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This book is dedicated to the people of Italy.


We admire your beautiful and fascinating culture, history and language.


Most of all, we appreciate your warmth and kindness.




‘What happened to Italy’s Serie A football? It’s complicated. It’s Italy.’


Serie A football club executive




Dear Reader,


The book is dedicated to the people of Italy. We understand that calcio is interpreted as an element of Italian identity and pride. We hope the book helps improve football in Italy as well as your understanding and passion for calcio.


As you read the book, please keep in mind that we are using our best efforts to draw on our academic training and ‘outsider status’ to shed light on a fascinating topic via a scholarly framework. We tried to stay as independent and neutral as possible. We did not receive any payment or reimbursement of expenses from any club. We donated all of the money we received from the publisher to charity.


The book provides exhaustive research, lots of data and plenty of analysis. We are the first to use a 360-degree approach and framework to rigorously analyse both the on-the-pitch and off-the-pitch (business) aspects of Serie A and Italian clubs. What we learned is completely unexpected, raises new ideas and challenges many popular explanations and conventional wisdom.


After the national team of football-crazed Italy failed to qualify for the 2018 FIFA World Cup, Italian football was in existential ‘crisis’. While many challenges still exist and serious reforms are required, we found there are signs of optimism for Italian football overall. Generally unnoticed in the last few years, signs of a revival are taking place. For example, certain Italian football clubs, led by innovative owners, are adapting and developing new ways to compete on and off the pitch with some success, even though they have to overcome many challenges unique to Italy.


We anticipate that we will take criticism from many sides because of the content of the book. We readily admit we are not European football experts, let alone Italian football experts, and have many limitations. Our only response to criticism is that we genuinely tried our best with the resources and access we had. We did all of this work primarily to satisfy our curiosity, make an academic contribution, donate to a charitable cause and help organisations improve. (We also had a lot of fun working together and meeting extraordinary people who kindly helped us.) We do think approaching this study essentially as ‘outsiders’ can help produce fresh and original ideas, research, analysis and conclusions.


Readers may agree or disagree or even feel like other aspects should be mentioned or examined further. We genuinely welcome constructive feedback. As academics and curious people, we are always learning and trying to get to the most reasonable conclusion.


If you would like to contact the authors, please feel free to email Steven G. Mandis at his Columbia University Business School email: sgm2130@columbia.edu.


We can’t promise that we will respond to every message, but we can promise you that we will read each one.


Warmest regards,


Steven, Thomas and Sarah


August, 2018





INTRODUCTION


THE EUROPEAN professional football industry is a big and growing business. It brings in €24.4 billion of revenue per year, which is larger than the major North American sports leagues, the NFL, MLB, NBA and NHL, combined. The top five European football premier leagues (English Premier League, German Bundesliga, Spanish La Liga, Italian Serie A and French Ligue 1) alone had €12.3 billion in revenues in 2015, more than the NFL’s €11.7 billion. The 2015 UEFA Champions League final had an estimated global TV audience of 380 million, compared to 120 million for the Super Bowl. The winner of the Champions League final received around €97.3 million in prize money, while the winner of the Super Bowl made €13.5 million. The 2015 Champions League finalists had a total of 101 million Facebook and 25 million Twitter followers, outnumbering the Super Bowl finalists’ total of 9 million and 2 million, respectively.1 No longer is football restricted to the sports pages of newspapers. The Financial Times and Wall Street Journal now have sports sections and journalists specialising in coverage of financial issues in sport. There are sports management classes at top business schools and even Master’s degrees in sports management itself.


Football (calcio in Italian; although ‘calcio’ literally means ‘kick’; the Italians preferring not to Latinise the word ‘football’ like the Spanish did with ‘fútbol’) is the most popular sport in Italy. The 25 most watched television programmes in history in Italy are all football matches. It has been estimated that Italian football generates aggregate revenue of nearly €7 billion per year to the Italian economy. However, football in Italy is more than a sport or a business or entertainment; calcio is interpreted as an element of identity and pride. This is one reason that made studying Italian football in particular so compelling and engrossing.


