne by clubs. Between 2015/16 and 2024/25, Premier League
administrative expenses increased from £45 million to £212 million, a 369%
increase, as set out in Chart 5.2.1. Over the same period, EFL operating costs
increased from £22 million to £35 million, a 58% increase. The Premier
League’s significant cost increase in the financial years 2023/24 and
2024/25 relates in part to some of these exceptional disciplinary cases.*”°

Alongside rising regulatory costs, litigation involving clubs and competition
organisers has increased in recent years.

Example:

Recent litigation involving clubs and competition organisers

1. In 2024, Manchester City
successfully challenged
aspects of the Premier
League's associated-
party transactions (APT)
rules on competition law
grounds. The dispute arose
from the Premier League's
determination that several
transactions negotiated by
Manchester City were not
at fair market value and
therefore required adjustment
for financial reporting
purposes.*”!

2. In 2025, Manchester City
brought a further challenge
to the Premier League’s
revised APT rules, arguing
that they were ‘unlawful
and void'. The parties
subsequently settled the
dispute, with Manchester
City accepting that the
current APT Rules are
valid and binding.#”?

3. Following Everton's PSR
breach in 2021/22, Burnley
sought compensation,
arguing that the breach
had affected its chances
of remaining in the Premier
League. In 2026, a Premier
League commission ordered
Everton to pay Burnley £35
million, although Everton is
appealing the decision.*”3

The increasing willingness of clubs to pursue litigation, including seeking damages from one another
following enforcement action by competition organisers, is increasing costs and has created greater

uncertainty for clubs and fans.




Premier League administrative expenses have risen more than four-fold
since 2015/16. EFL administrative expenses have risen from £22 million to
£35 million over the same period.

Chart 5.2.1: Premier League and EFL administrative expenses, £m (2015/16 -

2024/25)
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Source: IFR analysis of publicly available Premier League and EFL accounts obtained from Companies
House. Administrative expenses shown for the EFL are equal to the sum of staff costs and other
operating charges.
This analysis also shows that Increasingly conflicting incentives within the Premier League
competition organisers have
different budgets. In 2024/25, Conflicting incentives within the Premier League have become more
the National League incurred pronounced as the big six increasingly derive more revenue from UEFA
average central administrative competitions and other sources than other Premier League clubs, which are
costs of only £15,000 per club, more reliant on Premier League revenues. The big six also typically compete
compared with £483,000 in the directly with other leading European clubs, four of which generate more
EFL and £10.6 million in the revenue than each of the big six.*”®

Premier League.*’*
These differing incentives have contributed to the big six supporting
fundamental reforms to Premier League governance, including proposals
such as Project Big Picture and the European Super League, which would
likely have secured greater revenues for the big six.4”®
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Governance issues
between competition
organisers

Although competitions are linked,
each competition organiser is
primarily responsible for managing
and growing its own competition.
This can create governance
challenges where the interests of
one competition organiser do not
align with those of other competition
organisers or governing bodies.
These challenges arise particularly
where there is misalignment of
rules and regulations, revenue
distributions and fixture scheduling.

Alignment of rules and regulations

Clubs competing in multiple competitions may face different regulatory
requirements, increasing administrative and compliance burdens. For
example, Premier League clubs competing in UEFA competitions must
comply with both Premier League and UEFA rules. In 2025/26, nine Premier
League clubs participated in UEFA competitions, while other clubs may seek
to comply pre-emptively in case they qualify. Clubs may therefore effectively
operate under two similar but different regulatory regimes.*””

Competition organisers may also introduce rules to support their own
objectives but which do not align with those of other competition
organisers or stakeholders.

Example:

Misalignment of objectives

o GBE: The FA seeks to support the development of o 3-Up: Currently, two teams per season are
the national game and improve the performance promoted from the National League to League
of England teams. Alongside wider immigration Two. The National League has pushed for a third
considerations, overseas players must satisfy promotion place but has faced resistance from
points-based criteria to receive a ‘Governing Body the EFL, whose approval is required.4”°

Endorsement’ from the FA.478 While intended to
increase development opportunities for English
players, the system can limit English clubs’ access
to foreign players earlier in their careers.




Impact of revenue growth and distributions

Each competition organiser has an incentive to grow its own revenues

and distribute them in a way that supports its competition. However, their
interests may not align when determining how revenues should be distributed
across leagues. In particular, the EFL and Premier League have been unable
to agree a new distribution arrangement since 2019. However, in the last

few months, the IFR has facilitated discussions between the Premier League
and the EFL but remained neutral as they seek to reach a new revenue
distribution arrangement.

Distribution decisions can also create disparities within and between
leagues. For example, Premier League clubs qualifying for UEFA and FIFA
club competitions will receive additional revenues, while Championship and
National League clubs receiving parachute payments receive more than
other clubs in their respective leagues. The impact of these distribution
arrangements is discussed in more detail in Chapter 4.2.

Fixture Scheduling

Competition organisers seek to
schedule fixtures in ways that
maximise audience interest and
commercial value. However,
multiple competitions compete
for space within a finite football
calendar, creating tensions
between domestic and
international competitions.

Further expansion of UEFA and
FIFA club competitions into

the English domestic season

or domestic broadcast slots,
particularly weekends, could pose
a significant risk to the value of
domestic media rights. In turn,
this could reduce broadcast
revenues received by clubs
across the pyramid.

Example:
Fixture scheduling conflicts

* FA Cup replays: Although the FA stated that all

¢ FIFA Club World Cup: In 2025, FIFA hosted an

parties accepted that FA Cup replays could not
continue, the EFL urged the FA to reconsider its
approach and stated there was no agreement or
formal consultation.4&°

Women's football: Women's fixtures are typically
scheduled around existing men’s broadcast slots
and cannot be broadcast during the Article 48
3pm blackout. Although Recommendation 5 of

the Raise the Bar (Karen Carney) Report called for
greater cooperation, stating that ‘the FA, Premier
League, English Football League and broadcasters
should work together to carve out a new dedicated
broadcast slot for women's football’, this has not
happened yet.

UEFA club competitions: As part of the recent
expansion of UEFA club competitions, UEFA
proposed 10 match rounds for the Champions
League, up from six, before settling on eight
following resistance from domestic leagues.®’

expanded Club World Cup in the United States,
involving two English clubs and 30 other teams.
Ahead of the tournament, FIFPRO Europe member
unions challenged the legality of FIFA's decisions
on the international match calendar, including the
decision to create and schedule the FIFA Club
World Cup 2025.482 FIFA has since announced
its intention to host the next tournament in 2029,
with more teams and matches,*8 and there has
also been speculation that it could move from a
four-year to a two-year cycle. The EFC has also
announced ongoing work between FIFA and the
EFC 'to develop a joint venture formalising our
work together on the growth of international club
football, including men's and women'’s FIFA Club
World Cups,’ which could result in more Premier
League clubs entering the competition.*8*
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Summary

The roles of the EFL, Premier League and UEFA have evolved significantly
since 1992. All three now perform both commercial and regulatory roles,
with a significant focus on introducing, monitoring and enforcing financial
regulation. This more interventionalist approach has brought greater scrutiny
of the legality of rules, increased litigation following enforcement action

and, in some cases, financial damages claims between clubs. It has also
contributed to increased bureaucracy, and central costs. At the same time,
increasingly diverging incentives within and across competitions have
created greater conflict among organisers and between organisers and

their clubs.

This presents systemic
risks for football.

o Difficulties in introducing

financial rules can limit the
ability of competition organisers
to reduce costs across football,
which in turn affects the
financial soundness of clubs.

Increased enforcement and
litigation increase costs for
football but can also reduce the
attractiveness of investing into
English football.

Fixture scheduling conflicts
could reduce broadcast
revenues, which represent a
significant revenue stream for
clubs across the pyramid.




5.3 Fan engagement and club heritage

Chapter at a glance

This chapter considers the existing

approaches to fan engagement,
as well as the motivations to

engage and the challenges faced.

o Fans are generally satisfied
with opportunities to engage
but are less convinced
that clubs listen to and
act on supporter views.
Supporter groups are
similarly less positive about
their influence: only 39%
are satisfied with how fan
views are considered in club
decision-making and 37%
with communication and
transparency around those
decisions.

e 84% of surveyed clubs state

that fan engagement has
helped strengthen trust with
supporters and improve the
quality of decision-making.

Lower-league clubs are more

likely to face staff capacity and

resource constraints, while
Premier League clubs more

commonly cite confidentiality as

a challenge. Supporter groups
highlight concerns about
transparency and uncertainty
over whether supporter views
influence club decisions.

e Club heritage is highly valued

by fans, clubs and supporter
groups, with fan engagement
seen as an important means
of protecting and preserving
club identity, traditions and
community connections.
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Introduction

Fan engagement is a key feature of the IFR's regulatory framework for clubs.
The legislation recognises that clubs occupy a unique position within their
communities and that supporters have a legitimate interest in decisions

that affect their clubs. As part of the licensing regime, clubs will be required
to demonstrate that they have adequate and effective arrangements for
consulting supporters on relevant matters, that supporter views are taken
into account in decision-making, and that they report annually on their
engagement activities.*®® The introduction of these requirements represents
a significant development in the formalisation of supporter engagement
across the game.

Approaches to fan engagement vary considerably across English football,
reflecting differences in club size, resources, supporter structures and
local circumstances. This chapter therefore aims to establish a baseline
understanding of existing approaches, drawing on evidence from clubs,
supporter groups and fans. As the licensing regime develops, there will
be an ongoing need to understand not only the structures and methods
clubs adopt, but also the extent to which those arrangements meet the

IFR’s requirements to allow fan views to be taken into account in club

decision-making.

In this chapter, we first set out the
survey evidence underpinning our
analysis before examining:

e current approaches to fan
engagement including existing
requirements on clubs

« the motivations for clubs,
supporter groups and fans
to engage

 the challenges they face in
engagement

o overall satisfaction with current
approaches to fan engagement

« the importance of club heritage

Survey evidence

In this chapter, we draw on three sources of evidence: the IFR survey of
clubs, the IFR survey of supporter groups and market research of football
fans conducted by Ipsos on behalf of the IFR. Together, these provide
perspectives from clubs, supporter groups and fans.

o Club survey: A survey of clubs in the top five divisions focused on
engagement approaches, outcomes and challenges. Of the 116 clubs
contacted, 100 responded (86% response rate).*8¢

o Supporter group survey: A survey of supporter groups and fan
advisory boards across the top five divisions focused on satisfaction
with and challenges around fan engagement. The Football Supporters’
Association (FSA) administered this survey on behalf of the IFR, with
responses from 89 supporter groups.

o Fan survey: We commissioned Ipsos to conduct qualitative and
quantitative market research. The quantitative survey of almost 2,000
fans of English men'’s professional football explored how fans engage
with clubs, their views of club heritage and loyalty, and what matters
most to fans.*®” The qualitative research involved 12 focus groups with
approximately 100 fans across the top five divisions and explored
similar themes.88




Current approaches
to fan engagement

Existing fan engagement requirements on clubs

Both the Premier League and EFL have established fan
engagement requirements for their clubs. Table 5.3.1 summarises
these requirements.*8949 There are currently no equivalent
requirements in the National League. Full requirements are set

out in the relevant league handbooks.