After Italy won the FIFA World Cup in 1982 and hosted the tournament in 1990, Italian professional football dominated Europe. Every year from 1989 to 1999 Italy’s Serie A had at least one finalist in a European competition. In four of those years Italy had a finalist in all three UEFA club competitions (1989, 1990, 1993, 1994), and in 1990 Italian clubs won all three competitions (Milan in European Cup, Sampdoria in Cup Winners’ Cup and Juventus in UEFA Cup beating fellow Italian club Fiorentina). Italy’s Serie A clubs also dominated off the pitch. In the Deloitte Football Revenues Rankings in 2000/01, five of the top ten clubs were Italian. Only three of the top ten were in the English Premier League.


By the turn of the century, things off the pitch slowly started to decline for Italy’s Serie A. And eventually the on-the-pitch results suffered. The 2010/11 season will probably go down as the worst continental season in Italian professional football history with no Serie A clubs progressing past the last 32 in the Europa League or the quarter-finals in the Champions League. By 2011, Italian clubs were playing so poorly Serie A fell behind Germany’s Bundesliga in the UEFA mathematical coefficient rankings, dropping from third place to fourth and thereby losing one of its guaranteed qualifying slots for the Champions League for the 2011/12 season. In 2014, the Portuguese Primeira Liga overtook Serie A in UEFA’s league coefficient ranking system. By 2014/15, only one Italian club, Juventus, was in the top ten in the Deloitte Football Revenues Rankings. Five of the top ten were in the English Premier League.


While not directly tied to, but certainly connected with and a barometer for the state of, the Italian professional football league Serie A, Italy’s national team didn’t advance out of the group stage in the 2010 and 2014 World Cups, finishing in 26th and 22nd places, respectively. If there were any Italian football fans or decision-makers denying a decline, they certainty had to admit there were serious issues and a decline when four-time (1934, 1938, 1982 and 2006) World Cup champions Italy failed to even qualify for the 2018 World Cup, the first and only time since 1958. After Italy failed to qualify for the 2018 FIFA World Cup, the media claimed Italian football overall was in existential ‘crisis’.


Generally overlooked, a relative decline off the pitch in financial power had started well before the on-the-pitch decline for professional Italian football’s Serie A. In general, most Italian clubs and the league believed football in Italy should be owned by, and played for, Italians and only matchday’s results mattered. However, the world had changed both on and off the pitch. The Italian league and its clubs didn’t adapt to changing market conditions forced by competitive, organisational, regulatory and technological changes. For example, European professional football became a global entertainment business with global community brands that required significant investment and professional management both on and off the pitch. As competitors built sustainable economic-sport businesses or found new capital and business strategies, rich Italian owners just funded the losses and investments. However, this was unsustainable as the financial commitment became bigger and bigger, especially as the costs of star players grew exponentially. Additionally, many of the Serie A clubs were handicapped by historical, cultural, league, management, regulatory, economic and other challenges unique to Italy. For example, generally, potential investors with more resources and new ideas were both unwelcomed and hesitant to invest in, or buy, a football club in a country with challenging business, financial and legal transparency and practices, not to mention a language barrier. It was much easier to invest in, or buy, a football club in the English Premier League. With a relative decline in financial power, there was a decline in the overall talent and fan experience in Italy’s Serie A. However, while many challenges still exist and serious reforms are required to rebuild Italian football overall, we found there are signs to be optimistic.


Generally unnoticed in the last few years, signs of a revival are taking place. For example, certain Italian clubs, led by innovative owners, are adapting and developing new ways to compete on and off the pitch and having some success. Postive signs on the pitch include Juventus reaching the Champions League finals in 2014/15 and 2016/17, and Roma’s incredible comeback to defeat Barcelona to advance to the 2017/18 Champions League semi-finals.


Italian football is notoriously opaque. Utilising exhaustive research, lots of data and plenty of analysis, we shed light on questions and topics that have never fully been investigated and explained. Our ‘outsider status’ and 360-degree academic approach allows us to challenge many popular explanations and conventional wisdom.