Table 5.3.1: Summary of Premier League and EFL fan engagement requirements

Aspect

Method for
engagement

Premier League clubs must:

Establish a Fan Advisory Board.

EFL clubs must:

Hold at least two meetings or fan
forums per season, with representation
from the club’s owner, board

directors or other senior executives.
Where meetings are not open to all
supporters, representatives must be
elected, selected or invited in line with
basic democratic principles.

Oversight and
accountability

Nominate a board-level official to
oversee fan engagement and be
accountable for the Fan Advisory
Board and other engagement activity.

Nominate a senior official to oversee
fan engagement activity.

Reporting Publish a Fan Engagement Plan before Publish a Fan Engagement Plan before
each season, setting out planned each season, setting out planned
activity, roles and responsibilities, and activity, and provide an end-of-season
the structure of the Fan Advisory Board. ~ summary of delivery against the
Also publish an overview of the previous  previous season.
season’'s engagement, key issues raised
and how they were addressed.

Guiding Comply with the Premier League Fan

framework

Engagement Standard, which sets
out core commitments across five fan
engagement themes.

202




203

IFR | State of the Game

Formal approaches to fan engagement

In terms of formal engagement, almost all surveyed clubs in the top four
divisions publish a Fan Engagement Plan and Report, have a supporter
liaison officer and a disability access officer. In line with Premier League
requirements, all Premier League clubs surveyed report meeting with a
fan advisory board.

This is less common among EFL clubs, where it is not required by EFL rules.
National League clubs are generally less likely to report having formal

engagement structures and processes. However, 80% of those surveyed
report meeting with a fan advisory board.

Formal fan engagement practices are widespread in the top four divisions
but less consistent in the National League.

Chart 5.3.1: Adoption of formal fan engagement practices across leagues

Premier League 100
Championship 75
| 8
2 League One 50 >
o} X
-
League Two 25

National League

Fan Engagement Practice

Source: IFR, Fan Engagement Club Survey, December 2025.

Note: The heatmap shows the percentage of responding clubs in each league that reported using each
fan engagement practice in 2024/25 in response to the question 'What approaches to fan engagement
did the club take in the 2024/25 season? Please select all that apply?’. Teal indicates lower adoption and
coral higher adoption. Results should be considered alongside the league sample sizes shown below.
MoU = Memorandum of Understanding.




Informal approaches
to engagement

In addition to the formal
engagement structures shown in
Chart 5.3, clubs reported a wide
range of engagement activities in
open-text survey responses.*?’
Several described these activities
as important as formal structures for
developing supporter relationships.

These included:
o fan forums
o matchday surveys and feedback mechanisms
o fan and community events and the establishment of fan zones
e junior supporter programmes

e open training sessions and meet-the-player and meet-the-
manager events

« initiatives for families and first-time attendees

» digital engagement through websites, apps and social media

Targeted approaches to engagement

Clubs also reported in open-text responses targeted engagement

with specific supporter groups, including junior fan forums and youth
advisory groups, disabled supporters’ associations, LGBTQ+ supporter
groups, women's football initiatives, and ethnic minority and faith-based
communities.*®2 Supporter groups similarly emphasised that engagement
structures should reflect the diversity of modern supporter bases and
give under-represented groups a voice, highlighting initiatives relating to
accessibility, anti-discrimination, LGBT+ groups, women's football,
mental health and community outreach.4%3
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How fans engage with clubs

Chart 5.3.2 shows how fans in the wider population engage with their
clubs. Social media was the most common way for surveyed fans to
engage with their clubs (40%), followed by other club communications
such as newsletters and emails (24%). Fans described social media as
important for following their club and valued updates on matches, offers and
other developments, although ‘unofficial’ supporter-led channels also played
an important role.*%*

More formal forms of engagement were less common among these fans:
14% of surveyed fans were members of a supporters’ group or similar
organisation, 10% attended fan forums, 9% attended other community
events organised by the club and 6% were members of a fan advisory board
or similar body. However, fans who attend fan forums and club events
valued hearing directly from senior figures and the opportunity to provide
feedback, seeing these forums as evidence that clubs listen to them.*%

Overall, clubs use a combination

of formal, informal and targeted
approaches to fan engagement.
While fans most commonly engage
with their clubs through social
media, some also participate
through fan forums, club events
and supporter groups.

Social media is the most common way fans engage with their club.

Chart 5.3.2: How fans engage with their club

50%
40%

40%
30% 24%
20% 14% o
10% %
-- N

Attend fan forums
Attend club events

from the club

Follow club social media

Receive communications

Member of supporter group
or similar

Member of fan advisory

36%

3%
]

None of the above
Don't know

board or similar

Source: Ipsos, 'State of the Game research’, prepared on behalf of the IFR, June 2026, p. 27.

Note: The chart shows responses to the question: ‘Outside of attending or watching the team'’s games,
which of the following ways, if any, do you currently interact with your club? Please only include official
club platforms/communications and affiliated supporter groups, not unofficial or non-affiliated sources."
Base: 1,904 English or Welsh football fans 16+ who support a team in the top 5 leagues in England and

Wales, online, 10-14 April 2026.




Motivations for
fan engagement

Clubs, fans and supporter groups
have different motivations for
engaging with one another.

Motivations for clubs to engage
with fans

Building and maintaining positive
relationships with supporters

is the most important driver of
engagement activity across

clubs in all divisions, followed by
gaining supporter perspectives to
inform decision-making. Meeting
governance or league requirements,
increasing attendance and revenue,
and strengthening the club's

brand and reputation are generally
considered less important.

Some clubs also emphasised
through open-text responses that
fan engagement is most effective
when embedded in organisational
culture, describing it as a means
of building trust, strengthening
relationships and improving
communication with supporters.4%

There are some differences

across divisions. Premier League
and Championship clubs place
greater importance on building and
maintaining positive relationships
with fans, while lower-divisions
clubs place greater relative
importance on increasing
attendance and revenue.

Outcomes of fan engagement
for clubs

The majority of clubs reported that
fan engagement delivers a range
of benefits. More than eight in ten
clubs stated that fan engagement
had helped strengthen trust

with supporters and improve the
quality of decision-making at the
club (both 84%). Around half also
reported wider benefits, including
improved brand perception (52%)
and increased attendance or
revenue (51%).

Over 80% of clubs reported positive outcomes from fan engagement.

Chart 5.3.3: Club outcomes from fan engagement

100 %

80%
60 %
40%
20%

0%

Stronger brand or
reputation

Improved trust and
relationships

Better informed
decision making

Source: IFR, Fan Engagement Club Survey, December 2025.

Increased match
attendanceor
revenue

Note: The chart shows the percentage of responding clubs that reported each fan engagement outcome
in response to the question ‘Which of the following outcomes has your club experienced through fan
engagement? Please select all that apply.’ Base: 93 clubs.
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In open-text survey responses,
clubs identified several factors
that contribute to successful
fan engagement and positive
outcomes.*¥’

o Senior leadership involvement: Some clubs highlighted

the importance of active participation by owners, chief
executives, board members and other senior executives in
fan engagement activities.

Transparency and open communication: Some clubs

emphasised the value of providing supporters with relevant and
timely information through accessible communications, such as
meeting minutes, supporter reports, surveys and regular updates.
Clubs noted that transparency should be balanced against the

need to protect commercially sensitive and confidential information,
and that open communication was particularly important during
periods of ownership change, financial uncertainty or organisational
restructuring.

Clear expectations and roles: Some clubs stressed the importance
of ensuring supporters understand that consultation does not
necessarily give them a veto over club decisions. Effective
engagement was seen as balancing supporter input with a club’s
ability to operate and make decisions.




Motivations for supporter groups to engage with their clubs

Supporter groups engage with clubs for a range of reasons, all of which
were rated as important. As shown in Chart 5.3.4, the main motivations
include representing supporter interests, improving long-term club
outcomes, building stronger relationships with the club, improving
supporter experience and influencing senior decision making.

Supporter groups have a range of motivations for engaging with their club,
the most important being to represent the interests of fans.

Chart 5.3.4: Motivations for supporter groups to engage with their club

Improve supporter experience

Improve outcomes for the club in the long-
term

Bring together like-minded fans

Raise specific concerns or issues with the club

Build a stronger relationship between fans and
the club

Influence club decision-making

Represent the views and interests of fans

o
-

2 3 4 5
Importance out of 5

Source: IFR, Fan Engagement Supporter Group Survey, March 2026.

Note: The Chart shows the average importance rating given by supporter groups to each motivation for
engaging with their club on a scale of 1 (not at all important) to 5 (very important) in response to the
question 'How important are each of the following motivations for your group when engaging with the
club?’. Base: 89 Supporter Groups.
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These motivations are reflected

in the outcomes that supporter
groups seek to achieve through
engagement. In particular, supporter
groups aim to strengthen the
connection between fans and the
club, improve supporter experience,
support greater long-term

success and stability, increase fan
influence over major club decisions
and promote more sustainable
decision-making. Improved on-
pitch performance was generally
considered less important than
wider objectives (Chart 5.3.5).

Supporter groups seek to achieve a range of outcomes from engaging with
their club, the most important being to foster a strong connection between

fans and the club.

Chart 5.3.5: Outcomes supporter groups seek from engagement

Improved on pitch performance

Increased fan influence in major club
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Improved supporter experience

Stronger connection between the club and its
fanbase
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Mor e sustainable financial decision-making
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Source: IFR, Fan Engagement Supporter Group Survey, March 2026.

Note: The chart shows the average importance rating given by supporter groups to each outcome they

seek to achieve through engagement, on a scale of 1 (not at all important) to 5 (very important) in

response to the question 'How important are the following outcomes for your group to influence through

its engagement with the club?’. Base: 89 supporter groups.




Motivations for fans to engage
with their club

Fans in the wider population
consider ticket prices and
allocations (54%), the matchday
experience (45%) and the

club’s overall approach to fan
engagement (44%) the most
important topics for engagement.

Fans place greatest importance on having a say on ticket prices and
allocations, the matchday experience, and clubs' approach to fan
engagement.

Chart 5.3.6: Topics fans want to engage on

Ticket prices and allocations

The matchday experience

The club's approach to fan engagement
The club's heritage

Changes tothe club's home stadium
The club's strategic direction, vision, and
objectives

The club's non-sporting operating, financial,
and business decisions

None of the above S

Don't know A
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Source: Ipsos, 'State of the Game research’, prepared on behalf of the IFR, June 2026, p. 33.

Note: The chart shows responses to the question: ‘Thinking about the team you support, which of the
following topics do you think it is important that fans have a say on through fan engagement?’. Base:
1,904 English or Welsh football fans 16+ who support a team in the top 5 leagues in England and Wales,
online, 10-14 April 2026.
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Affordability and accessibility of
matches emerged as important
themes in the qualitative research,
with fans concerned that rising
costs may affect who can

attend matches and, in turn, the
atmosphere within stadia.*%®

Fans also attached importance to
club heritage. Around two in five
supporters felt that fans should have
a say in changes to club heritage
including club names, crests and
colours (40%) and clubs’ home
stadia (38%).

Overall, clubs, supporter groups and
fans engage for a range of different
reasons, but common themes
emerge. Fan engagement is valued
for strengthening club-supporter
relationships, improving supporter
experience, incorporating fans'
views and supporting better-
informed decision-making.

Challenges relating to fan engagement

Both clubs and supporter groups reported challenges that can affect the
effectiveness of fan engagement.

Challenges for clubs

Chart 5.3.7 shows that staff capacity is the main challenge outside the
Premier League. This is particularly pronounced in the lower leagues,
where clubs frequently highlighted resource constraints. Several clubs
noted that responsibility for fan engagement often sits alongside other roles
and that funding dedicated staff can be challenging.

In contrast, Premier League clubs were more likely to identify confidentiality
and commercial sensitivities as a key challenge, reflecting the need to
balance transparency with commercial and business considerations.

National League clubs were also more likely to report low levels of fan
participation in engagement activities, which may reflect their smaller
supporter bases.

Staff capacity is the most significant challenge for clubs outside the
Premier League, while confidentiality and information sharing are the
main challenges for Premier League clubs.
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Source: IFR, Fan Engagement Club Survey, December 2025.
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Our club survey also highlights substantial variation in the resources devoted
to fan engagement across divisions. Premier League and Championship
clubs report significantly higher spending, with 75% of Premier League
clubs and 47% of Championship clubs spending more than £80,000 on

fan engagement per season. In contrast, 44% of League One clubs, 47%

of League Two clubs and 78% of National League clubs spend less than
£10,000 per season on fan engagement.#9®

The number of staff dedicated to fan engagement also varies substantially
across the football pyramid, with a clear divide between the Premier League
and Championship and the rest of the football pyramid.

* Premier League: All clubs reported some dedicated full-time staff
capacity for fan engagement. 58% employed three or more full-time
staff and 42% employed more than five. 29% also employed more than
five part-time staff.

o Championship: Most clubs reported dedicated fan engagement
staff. 79% employed at least one full-time member of staff and 100%
employed some part-time resource.

+ League One, League Two, and National League: Clubs generally
reported more limited staffing resources. The majority had no dedicated
full-time fan engagement staff and were more likely to rely on small part-
time teams, typically of one or two staff members.
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Challenges for supporter groups

Supporter groups identified a range
of challenges associated with
engagement. Around 90% reported
differences in priorities and values
between the group and the club as a
challenge, with a similar proportion
uncertain whether their input was
reflected in club decisions.

Between 70% and 75% also
identified limited opportunities

to influence agendas, difficulties
accessing senior decision-makers
and limited recognition of their
contributions.

Qualitative responses highlighted
several recurring themes:

o Limited influence on decisions:
Some supporter groups felt
engagement could become a
"tick-box exercise’, with groups
informed of decisions only after
they had been made.

o Transparency and information
sharing: Some groups reported
difficulties obtaining timely
and meaningful information
to support engagement,
including information being
withheld on grounds of
commercial sensitivity, delays
in publishing meeting minutes
and limited feedback on
issues raised.

o Access to senior decision-

makers: Some groups reported
limited or no access to owners,
boards and senior executives.

Limited recognition of
supporter groups: Some
groups reported challenges
raising awareness of their
activities, with supporters
often unaware of their work.

Resource and capacity
constraints: Many supporter
representatives undertake
these roles voluntarily.
Some highlighted increasing
demands on their time and
the need for additional
administrative support,
training and resources.

Supporter groups most commonly identify uncertainty about whether their
input is reflected in club decisions and differences in priorities with the club
as challenges to engagement.

Chart 5.3.8: Supporter group challenges experience when engaging with clubs
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Source: IFR, Fan Engagement Supporter Group Survey, March 2026.
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Note: The chart presents responses to the question ‘To what extent, if at all, have the following been
challenges for your group when engaging with the club?’. Responses of ‘Don't know’ are not shown in
the chart. Base: 88 Supporter Groups.




Overall, fan engagement delivers
positive outcomes but also
presents challenges.

Clubs, particularly in the lower
leagues, face staff capacity
constraints, while Premier League
clubs report challenges around
sharing confidential information.
Supporter groups highlight
differences in priorities and
uncertainty, about whether input is
reflected in club decisions.

Fan and supporter group satisfaction with engagement

The fan and supporter group surveys present a mixed picture of satisfaction
with club engagement. While many fans report positive experiences and are
satisfied with their club’s overall approach, concerns remain about the extent
to which clubs listen to and act on supporter views.

Fan satisfaction with engagement

Around two-thirds of fans in the wider population know how to engage

with their club (65%), feel they have opportunities to do so (62%), and are
satisfied with their club’s overall approach to engagement (62%) (Chart 5.3.9).
Only around one in ten disagree with these statements.

However, fans were less positive when asked whether they are valued and
listened to by their clubs. While 42% agreed that clubs listen to and value
fans, 31% disagreed. Similar views emerged in the focus groups, where many
fans expressed scepticism about the extent to which clubs genuinely listen to
supporters and take their views into account.5°°

Fans are broadly satisfied with opportunities to engage but are less positive
about whether clubs value and listen to them.

Chart 5.3.9: Fan views on engagement

| am aware of ways | can engage with my 21%
club ()

| feel there are opportunities to engage with
my club

| am satisfied with my club's approach to fan
engagement

| feel fans are valued and listened to by clubs

mAgree mNeither mDisagree

10%

24% 9%

24% 9%

25% 31%

0% 20% 40% 60 % 80% 100 %

Don't know

Source: Ipsos, ‘State of the Game research’, prepared on behalf of the IFR, June 2026, p. 30-31.

Note: The chart shows responses to the question: ‘Thinking of men's clubs in the top five divisions in England and Wales

(Premier League to National League Step 1) and giving your overall view, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the
following statements?’ Base: 1,904 English or Welsh football fans 16+ who support a team in the top 5 leagues in England

and Wales, online, 10-14 April 2026.
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Supporter group satisfaction with fan engagement

Supporter groups expressed divided views on existing fan engagement
requirements. Among Premier League and EFL supporter groups, 53%
considered their league's requirements sufficient (somewhat or very
sufficient), compared with 43% who considered them insufficient
(Chart 5.3.10).

Views on oversight and enforcement were less positive (Chart 5.3.11)
particularly among EFL supporter groups: 34% considered this sufficient and
43% insufficient. Among Premier League supporter groups, 48% considered
oversight and enforcement sufficient, compared with 43% insufficient.

Supporter groups expressed mixed views on the adequacy and oversight of
existing fan engagement requirements.

Chart 5.3.10: Supporter group views on the sufficiency of league fan engagement
requirements

Premier League [MPDA 29% 5% 48% I

EFL [EMKYA 30% 5% 39% -
0% 20% 40% 60 % 80% 100 %
m \Very insufficient m Somewhat insufficient Neither
Somewhat sufficient ®mVery sufficient Don't know

Chart 5.3.11: Supporter group views on the effectiveness of oversight and
enforcement on fan engagement requirements

Premier League 19% 24% 10% 48%

EFL 23% 20% 20% 28% .
0% 20% 40% 60 % 80% 100 %
m Very ineffective m Somewhat ineffectives Neither
Somewhat effective mVery effective Don't know

Source: IFR, Fan Engagement Supporter Group Survey, March 2026.

Note: The charts show responses to the questions ‘Overall, how sufficient do you consider the [Premier League's/EFL's]
current league rules and requirements for fan engagement to be?’ and ‘To what extent do you feel that current rules and
regulations around fan engagement in the [Premier League/EFL] are being effectively overseen and upheld in practice?".
The charts show the responses of Premier League supporter groups when asked about Premier League requirements and
EFL supporter groups when asked about EFL requirements. Respondents were provided with a summary of the of the
relevant league requirements and links to supporting documentation. Base: 21 Premier League Supporter Groups, 64 EFL
Supporter groups.




Supporter groups were more
positive about their engagement
arrangements with clubs, although
satisfaction varied across different
aspects (Chart 5.3.12). Around 60%
were satisfied with access to senior
club leadership, the frequency

of engagement, the range of
supporters engaged and their
club's overall approach to fan
engagement. Around 55% were
satisfied with the topics clubs
discussed and the nature

of engagement.

Satisfaction was lower for aspects
relating to influence and decision-
making:

o 47% were satisfied with open
and inclusive dialogue

o 43% with the alignment
between club and supporter
priorities and values

¢ 39% with how fan views were
considered in club decision-
making

e 37% with communication and
transparency around club
decision-making

Supporter groups are more satisfied with access to and the frequency of

engagement than with their influence on club decision-making.

Chart 5.3.12: Supporter group satisfaction with engagement
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Supporter group views on improving fan engagement

Supporter groups supported a range of measures to improve fan
engagement (Chart 5.3.13), in particular:

« Stronger enforcement and accountability mechanisms: 62% believed
these would significantly improve engagement, with a further 25%
saying they would moderately improve it.

o Clearer communication on how supporter input informs decisions:
62% believed this would significantly improve engagement, with a
further 24% saying it would moderately improve it.

Supporter groups believe stronger enforcement and accountability
mechanisms and clear communication of how their input informs decisions
would most improve engagement.

Chart 5.3.13: Supporter group views on measures to improve engagement
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Source: IFR, Fan Engagement Supporter Group Survey, March 2026.

Note: The chart shows responses to the question 'To what extent, if at all, would each of the following improve fan
engagement for your club?’. Base: 89 Supporter Groups.
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Supporter groups also provided additional detail through open-text
responses.’®’ While specific suggestions varied, common themes pointed to
a desire for earlier, more transparent and more influential engagement:

« Earlier engagement in decision-making: Engagement should take place
earlier in clubs’ decision-making processes, before key decisions are
finalised.

» Clearer evidence of impact: Supporter groups wanted clearer evidence
of how views had informed decisions, including through 'You said,
we did’ reporting.

o Stronger supporter representation: Wider use of fan advisory boards
across the EFL, democratic election of supporter representatives and
safeguards against clubs selecting or excluding representatives.

» Direct engagement with senior leaders: Greater participation by senior
decision-makers rather than engagement being conducted solely
through intermediaries or other staff.

o Improved access to information: Access to sufficient and relevant
information to help supporters understand the implications of proposed
decisions and contribute meaningfully to discussions.

o Greater transparency and communication: Faster publication of meeting
minutes, better use of club communication channels and greater
publicity for engagement activities.

Overall, the findings present a mixed picture of satisfaction with current
engagement arrangements. Fans in the wider population are generally
aware of how to engage with their club and are broadly satisfied with
clubs’ approaches but are less convinced that clubs value and listen to
supporter views.

Supporter groups were similarly mixed. While many were positive about
their engagement arrangements, satisfaction was lower when considering
whether engagement was meaningful, influential and reflected in club
decision-making.
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Club heritage

Club heritage is closely linked to

fan engagement and is an important
and distinct aspect of football

club culture and governance.
Supporters see heritage as an
important link between clubs and
their communities and often view
themselves as custodians of their
club’s identity and traditions.502

Fans attach importance to a wide
range of heritage-related features
(Chart 5.3.14):

o Club history was rated most
important, with 91% of fans
considering it important to
them personally.

o Formal aspects of heritage
were also highly valued,
including stadium location
(87%), club name (86%),
main home shirt colours (82%),
club crest design (78%)
and the design and name of
the home stadium (around
three-quarters).

o Other aspects of heritage
were similarly important,
including community presence
and matchday traditions and
atmosphere (87%), historic
players and managers
(83%), recent success and
achievements (82%).

When asked about the extent

to which club heritage is well
protected, fan views were positive
overall. Six in ten (59%) fans
agreed that club heritage was well
protected, compared with 17%
who disagreed.503

At least three-quarters of fans considered all aspects of club heritage to

be important.