What happened to Italian football and what is now happening, revealed here, is a fascinating story, with implications for industries and organisations worldwide beyond just sports.


*


In 2015, I was doing research for a book titled The Real Madrid Way. For only the second time in my life, I was watching a UEFA Champions League final match on TV – Barcelona versus Juventus in Berlin. The TV presenter stated that this was the first time Juventus had advanced past the quarter-finals in the Champions League in 12 years and only the fourth time an Italian Serie A club had been in the finals since then (Milan in 2005 and 2007 and Inter in 2010 were the others). I wasn’t really a passionate fan of football, but I remembered Italy’s Serie A clubs dominating European competitions and Juventus being one of the top clubs in Europe. Therefore, the lack of positive results surprised me. Curious, I looked into the history books.


Of the 44 possible places in European finals (Champions League and UEFA Cup) across an 11-year period from 1989 to 1999, a remarkable ten different Serie A clubs (Fiorentina, Inter, Juventus, Lazio, Milan, Napoli, Parma, Roma, Sampdoria and Torino) occupied 23 of them. Comparing this to the 11-year period of 2004 to 2014, there were only two Serie A clubs (Inter and Milan) who advanced to three finals. 2


Finalists in the Champions League or Europa League/UEFA Cup 1989–99 Finalists (If Winner, in Bold)






	Year


	Champions League


	UEFA Cup







	1989


	Milan


	Napoli







	1990


	Milan


	Juventus, Fiorentina







	1991


	 


	Inter, Roma







	1992


	Sampdoria


	Torino







	1993


	Milan


	Juventus







	1994


	Milan


	Inter







	1995


	Milan


	Parma, Juventus







	1996


	Juventus


	 







	1997


	Juventus


	Inter







	1998


	Juventus


	Inter, Lazio







	1999


	 


	Parma








2004–2014 Finalists (If Winner, in Bold)






	Year


	Champions League


	Europa League/UEFA Cup







	2004


	 


	 







	2005


	Milan


	 







	2006


	 


	 







	2007


	Milan


	 







	2008


	 


	 







	2009


	 


	 







	2010


	Inter


	 







	2011


	 


	 







	2012


	 


	 







	2013


	 


	 







	2014


	 


	 








Since 2007, Milan have not advanced past the Champions League quarter-finals stage. From 2007 to 2014 only one Italian club managed to get past the quarter-final stage – the title-winning Inter Milan of 2010. Since 2010, Inter have not made it past the quarter-finals, when they have even qualified, which has been only twice – 2011 and 2012. From 2003 to 2014 Juventus did not advance past the quarter-finals. In addition, since 2000, no Italian club have even made the finals of the UEFA Cup or Europa League. It is all a far cry from the 1980s and 1990s, when Italian clubs were consistently in the final rounds of the Champions League/European Cup and the UEFA Cup.


When I reviewed the Deloitte Football Revenues Rankings, I couldn’t believe what I saw. I stared at one page for 2015/16 and then flipped back to compare it to another page for 2000/01. In the 2000/01 Deloitte Football Revenues Rankings, five Italian football clubs were in the top ten: Juventus #2, AC Milan #4, Lazio #7, Roma #8 and Inter #10. In the 2015/16 Rankings, only Juventus placed in the top ten, at #10. And Juventus had just been in the final of the UEFA Champions League the previous year and benefited from the corresponding prize money revenue. I was amazed at the drop-off.


Deloitte Football Revenues Rankings 2000/01


[image: illustration]


Deloitte Football Revenues Rankings 2015/16


[image: illustration]


In the 2016/17 Deloitte Football Revenues Rankings things got worse. AC Milan and Roma fell out of the top 20. The revenue growth since 2000 for the Italian clubs is significantly below the other clubs that were in the top 10 in 2000/01. And during this time AC Milan and Inter did win trophies.