Chart 5.3.14: Importance of different aspects of club heritage to fans

100 %

80%

60 %
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Club history
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atmosphere
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and fan engagement
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Source: Ipsos, 'State of the Game research’, prepared on behalf of the IFR, June 2026, p. 47.

Note: The chart shows responses to the question: ‘'How important to you personally, if at all, are the following aspects of
your club's heritage?’ Base: 1,904 English or Welsh football fans 16+ who support a team in the top 5 leagues in England

and Wales, online, 10-14 April 2026.




The importance attached to club
heritage was also reflected in

the views of clubs and supporter
groups in open-text responses.
Some clubs emphasised the role
of preserving and celebrating
heritage in reinforcing local identity
and strengthening community
connections.%°* Examples included
anniversary celebrations, supporter
involvement in heritage projects,
consultation on club crests and
branding, stadium history initiatives
and community storytelling.

Supporter groups similarly linked
fan engagement with protecting
club identity, values, traditions,
stadia and supporter culture. Groups
emphasised the importance of
preserving club heritage and raised
concerns that some commercial
decisions by clubs could alter clubs'
character or weaken connections
with traditional supporters and local
communities.5%®

Summary

There are a range of approaches to fan engagement across English football,
supported by competition organiser requirements and various club- and
supporter-led mechanisms. Clubs value engagement as a means of
strengthening relationships with supporters and improving decision-making,
while supporter groups see it as a way of representing fans' interests and
influencing their clubs' future.

However, both clubs and supporter groups face challenges. Staff capacity is
a particular issue for clubs outside the Premier League, while Premier League
clubs highlighted confidentiality and information sharing. Supporter groups
reported differences in priorities and uncertainty about whether their input
influences club decisions.

Fans and supporter groups expressed mixed levels of satisfaction with
engagement. While many were positive about their club's overall approach,
they were less positive about whether clubs listen to supporters and whether
engagement meaningfully influences decisions.

Fans, supporter groups and clubs also place considerable value on club
heritage, including clubs' history, community connections, traditions, stadia,
kit colours and badges. The findings highlight the close relationship between
fan engagement and heritage protection, particularly the importance
supporters place on having a voice in decisions affecting their club's identity
and heritage.

By May 2030, the Football Governance Act requires clubs to meet the “Fan
Engagement Threshold Requirement"”. Clubs will be required to consult fans
before making decisions that affect them, explain their thinking, listen to
feedback and take fan views into account before reaching decisions. The
IFR’'s expectations will be proportionate to a club’s fanbase and resources
and will take league rules into account.
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5.4 Corporate governance and EDI

Chapter at a glance

This chapter considers the existing
regulatory landscape for corporate
governance and EDI, before
considering current corporate
governance practices, including
board-level approaches to EDI,
and wider levels of representation
across the game.

Limited survey evidence and
publicly available information
constrain the IFR's understanding
of corporate governance and
board-level approaches to EDI
across English football. Greater
transparency and better-quality
information will therefore be
important in supporting the IFR's
objective of raising corporate
governance standards.

* More broadly, although competition organisers have introduced
rules and principles to strengthen EDI, our analysis of publicly
available data indicates that several groups with protected
characteristics remain underrepresented across football clubs,
particularly in leadership roles.

- On average, the proportion of football club employees who are
white is 3.3 to 8.1 percentage points higher than the proportion of
white people in the clubs' local communities.

- Women are less represented across football clubs compared with
the UK population, by an average of 22.2 to 23.5 percentage points.

- People with a disability are underrepresented across football clubs
compared with the UK population, by an average of 10.3 to 11.6
percentage points.




Introduction

Corporate governance is the
framework of principles, practices
and processes through which

an organisation is directed and
controlled. It shapes decision-
making, supports accountability
and promotes high standards

of conduct. Although football
clubs’ revenues have grown
significantly over the past 30 years,
there continue to be high-profile
corporate governance failings, with
poor corporate governance often
contributing to financial distress.
Effective corporate governance
therefore plays a key role in
supporting better decision-making
and financial sustainability.

Improving EDI in club leadership
can also strengthen decision-
making. In turn, this can contribute
to greater financial sustainability.
Long-term studies of business
performance indicate that the
relationship between diversity in
executive teams and the likelihood
of financial outperformance

has strengthened over time.>%®
Increasing representation in
boardrooms and club executive
teams is therefore an important
part of the IFR’s work.

Regulatory landscape relating to corporate
governance and EDI

Existing rules relating to corporate governance

Prior to the introduction of the IFR Football Club Corporate Governance Code,
English clubs were not subject to a mandatory corporate governance code.
However, certain requirements apply to larger clubs.

o Companies Act: As of the 2024/25 season, most Premier League
clubs (19 of 20) and Championship clubs (14 of 24) are required to
publish statements under Section 172 of the Companies Act 2006 and
the Companies (Miscellaneous Reporting) Regulations 2018, explaining
how directors fulfil their duties and engage with stakeholders.5°” These
statements do not, however, explain how the company is governed.

o Competition organiser rules: Premier League clubs must have ‘a Board
consisting of at least two Directors, with one serving as Chair and
another as Chief Executive.’ There are no formal corporate governance
requirements for EFL or National League clubs, although the FA provides
good governance guidance for National League clubs and large
community clubs.5%8

o Wates Principles: Very large private companies are required to publish
a corporate governance statement identifying which governance code,
if any, they apply and how.5%® The UK government recommends the
Wates Principles for companies of this size. Although no Premier
League clubs meet the relevant criteria, two apply the Wates Principles
voluntarily (Tottenham Hotspur®™ and Liverpool®")

Existing competition organiser rules relating to EDI
The Premier League implements the Premier League Equality, Diversity
and Inclusion Standard (PLEDIS), which aims to promote EDI across clubs.>"2
According to PLEDIS, the Premier League and its clubs commit to:
e being an equal opportunities employer

e promoting similar commitments across the game

 not tolerating discriminatory behaviour and taking appropriate action
where it occurs

All Premier League clubs work towards the preliminary, intermediate
and advanced PLEDIS levels, with some former Premier League clubs
also participating. Across the pyramid, 27 clubs participate, with 18
rated advanced.5®
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The EFL promotes its Equality
Code of Practice (ECOP) and EFL
Together strategy, including an
accreditation scheme designed to
encourage higher EDI standards.5™
Its objectives include:

o developing a workforce
representative of the
communities EFL
Clubs represent

« increasing the diversity of
supporters attending matches

 challenging discrimination and
behaviour in stadia and on
social media

o supporting clubs’ continual EDI
development

e improving understanding of EDI
across the game

Clubs can receive bronze,

silver or gold accreditation.

In 2025/26, 70 EFL clubs completed
the assessment, while several
participated in PLEDIS (having
previously been Premier League
clubs). As of August 2026, 8 clubs
had achieved gold standard and

1 silver.5®

The IFR Football Club Corporate Governance Code

The Act requires the IFR to publish the Football Club Corporate
Governance Code (‘the Club Code').

The Club Code sets out five key principles for sound
corporate governance.5'®

1. Board, purpose and strategy: Clubs should have an effective board
with collective responsibility for their sustainable success.

2. Risk oversight and controls: The board is responsible for identifying,
monitoring and managing risks.

3. Board composition and accountability: The board's size, composition
and expertise should reflect the scale and complexity of the club’s
activities.

4. Equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI): The board should ensure the
club'’s EDI strategy and initiatives align with existing requirements,
and that appointments to the board and senior management promote
diversity, inclusion and equal opportunity.

5. Stakeholder relationships and engagement: The board should build
effective stakeholder relationships in line with the club’s purpose,
including considering the club’s contribution to the economic and
social well-being of its local community.

Every licensed club will be required to publish a statement every two years
explaining how it applies the Club Code in a way that is proportionate and
appropriate to its circumstances.

Existing corporate governance practices at clubs

In late 2025, the IFR conducted a voluntary survey of clubs to understand
current corporate governance practices. A total of 43 clubs responded,
covering the 2025/26 football season: 11 Premier League clubs, 12
Championship clubs, eight League One clubs, six League Two clubs and six
National League clubs.

The survey provides a useful baseline and overview, but it is not a
comprehensive assessment of corporate governance practices.

o The response rate was 37% (43 of 116 clubs), meaning the results are
not representative of all clubs in scope.

« Participation was voluntary, meaning the results may also be subject
to selection bias, with clubs with more developed governance
arrangements potentially more likely to respond.

o Responses were self-reported and reflect clubs' own assessments of
their governance arrangements.

The IFR has used this survey data alongside publicly available information to
analyse existing corporate governance practices at clubs.




Club size and complexity

Clubs across the pyramid

vary considerably in size and
complexity, influencing which
corporate governance practices
are proportionate. Based on the
IFR’'s analysis of publicly available
financial accounts, Premier League
clubs employed an average of

532 personnel, including playing
staff, compared with 301in the
Championship, 233 in League One,
184 in League Two and 80 in the
National League.®”

Boards, strategy and purpose

The Club Code states that every
club should have an effective board
that takes collective responsibility
for the sustainable success of

the club.5™ Most responding

clubs (95%) had a formally
constituted board of directors.5"
Boards generally met regularly,
although frequency varied across
the pyramid: Premier League

and Championship boards most
commonly met quarterly, while
League One, League Two and
National League boards were more
likely to meet monthly or every
two months.52°

The Club Code states that boards
should define the club's purpose,
strategy and values.5?' Of
responding clubs, 70% had a
documented strategy or purpose
and 53% published governance
information on their website.522
However, only one of the 43
responding clubs published board
meeting minutes.523

Board size

The Club Code states that board size and composition should reflect the
scale and complexity of the club's activities.>?* Average board size was
broadly consistent across the leagues, ranging from 4.7 members in League
Two to 6.3 in the Premier League. Championship, League One and National
League clubs averaged 4.8, 5.0 and 4.9 members, respectively.5?® Further
information on individual clubs’ boards and activities is needed to assess
whether their board size is appropriate.

Chair, CEO and non-executive directors

The Club Code calls for a clear distinction between boards’ strategic
oversight and executives' day-to-day management, and encourages clubs
to ‘consider the value of separating the roles of chair of the board and

chief executive to ensure effective organisational checks and balances'>2®
This was already common among responding clubs: 91% reported separate
Chairs and Chief Executives, while 9% did not.5?”

The Club Code also states that clubs should consider appointing non-
executive directors (NEDs) and that boards should ‘have an appropriate
degree of independent membership’.528 Of responding clubs, 59% reported
having at least one NED, while 33% reported having at least one independent
non-executive director (INED).52°

However, clubs' interpretation of independence may differ from the Club
Code. Under the Club Code, a director would not normally be considered

independent if they:5%°

» have been an employee of the club or an affiliated entity within
the past five years

» have a material business relationship with the club or an
affiliated entity

o receive remuneration from the club or an affiliated entity other than
directors' fees

o have close family ties with owners, directors or senior executives

» hold cross-directorships or significant links with other board members

o represent a significant shareholder, or

o have served on the board or an affiliate board for more than nine years
The IFR reviewed responding clubs' board composition against these criteria

and found that at least 11 of the 33 directors reported as independent would
not meet the Club Code's definition of independence.5®'
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Training and feedback

Survey responses suggest that
board development and evaluation
practices are less well established
across the game:

o 30% of responding clubs
provided training for new board
members and 47% provided
periodic training for the board
as a whole, typically annually.532

e 40% undertook periodic
reviews of board composition,
including the board's skills,
experience, independence
and diversity.533

e Only 23% conducted
periodic evaluations of board
performance, while 40%
reviewed individual director
performance and 40%
reviewed sub-committee
performance.534

Sub-committees and oversight
of EDI

Many clubs supplement board
oversight through sub-committees
focused on specific areas of
governance. Of responding clubs,
58% had one or more board sub-
committees, with those clubs having
around four sub-committees each
on average.>3® The most common
areas of focus were: finance, audit
or risk, and EDI and safeguarding,
with 35% of responding clubs
having a sub-committee covering
each of these areas.>3¢

For EDI, 72% of responding clubs
had an individual board member
with oversight responsibility®3”
although this varied across leagues,
as illustrated in Chart 5.4.1.