Deloitte Football Revenues Rankings 2016/17
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The question on my mind was: What happened to Italy’s Serie A football?


During my research for my book The Real Madrid Way, I was introduced to the president and a principal owner of AS Roma, Jim Pallotta. Jim is a successful American businessman and entrepreneur. Jim had served as vice chairman at Tudor Investment Corporation, one of the largest and most successful investment funds in the world. Additionally, Jim is a co-owner and executive board member of the NBA’s Boston Celtics. Jim was born in 1958 in Boston to Italian immigrants and raised in Boston’s Italian North End neighbourhood. Jim, along with three other American investors (Thomas R. DiBenedetto, Michael Ruane and Richard D’Amore), acquired Roma in 2011. In 2012, Jim became chairman of the club, succeeding Thomas R. DiBenedetto. Personally, I was also the son of working-class European (Greek) immigrants, born into an ethnic-dominated city neighbourhood (Chicago’s Greektown) and spent time in the investment management business (before going back to school at 38 years old and graduating with a PhD from Columbia University). Therefore, I immediately connected to Jim and enjoyed his passion, smarts, vision, curiosity and friendly informality. He provided helpful insights and feedback for my Real Madrid book, and we stayed in touch.


As I got to know Jim better and learned about his vision for Roma and the challenges and opportunities for Roma and Italian football, my curiosity and fascination remained unabated. The more I learned, the more I wanted to know. During a call with Jim, I asked him if he would be willing to provide me with unprecedented access to both people and data regarding Roma and Serie A. I wanted to investigate both the on-the-pitch and business aspects of the club and league. For background, I consider myself a curious academic who teaches in the finance and economics department at Columbia Business School; I grew up in America; I am not really a football fan; while I wrote a book about Real Madrid, before that book I knew very little about Real Madrid or European football; I knew very little about Italian football when I started this book; I have visited Italy on vacation about a half dozen times before starting this book; and I don’t speak Italian (or Spanish).


To my amazement and great appreciation, Jim and Roma agreed. I went to Rome in April 2017 for eight days to start my research. My first trip finished with attending a Roma match against Juventus at the Stadio Olimpico in Rome. I was given complete access to the club, including being allowed to see whatever I wanted and to meet with whomever, including the players and coaches. Roma staff also thoroughly and promptly responded to many very long information request lists from me about Roma and Italian football. I was provided with financial information and statistical data. Roma also introduced me to other players, executives and owners in Italian football. I also spoke with many executives of Italian football clubs and others related to Italian football that were introduced to me by my own contacts, not Roma.


While teaching at Columbia Business School, I enlisted the help of two former Columbia Business School students to help me answer my question because the further I investigated the more daunting the research and analysis seemed. Thomas Lombardi is a French-Swiss-Italian working for a French bank. He is a passionate Italian football fan and follows Serie A closely. He was tasked to fill in the gaps and nuances about Italian history and football, while trying not to be too biased. Sarah Parsons Wolter is an American working for an American bank. She is an Olympic medallist, having been the youngest athlete on the USA’s women’s hockey team in the 2006 Winter Games in Turin, Italy. She is passionate about sports but knew very little about European football and Serie A before the project. She was tasked to challenge what I or Thomas Lombardi would take for granted and held no biases. We would also gather feedback and information from many others throughout the project.


Note to Reader


It is not our intention to glorify or vilify any individual, group or era, although we suspect parts will be interpreted or used to do so. When we contacted people we wanted to interview, we explained we are not reporters, would keep their participation confidential and would not quote them. We did provide drafts of the book to senior contacts at all the clubs profiled (Inter, Juventus, Milan, Napoli, and Roma) as professional courtesy and to allow them to provide feedback on any information they felt may be incorrect or misleading. Some chose to respond, others did not. We had to submit the final draft to the publisher before the conclusion of the 2017/18 season.


*


It took us many long hours of rigorous research and analysis to come to the same conclusion that a Serie A football executive told us in the first five minutes of his interview: ‘What happened to Italy’s Serie A football? It’s complicated. It’s Italy.’