In addition, 77% of responding
clubs periodically evaluated the
club’s EDI strategy and initiatives.5*®

Among responding clubs, EDI oversight was often allocated to an
individual board member.
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Current level of diversity in English football

Alongside the competition organisers' EDI initiatives, the FA introduced
‘Rule N'in 2024, requiring all 92 Premier League and EFL clubs to publish
off-pitch diversity data every two years across protected characteristics,
including breakdowns for coaching, leadership and senior roles. The first
mandatory window was completed in June 2025. As only one year of data
is available, trends over time cannot yet be assessed.

The data also has some limitations:

o Disclosure is voluntary for individual employees. On average,
86% of clubs' workforces responded to the EDI data collection.

« For multiple clubs, high levels of ‘prefer not to say’ responses and/
or low response rates across some characteristics limit the
completeness of the data and our ability to draw robust conclusions,
particularly in relation to ethnicity, disability and sexual orientation.

e Many clubs do not report data for groups with fewer than 10
respondents or report '<10%’ rather than exact figures to protect
individuals' anonymity, limiting comparisons with the wider population.

o EFL clubs provided less detailed data than Premier League clubs,
so breakdowns by coaching, leadership and senior roles are not
available for all clubs. Not all Premier League clubs reported leadership
diversity data.

* Rule N does not apply to National League clubs, so the analysis
covers Premier League and EFL clubs only.

This section analyses clubs’ published data on ethnicity, sex, LGBTQ+
and disability. Where data is available, representation is compared with
local communities; otherwise, comparisons are made with the UK population.

The percentages presented are unweighted averages of reported club-level
representation, as opposed to the exact proportion of employees across

all clubs. For instance, a larger club may have 1,000 employees and 80%
representation of a particular characteristic, while a smaller club may have
100 employees and 40% representation. This analysis treats this as two
observations, one of 80% and one of 40%, averaging at 60%. However,

if absolute values are used, the exact proportion of employees across all
clubs would be 76 % (with representation standing at 840 out of a total

of 1,100). Future data collection and analysis will delve deeper into the
underlying data and absolute numbers.
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Ethnicity

Clubs typically report the ethnicity
of their workforce alongside that
of the local community. Chart
5.4.2 shows the proportion of each
club’s workforce that is white and
the percentage-point difference

compared with its local community.

These figures are unweighted
averages of reported club-level
representation across the league.

Premier League: On average, 76% of club employees are white, 7.4
percentage points higher than the average of their local communities.
Among clubs that published data, 6% of leadership roles were held
by people from ethnic minority backgrounds, falling to 0% for senior
coaching roles.

Championship: On average, 85% of club employees are white, 8.1
percentage points higher than the average of their local communities.

League One: On average, 85% of club employees are white, 3.3
percentage points higher than the average of their local communities.

League Two: On average, 90% of club employees are white, 4.9
percentage points higher than the average of their local communities.

People from ethnic minority backgrounds are underrepresented in club workforces
compared with local communities across the Premier League and EFL.

Chart 5.4.2: White representation in club workforces compared with local communities
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Women's representation
in the workforce

Clubs report the proportion of
women in their workforce, which
can be compared with ONS 2021
Census data showing that women

represent 51% of the UK population.

These figures are unweighted
averages of reported club-level
representation across the league.

o Premier League: Women represented 28% of clubs' workforces,
22.8 percentage points lower than the UK population. Among clubs
that published data, women held 24 % of leadership roles and 4% of
coaching roles, falling to less than 1% of senior coaching roles.

o Championship: Women represented 27.5% of clubs' workforces, 23.5
percentage points lower than the UK population.

o League One: Women represented 29% of clubs’ workforces, 22.2
percentage points lower than the UK population.

o League Two: Women represented 27.5% of clubs’ workforces, 23.5
percentage points lower than the UK population.

Overall, this suggests that women are underrepresented in the workforces
of Premier League and EFL clubs.

Chart 5.4.3: Women's representation in club workforces compared with the UK population
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Sexual orientation

Clubs also report on the sexual
orientation of their workforce.

ONS 2021 Census data show that
3.3% of the UK population identified
as lesbian, gay, bisexual or another
non-heterosexual orientation
(LGB+). The club data uses the
broader LGBTQ+ category, so
comparisons with the Census

are indicative rather than direct.
These figures are unweighted
averages of reported club-level
representation across the league.

* Premier League: LGBTQ+ staff represented 3.0% of club workforces,
0.3 percentage points lower than LGB+ representation in the UK
population. However, reported LGBTQ+ representation declines in senior
roles. Among clubs that published data, LGBTQ+ staff represented 1%
of leadership roles and 0.5% of coaching and senior coaching roles,
with many clubs reporting no LGBTQ+ representation in these roles.

o Championship: LGBTQ+ staff represented 3.5% of club workforces, 0.2
percentage points higher than LGB+ representation in the UK population.

o League One: LGBTQ+ staff represented 4.6% of club workforces, 1.3
percentage points higher than LGB+ representation in the UK population.

o League Two: LGBTQ+ staff represented 2.7% of club workforces, 0.6
percentage points lower than LGB+ representation in the UK population.

Overall, reported LGBTQ+ representation in club workforces is broadly
comparable with LGB+ representation in the UK population, although
representation varies considerably between clubs and appears lower

in senior roles where data are available. These comparisons should be
treated with caution given differences in the categories used, and the high
proportion of ‘prefer not to say’ responses and the lower response rate for
these questions.

Chart 5.4.4: LGBTQ+ representation in club workforces compared with the UK population
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Disability

Clubs also report the proportion of o Premier League: 6.2% of club workforces reported a disability,

their workforce reporting a disability, 11.6 percentage points lower than the UK population. Among clubs
which we compare with ONS 2021 that published data, representation was 2% in both leadership and
census data, showing that 17.8% coaching roles, falling to 0% in senior coaching roles. For many clubs,
of the UK population reported representation across these roles was also 0%.

a disability. These figures are

unweighted averages of reported o Championship: 7.5% of club workforces reported a disability,
club-level representation across 10.3 percentage points lower than the UK population.

the league.

o League One: 7.4% of club workforces reported a disability,
10.4 percentage points lower than the UK population.

o League Two: 6.4% of club workforces reported a disability,
11.4 percentage points lower than the UK population.

Overall, people reporting a disability are underrepresented in the workforces
of Premier League and EFL clubs. However, the high proportion of ‘prefer not
to say’ responses and the lower response rate for these questions limits the
conclusions that can be drawn from the data.

Chart 5.4.5: Disability representation in club workforces compared with the UK population
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Summary

Given the limitations of the survey evidence and publicly available
information, the IFR's understanding of corporate governance and board-
level approaches to EDI across English football remains limited. Improving
transparency and the quality of available information will be important to
support the IFR’s objective of raising corporate governance standards.

Available evidence, including the survey findings and recent governance
failures at clubs, indicates room for improvement in the application of the
Club Code’s principles and recommended practices.

To address this, the IFR's Mandatory Licence Conditions will require all

clubs in scope to publish a corporate governance statement from October
2027, explaining how they are applying the Club Code, including actions

they have taken to improve EDI. Together with the IFR’s ongoing supervisory
engagement, these statements will provide a richer evidence base to improve
our understanding of governance arrangements across clubs. The IFR will
publish its first corporate governance report in October 2028.

Finally, although competition organisers have introduced rules and principles
to strengthen EDI across their clubs, the available data indicates that women,
people from ethnic minority backgrounds and people with a disability are
underrepresented in club workforces compared with the relevant UK or

local population benchmarks, with particularly low representation in some
leadership and senior roles.




5.5 Conclusions

Overall, our assessment of
non-financial issues finds that:

¢ Football Governance: The roles

of the EFL, Premier League and
UEFA have all changed since
1992. Their original focus was
on growing the commercial
value of their competitions on
behalf of their member clubs,
but all three have become

far more committed to a dual
commercial and regulatory
role. This, combined with
diverging incentives between
clubs and leagues, has led to
inconsistent regulation across
divisions. There have also been
difficulties introducing and
enforcing financial rules, with
legal challenges from clubs and
the PFA. Overall, this has led

to a more litigious atmosphere
and an increase in central costs.
This in turn presents systemic
risks for football as:

- it can reduce the ability of
competition organisers to
introduce financial rules that
reduce costs.

- increased enforcement and
litigation increases costs for
football and can reduce the
attractiveness of investing
into English football.

o There are increasing conflicts

between domestic and
international competition
organisers, partly over
regulations and revenue
distribution but also over the
increasingly congested fixture
calendar. This presents a
systemic risk as:

- Fixture scheduling conflicts
could reduce broadcast
revenues, which represent
a significant revenue
stream for clubs across
the pyramid. Further
expansion of UEFA and
FIFA club competitions
into the English domestic
calendar could pose a
significant risk to the value
of domestic media rights.

+ Fan engagement:

Although there are a range
of fan engagement practices
across English football and
help drive a number of
positive outcomes, challenges
remain for both clubs and
supporter groups. While fans
are generally satisfied with
opportunities to engage, they
are less convinced that clubs
listen to and act on supporter
views.

Corporate governance and EDI:
Limited information is available
on corporate governance
practices across the pyramid,
but the available evidence
indicates that there is room for
improvement. More broadly,
although competition organisers
have initiatives in place to
strengthen EDI, our analysis
indicates that many groups with
protected characteristics

are underrepresented in

club workforces.
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Annex C - Revenues contains detailed

supporting evidence for the points made 128
in this overview, including analysis on the

drivers of revenues and the distribution

of different types of revenues across, and

within, leagues.

Survey respondents were asked: ‘Thinking
now about the men'’s team in England and
Wales that you would describe yourself as
supporting the most. Which of the following 129
best describes the reasons why you chose
to support your football team. Please select
the top three reasons.’ Survey conducted
online 10-14 April 2026. Base: 1,904 English
or Welsh football fans 16+ who support a
team in the top 5 leagues in England and
Wales. Ipsos, ‘State of the Game research’,
June 2026, p. 13.

Survey respondents were asked: 'How
important, if at all, are the following factors
in determining the number of football
matches you attend in person in a typical
season?’ Survey conducted online 10-14
April 2026. Base: 1,904 English or Welsh
football fans 16+ who support a team in the
top 5 leagues in England and Wales. Ipsos,
'State of the Game research’, June 2026, p.
36.