The story about what happened to Italy’s Serie A is messy and complex. Many seemingly unrelated changes, events and decisions over time, as well as their interdependent, unintended and compounding consequences, slowly caused Serie A to decline. The analysis is even more complicated because, as we previously mentioned, Italian football is notoriously opaque.


We developed a framework for analysis to make things clearer. To our knowledge this has never been done before for any sports league. First, we tried to divide reasons for the decline into ‘on the pitch’ and ‘off the pitch’. This division is very difficult because, as explained earlier, the two are often intertwined, although they are often reported on and analysed separately by either ‘football experts’ or ‘sports business experts’. Second, it became very clear that talent on the pitch and overall fan experience and engagement off the pitch are two critical issues, so we segmented those. After those two critical factors, we then divided the issues further into the following categories: the league, the management at clubs, the country Italy itself, technology and legal/regulatory. Often the reasons could easily be placed into more than one category. In those instances, we tried to place the issue into what we believe is its primary category for this analysis. Lastly, we tried to order the reasons in their primary categories to give a sense of priority.


Serie A did not decline overnight. Generally overlooked, a relative slow decline off the pitch in financial power had started well before the on-the-pitch decline. The weighting of importance of each reason changes over time generally and for each club specifically depending on each club’s unique circumstances. We found that many interviewees viewed each reason differently because they view the analysis through their own experiences and the lens of their favourite clubs’ history. We recognise the inclusion and importance of each reason is debatable, but after reading the analysis each one should provoke at least some thought.


On The Pitch Issues






	Talent


	League


	Management







	Less Talent


	Perception of Relatively Defensive, Boring Games


	Slow to Adapt to New Methods







	Less Talent Development


	Perception of Competitive Imbalance


	Drain of Top Coaching Talent







	Too Many Older Players


	Fans Too Far and Attendance Too Poor to Influence Referees


	 







	Not Enough Fast Players


	Dilution of Quality with Too Many Clubs Difficulty in Passports for Players


	 







	 


	 


	 







	Country


	Technology


	Legal/Regulatory







	Relatively Worse Income Taxes


	Synthetic Ball Speeds the Game


	Negative Football Rule Changes to Italian Tactics







	Favours Seniority


	 


	 








Off The Pitch Issues






	Overall Fan Experience


	League


	Management







	Not Global Entertainment Brands


	Decisions Made for Short Term


	Tolerated Unethical Behaviour







	No Community-Centric Culture


	Not for Common Good


	Unsustainable Business Models







	Lack of Star Power


	Poor Global League Promotion


	Over-reliance on TV Revenues







	Poor Stadium Experience


	Poor Online Engagement


	Poor Corporate Governance







	Poor Facilities


	Clouds of Scandal


	Lack of Global Vision







	Power of the Ultras


	Poor Control of Ownership


	Lack of Professional Development







	Clouds of Racism and Violence


	Inability to Govern Itself


	 







	Poor Online Engagement


	Lack of Collective Player Activism


	 







	Clubs


	 


	 







	Players


	 


	 







	Decentralised Supporters Clubs


	 


	 







	 


	 


	 







	Country


	Technology


	Legal/Regulatory







	Patrimonial Ownership


	Impact of Video Games


	Italian Owners with Limited Ways to Skirt FFP Limits







	Nepotistic System


	 


	 







	Promotes Family and Friends


	 


	 







	Favourable Regulatory Changes


	 


	 







	Hid Problems


	 


	 







	Lack of Transparency


	 


	 







	Financial and Regulatory


	 


	 







	Forgery of Football Merchandise


	 


	 







	Strong Presence of Organised Crime


	 


	 







	Challenging Demographics


	 


	 







	Challenging Economic Situation


	 


	 







	Dysfunctional Justice System


	 


	 







	Italian Not a Global Language


	 


	 








When we started the project, the easiest and most popular explanation for the decline in Serie A football was that there was a lack of money from the Italian club owners, and therefore there is a lack of talent playing in Serie A. In some ways, it is similar to the question, ‘Which came first, the chicken or the egg?’ If the owners don’t have the money to sign the best players, then the league won’t have the best talent. However, if the league had the best players, then the owners would likely have more opportunities to generate more matchday, commercial and broadcasting revenues. Both did impact Serie A, but we concluded neither is the sole nor primary cause. In many ways, the lack of money and talent is a result of the owners and league not recognising and adapting to various changes.