Survey respondents were asked: 'How
important, if at all, are the following factors
in determining the number of football
matches you watch on television (or
another device) in a typical season?’ Survey
conducted online 10-14 April 2026. Base:
1,904 English or Welsh football fans 16+
who support a team in the top 5 leagues

in England and Wales. Ipsos, 'State of the
Game research’, June 2026, p. 40. Premier
League submission to IFR State of the
Game Report, ‘An overview of the English
football ecosystem’, prepared by Keystone.
Viewership data received from the Premier
League.

IFR analysis based on data received from
the EFL in response to IFR requests for
information.

IFR analysis of data received from Premier
League, EFL, and National League in
response to IFR requests for information.

IFR analysis of data received from Premier
League, EFL, and National League in
response to IFR requests for information.

IFR analysis of data received from Premier
League, EFL, and National League in
response to IFR requests for information.

IFR analysis of data received from Premier
League, EFL, and National League in
response to IFR requests for information.

Premier League Submission to IFR State

of the Game Report, ‘Understanding
performance drivers across English football’,
prepared by Machine Football.

Twenty First Group, ‘The cost of
competition’ in BDO, '‘BDO's Annual Survey
of Football Finance Directors 2025', January
2026, p. 17-19.

Although some academics argue that
sporting success is a diminishing function
of wage expenditure. Review of academic
literature on sporting success and spending
prepared by Oxera Consulting on behalf of
the IFR, ‘State of the Game literature review’,
p. 16.

In the matter of a claim for compensation
under rule W.51.5 of the Premier League
rules before the Premier League
independent disciplinary commission
between Burnley Football & Athletic
Company Limited and Everton Football Club
Company Limited, Decision, PLJP 2023/3,
Causation: Conclusion, para 166.

On 11 November 2025, the experts produced
a Joint Expert Report, which recorded
agreement on this matter. In the matter of a
Premier League Commission between the
Premier League Board and Leicester City
Football Club, Decision, Para 104.7.

130 There are a number of different ways to
measure sporting success and levels of
player-spend, as well as different methods
to analyse the link between them. We have
set out the results of a number of these
different approaches in technical annex
E - Player spending and sporting success.
Whilst it is not possible to formally establish
causation in this analysis because clubs
that have typically been more successful
earn greater revenues and can therefore
spend more on players, the findings suggest
that there is a positive association between
player-spend and sporting success.

BT R analysis of data received from the

Premier League and the EFL, and from
National League clubs in response to IFR
requests for information.

B2 R analysis of data received from the

Premier League and the EFL, and from
National League clubs in response to IFR
requests for information.

B3 R analysis of data received from Premier

League, EFL, and National League in
response to IFR requests for information.

B4 R analysis of data received from Premier

League, EFL, and National League in
response to IFR requests for information.

IFR analysis of data published by the FA,
‘Football Agent fees and transactions for
2025-26 reporting periods published' and
'FA Agent Transactions'.

135

136 Taken asa proportion of agent fees plus

amortisation. IFR analysis of data received
from Premier League, EFL, and National
League in response to IFR requests for
information.

137 As measured by net player trading cash

flow. IFR analysis of data received from
Premier League, EFL, and National League
in response to IFR requests for information.

B8 rR analysis of data received from Premier

League, EFL, and National League in
response to IFR requests for information.

B9 R analysis of data received from the

Premier League, EFL, and National League
in response to IFR requests for information.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR based
on data received from the Premier League,
EFL, and National League in response to IFR
requests for information.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR based
on data received from the Premier League,
EFL, and National League in response to IFR
requests for information.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR based
on data received from the Premier League
and EFL in response to IFR requests for
information and data obtained from club
websites.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.

IFR analysis of data received from the
Premier League, EFL, and National League
in response to IFR requests for information.
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Premier League, EFL, and National League in
response to IFR requests for information.

Annex G - Profitability and external financing
contains detailed supporting evidence for
the points made in this overview, including
detailed analysis of profitability and external
financing across leagues and over time.

Note that there can be different approaches
to calculating EBIT. For the purposes of this
report EBIT is calculated by deducting all
depreciation, amortisation and impairment
of intangible assets from EBITDA. EBIT does
not include profit/loss on player sales or
other assets.

Other measures of underlying profitability,
such as EBITDA, are considered further in
Section 3, which assesses clubs’ financial
soundness in more detail.

IFR analysis of data received from the
Premier League, EFL, and National League in
response to IFR requests for information.

IFR analysis of data received from the EFL
and National League in response to IFR
requests for information.

External financing is calculated as cash
inflows from owner loans, bank loans and
equity injections, less any dividends or loan
repayments. The components of external
financing in each league are explored further
in Section 3 on club financial soundness.

IFR analysis of data received from the
Premier League, EFL, and National League in
response to IFR requests for information.

IFR analysis of data received from the
Premier League, EFL, and National League in
response to IFR requests for information.

IFR analysis of data received from the
Premier League in response to IFR requests
for information.

IFR analysis of data received from the
Premier League in response to IFR requests
for information.

IFR analysis of data received from the EFL in
response to IFR requests for information.

See Box 5.1 of EFL, ‘Championship and
League One Clubs approve changes to
financial control rules’, 15 May 2026,
accessed 1 October 2026, for more detail on
League One SCMP rules.

The League One SCMP rules for 2026/27
will allow 50% of all equity injections to

be spent on wages. As an example, this
means that if an owner invests £500k into
a club, a maximum of £250k (in addition

to that already permitted as a percentage
of turnover) can be spent on wages. EFL,
‘Championship and League One Clubs
approve changes to financial control rules’,
15 May 2026, accessed 1 October 2026, for
more detail on League One SCMP rules.

UEFA, 'UEFA Club Licensing and Financial
Sustainability Regulations’, 2025.

Premier League, 'Premier League Handbook
26/27', July 2026.

Premier League, 'Premier League Handbook
26/27', July 2026.

EFL, 'EFL Reqgulations 2025/26', 2025.
EFL, 'EFL Reqgulations 2026/27', 2026.
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EFL, 'EFL Requlations 2025/26', 2026.
EFL, 'EFL Reqgulations 2025/26', 2025.
EFL, 'EFL Reqgulations 2026/27', 2026.
EFL, 'EFL Reqgulations 2026/27', 2026.

National League, ‘National League Financial
Reporting Initiative'.

Analysis by EY Parthenon on behalf of the
IFR based on data received from the Premier
League and EFL in response to IFR requests
for information. Non-interest bearing
shareholder loans are not included in the
assessment of gross debt.

The aggregate debt to revenue ratio for
English football as a whole has fallen
from 0.55 times revenue in 2021/22 to 0.5
times revenue in 2024/25. Analysis by EY
Parthenon on behalf of the IFR based on
data received from the Premier League
and EFL in response to IFR requests for
information.

In League One, debt has increased from
0.57 times revenue in 2021/22 to 1.04 times
revenue in 2024/25. In League Two, debt
has increased from 0.29 times revenue in
2021/22 to 0.63 times revenue in 2024/25.
Analysis by EY Parthenon on behalf of the
IFR based on data received from the Premier
League and EFL in response to IFR requests
for information.

Analysis by EY Parthenon on behalf of the
IFR based on data received from clubs in
response to IFR requests for information.

Analysis by EY Parthenon on behalf of

the IFR based on data received from the
Premier League, EFL, and National League,
and clubs in response to IFR requests for
information.

Non-interest bearing shareholder loans are
not included in the assessment of gross
debt.

Analysis by EY Parthenon on behalf of

the IFR based on data received from the
Premier League, EFL, and National League,
and clubs in response to IFR requests

for information. Non-interest bearing
shareholder loans are not included in the
assessment of interest costs and the implied
cost of debt.

Analysis by EY Parthenon on behalf of the
IFR data received from the Premier League,
EFL, and National League, and clubs in
response to IFR requests for information.

SONIA denotes the Daily Sterling Overnight
Index Average as at 30 June each financial
year. It measures the risk-free benchmark
interest rate for British pounds.

Covenants tend to be tailored to the club's
specific circumstances and risk profile, such
as requirements on net worth, loan-to-net-
worth ratios, EBITDA, net debt-to-EBITDA
ratios, net football creditors, interest cover
and wage cover.

Analysis by EY Parthenon on behalf of the
IFR data received from the Premier League,
EFL, and National League, and clubs in
response to IFR requests for information.

Analysis by EY Parthenon on behalf of the
IFR data received from the Premier League,
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EFL, and National League, and clubs in
response to IFR requests for information.

Analysis by EY Parthenon on behalf of the
IFR data received from the Premier League,
EFL, and National League, and clubs in
response to IFR requests for information.

Security can include property assets, such
as stadia, training grounds and other real
estate, contracted revenues, including
broadcasting income, sponsorship
agreements and matchday or transfer
receipts, and equity interests, such as
shares in operating companies, holding
companies or special purpose vehicles.

Explanatory notes to the Football
Governance Act, paragraph 128. Football
Governance Act 2025 - Explanatory Notes

It does not include player transfer incomings
or outgoings, corporation tax, interest or
investments.

Quick ratio is current assets minus stock
taken as a ratio against current liabilities.
For our calculation we further subtract
prepayments and amounts due from
group companies from current assets,
and subtract both deferred income and
shareholder loans from current liabilities.
This removes the owner financing element
and also common operational assets and
liabilities to ensure a focus on short-term
financial health independent of owner
support.

IFR, Licensing Guidance, 1 July 2026, p. 18,
paragraph 2.31: DLC guidance V4.docx.

Premier League, ‘New Premier League
financial system explained’, 21 July 2026,
accessed 1 October 2026.

Excluding National League clubs, for which
squad market value data is not available.

Analysis by EY Parthenon on behalf of

the IFR based on data received from the
Premier League, EFL, and National League
in response to IFR requests for information.
Non-interest bearing shareholder loans are
not included in the assessment of debt.

Fry and Binner, '‘Quantifying speculative-
bubble effects in major European soccer
leagues’, 2025.

Premier League, ‘New Premier League
financial system explained’, 21 July 2026,
accessed 1 October 2026.

IFR analysis of data received from the
Premier League and EFL in response to IFR
requests for information.

Football net debt is calculated as gross debt
minus cash plus transfer debt. Transfer debt
is calculated as transfer fees payable minus
transfer fees receivable.

Which is often negative as demonstrated in
the net assets metric.

For example, EFL clubs are subject

to number of measures (e.g. transfer
embargoes and fee restrictions) should they
fail to meet certain financial obligations such
as paying transfer fees, player wages or
amounts due to HMRC. EFL, ‘Embargoes
and Fee Restrictions’, accessed 1 October
2026.

Legislation.gov.uk, ‘Insolvency Act 1986" UK.
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requests for information.

The 7 clubs that entered financial distress
during this period were identified through
Premier League and EFL data in response to
IFR requests for information on the amounts
and durations of overdue payables reported
to the leagues. National League clubs were
omitted from this analysis due to a lack of
financial data for years prior to 2025/26. To
avoid insignificant cases, we have excluded
instances of overdue payables that were
less than 30 days in duration, involved very
small sums (e.g. less than £50k) or that
appeared, or were reported, to be related to
administrative errors.

See Section 2.5 on Profitability and External
Financing

IFR analysis of data received from the
Premier League and EFL in response to IFR
requests for information.

The most notable of these limitations are the
limited number of distress events observed
in the data sample (7), and that the analysis
primarily focuses on financial variables in
the two years leading up to distress and
does not capture many other factors that
may influence the risk of distress, such

as governance failures. These limitations
are further outlined in Annex | - Financial
distress.

Richard Evans, ‘'The S-Score of financial
sustainability for professional football clubs’,
2024.

Alaminos and Fernandez, ‘Why do football
clubs fail financially? A financial distress
prediction model for European professional
football industry’, 2019.

Under section 6(b) of the Football
Governance Act 2025 (UK).

Explanatory notes to the Football
Governance Act 2025 (UK), paragraph 129.
Football Governance Act 2025 - Explanatory

Notes.

IFR analysis of data received from the
Premier League and EFL in response to
IFR requests for information, and analysis
of UEFA, 'UEFA Financial Report 2024/25,
2026.

UEFA, 'UEFA Financial Report 2024/25’,
2026.

In 2025, Aston Villa and Crystal Palace
qualified for the Europa League and
Nottingham Forest qualified for the
Conference League.

IFR Analysis of data received from the
Premier League, EFL, and National League
in response to IFR requests for information.

Information received from the EFL on 11

268

269

270

271

272

273

274

275

276

277

278

279

280

281

September 2025

Data received from the Premier League on
13 October 2025. In the current distribution
arrangement, parachute payments are
calculated as a percentage of the Premier
League's clubs’ equal share of broadcast
revenue (UK and International). A year one
parachute payment is calculated as 55% of
the equal share, year two as 45% and year
three as 20% but a club only receives a year
three payment if it has spent more than one
consecutive season in the Premier League.
A Championship club receives 30% of a
year three parachute payment, a League
One club receives 4.5% and a League Two
club receives 3%.

IFR analysis of data received from the
Premier League, and of data received from
the EFL in response to IFR requests for
information.

The data for 2025/26 are forecasts as at
March 2026. IFR analysis of data received
from the Premier League, and of data
received from the EFL in response to IFR
requests for information.

The data for 2025/26 are forecasts as at
March 2026. Data received from the Premier
League on 10 August 2026.

IFR analysis based on data received from
the EFL in response to IFR request for
information.

IFR analysis based on data received from
the National League in response to IFR
request for information, August 2026.

The data for 2025/26 are forecasts as at
March 2026. Data received from the Premier
League and EFL in response to IFR requests
for information.

Number has been rounded. IFR analysis
based on data received from the EFL in
response to IFR request for information.

Number has been rounded. IFR analysis
based on data received from the EFL in
response to IFR request for information.

IFR analysis based on data received from
the EFL in response to IFR request for
information.

Number has been rounded. IFR analysis
based on data received from the EFL and
National League in response to IFR requests
for information.

IFR analysis based on data received from
the Premier League. The data for 2025/26
are forecasts as at March 2026.

IFR analysis based on data received from
the Premier League. The data for 2025/26
are forecasts as at March 2026.

IFR analysis based on data received from
the Premier League. The data for 2025/26

282

283
284

285

286

287

288

289

290

291

292

are forecasts as at March 2026.

Part 6 of the Act contains the Distribution

of Revenue resolution process. It contains

a 'backstop’ mechanism that can only be
triggered by the Competition Organisers (the
Premier League, EFL or National League).
The IFR may decide to accept an application
to trigger the backstop process only if it
concludes that the requirements under
s59(2) of the Act are met. One of those
requirements is that the IFR has reasonable
grounds to suspect that its ability to
advance at least one of its objectives would
be jeopardised if the resolution process
were not triggered in relation to the question
or questions for resolution.

See Chapter 2.3 on players and agents.

Szymanski, S., ‘'The economic design
of sporting contests’, 2003, Journal of
economic literature, 41(4), 1137-1187.

For example, the NFL in the United States
is a closed league and has introduced a
minimum salary floor to guard against this.
Furthermore, the lack of promotion and
relegation combined with the draft system
of allocating playing talent can create

an incentive for tanking, the process of
deliberately losing or reducing effort in
matches in order to improve a team's future
squad quality. LawInSport, ‘An Introductory
Guide to the NFL's Salary Cap’, 11 March
2016, accessed 1 October 2026. Sports
lllustrated, ‘The NBA's Tanking Crisis Is
Worse Than Ever. Here's How to Fix It', 10
February 2026, accessed 1 October 2026.

Dietl, H. M., Franck, E., & Lang, M.,
'‘Overinvestment in team sports leagues:
A contest theory model’, 2008, Scottish
Journal of Political Economy, 55(3), 353-
368.

See Chapter 2.3.

IFR analysis based on data received from
the Premier League and EFL in response to
IFR requests for information.

IFR analysis based on data received from
the Premier League and EFL in response to
IFR requests for information.

IFR analysis based on data received from
the Premier League and EFL in response to
IFR requests for information.

IFR analysis based on data received from
the Premier League and EFL in response to
IFR requests for information.

Since 2006/07, 27 of 51 completed spells
resulted in promotion back to the Premier
League during the payment window, a return
rate of roughly 53%. The remaining 47%
did not return within the parachute payment
window, with clubs either remaining in the
Championship or being relegated further
down the pyramid before payments expired.
A parachute payment spell begins when a
club enters Year 1 of parachute payments.
Clubs are tracked across the Year 1to Year
4 (where applicable) payment window.

A return is counted where the club is
promoted from the Championship back to
the Premier League during that period. The
calculation includes completed payments
spells only; active or incomplete spells are
excluded so that ongoing cases are not
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https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0225989
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0225989
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0225989
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2025/21/pdfs/ukpga_20250021_en.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2025/21/pdfs/ukpga_20250021_en.pdf
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https://editorial.uefa.com/resources/02a1-1fcc539a26d9-78ac6793e755-1000/20260113_enclosure_04_financial_report_2024-25_en.pdf
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https://www.lawinsport.com/topics/item/an-introductory-guide-to-the-nfl-s-salary-cap
https://www.lawinsport.com/topics/item/an-introductory-guide-to-the-nfl-s-salary-cap
https://www.si.com/nba/tanking-crisis-is-worse-than-ever-here-is-how-to-fix-it
https://www.si.com/nba/tanking-crisis-is-worse-than-ever-here-is-how-to-fix-it
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306
307
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310

3M

312
313

314

treated as failures.

IFR analysis based on data received from
the EFL in response to IFR requests for
information.

IFR analysis based on data received from
the EFL in response to IFR requests for
information.

IFR analysis based on data received from
the EFL in response to IFR requests for
information.

IFR analysis based on data received from
the EFL in response to IFR requests for
information

IFR analysis based on data received from
the Premier League, EFL and National
League in response to IFR requests for
information.

IFR analysis based on data received from
the EFL and National League in response to
IFR requests for information.

Premier League submission to IFR State
of the Game Report, ‘An overview of the
English football ecosystem’, prepared by
Keystone.

For further detail, please see the Premier
League Handbook. Premier League, 'Premier
League Handbook 26/27', July 2026.

Analysis presented in bullets based on IFR
analysis of data received from the EFL in
response to IFR requests for information.

EFL, 'EFL Regulations 2025/26", 2025.
EFL, 'EFL Reqgulations 2026/27', 2026.

Excluding Sheffield Wednesday for which
data is not currently available.

Analysis presented in bullets based on IFR
analysis of data received from the EFL in
response to IFR requests for information.

EFL, 'EFL Regulations 2025/26', 2025.

Analysis presented in bullets based on
IFR analysis of data received from EFL in
response to IFR requests for information.

EFL, 'EFL Regulations 2025/26', 2025.

Due to data limitations for National League
clubs promoted to League Two in recent
years, we are unable to assess the financial
reward from promotion to League Two in the
same way as for other leagues. However,
we can analyse the average differences in
finances between National League clubs
and League Two clubs in the 2025/26
season to understand the potential financial
impact of promotion.

Premier League Submission to IFR State

of the Game Report, ‘Understanding
performance drivers across English football’,
prepared by Machine Football

IFR analysis of publicly available league
table data sourced from the Premier League

Please see Chart 4.2.6.

Under Section 7 of the Football Governance
Act 2025 (UK).

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR based
on data received from the Premier League,
EFL, and National League in response to IFR

315

316

317

318

319

320

321

322

requests for information.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR
based on ownership and transaction data
received from the Premier League and EFL
in response to IFR requests for information
and publicly available data.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR
based on ownership and transaction data
received from the Premier League and EFL
in response to IFR requests for information
and publicly available data.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR based
on ownership and transaction data received
from the Premier League and EFL in
response to IFR requests for information and
publicly available data.

Premier League submission to IFR State

of the Game Report, ‘Investment in the
English Football Pyramid’, prepared by EY
Parthenon. English football club valuations
are often related to revenue growth
expectations rather than short-term profits
or asset values like in other industries.

In addition to this, traditional methods of
valuing a business based on underlying
financial fundamentals, such as profit
multiples or a discounted cash flow of the
club as a whole, are generally less reliable
as football clubs are typically loss-making
with negative cash flows - both of which will
be volatile year-on-year.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR
based on ownership and transaction data
received from the Premier League and EFL
in response to IFR requests for information
and publicly available data. The three
ownership transactions involving big six
clubs between 2016 and 2025 recorded
revenue multipliers of 5.0x or more (based
on the transactions where sufficient data
was available). Established Premier League
clubs have experienced a strong upward
trend in revenue multiples.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR based
on data received from the Premier League,
EFL, and National League in response to IFR
requests for information.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR based
on ownership and transaction data received
from the Premier League and EFL in
response to IFR requests for information and
publicly available data. For other Premier
League clubs, median revenue multiples
stood at 1.8x between 2016 and 2020 and
2.1x between 2021 and 2025. For EFL clubs,
median revenue multiples have remained
steady at 1.4x between 2016 and 2025. This
excludes revenue multiples observed when
clubs were in financial distress.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an institutional
investor in a Premier League club in
response to a question on how investors
think about investment in clubs and

their mental model when making budget
decisions. Across all interviews, investor
views were broadly aligned with this holistic
way of thinking about investment, though
some prioritised investment in certain

323

324

325

326

327

328

329

330

331

332

333

334

335

336

streams over others.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an international
owner of an EFL club in response to a
follow-up question about their concerns
over cliff-edges in revenue between leagues
and the lack of predictability this creates for
club finances.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR based
on data received from the Premier League
and EFL in response to IFR requests for
information.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR based
on data received from the Premier League
and EFL in response to IFR requests for
information.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR based
on data received from the Premier League,
EFL, and, National League in response to IFR
requests for information.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR based
on data received from the Premier League
and EFL in response to IFR requests for
information.

High-net-worth individuals (HNWIs) are
typically defined as having at least £1 million
in liquid assets, while ultra-high-net-worth
individuals (UHNWIs) are typically defined
as having at least £30 million in liquid
assets.

Home Office and HM Treasury, National
Risk Assessment of Money Laundering and
Terrorist Financing 2025, July 2025

FCA, Sponsorship arrangements between
football clubs and unauthorised firms, June
2026

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR
Statement provided by a UHNW!I investor.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an institutional
investor in a discussion on the challenges
of investing in English football clubs. The
investor further explained that the jeopardy
of relegation creates captivating TV and

is part of the game that investors have

to accept as a risk of investment. Other
investors agreed that relegation risk is
captured in the asset value of a club.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an institutional
investor during a discussion of what attracts
and deters investment in English football.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an owner of a
Premier League club during a discussion
of what attracts and deters investment in
English football.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an institutional
investor during a discussion of the
investment attractiveness of different sports
and leagues. No contrasting views were
expressed by other investors.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.

Both statements provided by institutional
investors during separate discussions of
what attracts and deters investment in
English football. No contrasting views were



https://resources.premierleague.pulselive.com/premierleague/document/2026/07/31/8a890ff9-176c-4364-a8ff-e08f995e2c86/TM2040_PL-Handbook-and-Collateral-2026-27_Digital_31.07.pdf
https://resources.premierleague.pulselive.com/premierleague/document/2026/07/31/8a890ff9-176c-4364-a8ff-e08f995e2c86/TM2040_PL-Handbook-and-Collateral-2026-27_Digital_31.07.pdf
https://images.gc.eflservices.co.uk/f5568c40-81e1-11f0-9dc6-d51c5685cbcf.pdf
https://images.gc.eflservices.co.uk/f07eb9a0-966b-11f1-b65a-f3f8c38d54d6.pdf
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https://www.premierleague.com/en/tables/premier-league/2026-27/all-matchweeks
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2025/21
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2025/21
https://independentfootballregulato.sharepoint.com/sites/Dept-Economics/Shared Documents/Economics/03. Projects/P01. State of the Game/10. Drafts/National_Risk_Assessment_of_Money_Laundering_and_Terrorist_Financing_2025_FINAL.pdf
https://independentfootballregulato.sharepoint.com/sites/Dept-Economics/Shared Documents/Economics/03. Projects/P01. State of the Game/10. Drafts/National_Risk_Assessment_of_Money_Laundering_and_Terrorist_Financing_2025_FINAL.pdf
https://independentfootballregulato.sharepoint.com/sites/Dept-Economics/Shared Documents/Economics/03. Projects/P01. State of the Game/10. Drafts/National_Risk_Assessment_of_Money_Laundering_and_Terrorist_Financing_2025_FINAL.pdf
https://www.fca.org.uk/publication/correspondence/sponsorship-arrangements-football-clubs.pdf
https://www.fca.org.uk/publication/correspondence/sponsorship-arrangements-football-clubs.pdf
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340

341

342

343

344

345

346

347

348

expressed by other investors.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an institutional
investor following a discussion on their
motivations for investing in English football.
No contrasting views were expressed by
other investors.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an owner of a
Premier League club during a discussion
of what attracts and deters investment in
English football. Several other investors
stated similar views on the gap in revenues
between the Premier League and the
Championship.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an institutional
investor during a discussion of what attracts
and deters investment in English football.
Similar views were stated by another
institutional investor and an owner of a
Championship club.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an institutional
investor during a discussion of what attracts
and deters investment in English football.
An owner of a League One club and an
owner of a League Two club both stated
similar views on the size of average losses
in the Championship. Owners were however
complimentary about the quality of the
sporting product in the Championship.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an institutional
investor during a discussion of what attracts
and deters investment in English football.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an institutional
investor during a discussion of what attracts
and deters investment in English football.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an owner of a
non-big six Premier League club during a
discussion on prioritisation of expenditure
on players and infrastructure. Several
owners stated that good club ownership
should focus on long-term financial
sustainability via infrastructure investment.
However, several owners also acknowledged
the high incentives to spend on players
facing English clubs.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an owner of a non-
big six Premier League club in response to a
follow up questions on the best cost control
solution.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by a Championship
owner during a discussion of the increase in
overseas investment into English football.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an EFL club owner
during a discussion of the spending
motivations in the EFL.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by a HNWI owner of
an EFL club during a discussion of differing
motivations for club ownership in the EFL.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by a HNWI owner of an

349

350

351

352

353

354

355

356

357

358
359

360

361

EFL club during a discussion of differing
motivations for club ownership in the EFL.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an owner of a
Championship club during a discussion
of what attracts and deters investment in
English football.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an owner of a
League Two club during a discussion of the
spending motivations in the EFL. Several
other owners also cited fan pressure as

a driver of increasing spending in English
football. No contrasting views were
expressed by other investors. However,
owners of several EFL clubs stressed the
importance of budgeting effectively despite
fan pressure.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by a HNWI owner of a
League One club during a discussion of the
need for cost controls in the EFL.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an institutional
investor during a discussion of what attracts
and deters investment in English football.
Several other investors expressed similar
views.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an institutional
investor during a discussion of what attracts
and deters investment in English football.
The owner went on to clarify that ‘the value
increase outweighs the cash burn... Some
people just see it as a money pit... It doesn't
need to be like that'.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an institutional
investor during a discussion of what attracts
and deters investment in English football

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR. The
remaining League One, League Two and
National League club owners interviewed
stated that their primary motivation was
financial gain or sporting success.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by a HNWI owner of
an EFL club in response to a question on
what motivated them to invest in an English
football club.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an owner of an EFL
club in response to a question on what
motivated them to invest in an English
football club.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an owner of an EFL
club in response to a question on what
motivated them to invest in an English
football club.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by a HNWI owner of
an National League club in response to a
question on what motivated them to invest
in an English football club.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the

IFR. Statement provided by an owner of a
League Two club during a discussion on the
importance of financial sustainability and

362

363

364

365
366

367

368

369

370
371
372

373

cost controls.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the

IFR. Statement provided by an owner of a
League One club during a discussion of
annual losses in the EFL and the fact that
these losses grow if a club is promoted up
the leagues. This statement was mentioned
in several interviews with other EFL owners.
None of these other investors disagreed.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR based
on data received from the Premier League,
EFL, and National League in response to IFR
requests for information.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the

IFR. Statement provided by an owner of a
League Two club during a discussion of
what deters investment in English football.
Several other League One and League Two
club owners also stated that player wages
are the biggest challenge they face. Other
investors stated that revenue cliff-edges are
the biggest challenge they face.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an owner of a
League Two club during a discussion on
redistribution and financial sustainability.
12 of 14 (86% of) EFL club owners that
expressed a view on this believe that
spending of any additional redistribution on
player wages should be restricted.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an owner of a
Premier League club during a discussion on
redistribution and financial sustainability.

12 of 14 EFL club owners that expressed

a view on this believe that spending of

any additional redistribution should be
ringfenced.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Opposition to redistribution expressed by
these owners was on the basis (i) that this
income was the result of freely made fan
choices about where and how to spend their
time; and (ii) that it would create a structural
drag for the Premier League teams versus
other top European sides, endangering the
Premier League's position as the home of
more top players than any other league.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an institutional
investor in a Premier League club during a
discussion on debt restrictions, investment
and financial sustainability.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by a HNWI club
owner during a discussion on liquidity
requirements, investment and financial
sustainability.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an institutional
investor during a discussion on liquidity
requirements, investment and financial
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374

375
376

377

378

379

380

381

382

383

384

385

386

sustainability.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by a League Two club
owner during a discussion on liquidity
requirements, investment and financial
sustainability. Several other owners made
similar statements about many clubs relying
on owner funding for liquidity.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR.
Statement provided by an institutional
investor during a discussion on fit and
proper ownership tests, investment and
financial sustainability. Several other
owners made similar statements about
the importance of a strong fit and proper
ownership test.

Premier League submission to IFR State
of the Game Report, ‘Investment in the
English Football Pyramid’, prepared by
EY Parthenon. These transactions were
identified from publicly available
transaction data.

Premier League submission to IFR State
of the Game Report, ‘Investment in the
English Football Pyramid’, prepared by EY
Parthenon.

Premier League submission to IFR State
of the Game Report, ‘Investment in the
English Football Pyramid’, prepared by EY
Parthenon.

Note that the analysis is based on a period
of just five years, which is likely to be
shorter than most ownership periods.

Actual investor returns will also depend on
factors including changes in club debt, the
mix of debt and equity financing used to
fund losses, and the terms of any eventual
sale. Therefore, while the distribution of
estimated returns presented in the analysis
are likely correct, the use of proxies means
that the absolute levels of returns for
individual clubs do not reflect these factors.

EFL submission to IFR State of the Game
Report, 'EFL Economics — a review of club
ownership and the impact of incentives’,
prepared by Oliver & Ohlbaum Associates.
Oliver and Ohlbaum conducted analysis
on behalf of the EFL, interviewing several
club owners. In these interviews, owners
suggested that the pool of viable or
sustainable potential investors is shrinking
as annual losses grow.

Analysis by BCG on behalf of the IFR based
on data received from the Premier League
and EFL in response to IFR requests for
information.

Premier League, ‘Premier League broadcast
deals for 2025-2028', accessed 1 October
2026. Premier League, 'Premier League
completes sales process for UK live rights
& free-to-air highlights’, 4 December 2023,
accessed 1 October 2026.

EFL, 'EFL announces landmark broadcasting

deal with Sky Sports’, 5 May 2023, accessed
1 October 2026.

DAZN, '‘DAZN secures English domestic
football with acquisition of exclusive
broadcast rights to the National League’, 30

387

388

389

390

391

392

393

394

395

396

397

398

399

400

July 2024, accessed 1 October 2026.

The current domestic broadcasting cycle
(2025/26-2028/29) involves a minimum

of 267 matches broadcast per season,
compared with 200 games broadcast per
season for the previous cycle (2022/23-
2024/25). Premier League ‘Premier League
completes sales process for UK live rights
& free-to-air highlights', 4 December 2023;
Premier League, ‘League secures approval
in principle for renewals with UK broadcast
partners’, 13 May 2021; Premier League,
‘Broadcast”. All accessed 1 October 2026.

EFL, 'EFL announces landmark broadcasting

deal with Sky Sports’, 5 May 2024, accessed
1 October 2026.

Premier League Submission to IFR State of
the Game Report.

Comcast ‘'COMCAST CORPORATION
PREVAILS WITH HIGHEST OFFER PRICE
IN AUCTION FOR SKY PLC', 22 September
2018.

BT, ‘BT Group and Warner Bros. Discovery
agree to form new premium sports joint
venture for the UK and Ireland’, 12 May
2022, accessed 1 October 2026.

The proposed merger was cleared by the
Competition and Markets Authority and

the Department for Culture, Media, and
Sport on August 6 2026. Department for
Culture Media and Sport, 'Public statement-
Proposed acquisition of Warner Bros
Discovery by Paramount: decision of no
intervention on Public Interest Intervention
or Foreign State Influence grounds’, 6
August 2026, accessed 1 October 2026.

Premier League Submission to IFR State of
the Game Report.

Premier League, '‘Premier League launches
video streaming service in Singapore’, 12
August 2026, accessed 1 October 2026.

Amazon Prime Video did acquire a small
package of specific games for the 2019/20-
2021/22 and 2022/23-2024/25 seasons,
however, the platform did not acquire any
packages in the next cycle. Premier League
Submission to IFR State of the Game Report.

Data received from the Premier League on 6
and 13 March 2026.

EFL, 'EFL announces landmark broadcasting
deal with Sky Sports’, 5 May 2023, accessed
1 October 2026.

DAZN, 'DAZN secures English domestic
football with acquisition of exclusive
broadcast rights to the National League’, 30
July 2024, accessed 1 October 2026.

Premier League international broadcast
rights account for a greater proportion of
broadcast revenue than domestic broadcast
rights. Data received from the Premier
League on 6 and 13 March 2026.

The Premier League seeks to manage its
exposure to foreign exchange currency risks
during the term of a media rights contract
by entering into foreign exchange derivative
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