We also don’t believe the explanation that Serie A declined primarily because of a struggling Italian economy. We actually believe this has been used as a simple to understand, and sympathise with, explanation that has been used by some parties that are actually partially to blame. In fact, we found that spending in the 2000s for a few club owners was more correlated to global factors, such as global oil prices and global economic growth, than the Italian economy. In addition, European football revenue growth was coming from global sources. Sustainable economic-sport models were not created in Italy. The required investments growing faster than, and becoming too big relative to, the commercial revenues (which needed global sources) are more of a factor for the decline than the Italian economy.


What really happened is European professional football became a global entertainment business with global community brands. At one time, the leading category of revenues for European football was local matchday ticket sales, which then evolved into domestic TV rights and then European TV rights and then to digital global broadcast rights. Commercial opportunities such as sponsorships and advertising with global sponsors eager to reach loyal and supportive fans were becoming as much or even more valuable than even the broadcast rights. Football became as much, or even more, about identity, community brands, entertainment and experiences, rather than just winning. Italian clubs didn’t think of their names as global brands to market. When they won trophies, they didn’t have sophisticated commercial areas to take advantage of their on-the-pitch success. Even worse, the clubs didn’t even protect what they did have in brand value. For example, they allowed widespread cheap forgeries of their branded merchandise right outside their own stadiums.


The Italian league and owners failed to recognise and adapt to market changes. The owners of Serie A overly relied on revenues from domestic TV rights and debt to pay players and didn’t invest in stadium experiences and take advantage of commercial opportunities, which made them financially vulnerable. For example, Italian fans primarily don’t go to the Serie A games because they don’t have discretionary income; they primarily don’t go because the owners didn’t invest in stadium experiences because, in part, they don’t own the stadiums; therefore, generally the stadiums and the overall fan experience are poor. While it is true there are fewer world-class, headlining stars in the league to watch, academic research shows that stadium quality is the first predictor of sports stadium attendance and star players are the second predictor (Wakefield 2011). Many people are surprised that standings in the league (e.g. winning) was the third predictor, leading to the shocking idea to most club owners that fans care more than just about winning, which will be discussed later.


Most club owners’ businesses in Italy did suffer from the downturn of the Italian economy, but the management teams never built self-sustaining global businesses. For example, they didn’t successfully export the brand/identity of their clubs and league globally or raise outside capital or bringing in professional management with new ideas about sports management or push through measures to improve stadiums. Simply, Italian club owners didn’t see their football clubs as true businesses that had to support themselves. They always covered the losses, which until the 2000s were relatively manageable to very wealthy and enterprising Italian owners. With a rich Italian owner to bail them out every year, the day-to-day management teams of clubs never innovated out of necessity to generate a break-even business model, let alone make a profit. Part of the reason to blame is that Italian society is based on ‘neo-patrimonial’ networks which typically are regional and rely on family relationships, personal contacts and a system of favours (Eisenstadt 1973; Sapelli 1995; Doidge 2015).


Italy wasn’t declared a united kingdom until 1861 and has maintained much stronger regional and family communities and identifications than most European countries. Italian football clubs were typically parts of, or sponsored in some way by, regional industrial family business groups whose original purpose was to improve employee morale and pride, so industrial patronage and regional ‘wars’ played out on the pitches were accepted. For example, prior to Serie A being created for the 1929/30 season, many clubs competed in the top level of Italian football on a regional basis until 1922, then an interregional basis until 1929. In addition to controlling the most popular pastime, typically these regional industrial family business groups incorporated and controlled the regional media. Controlling large employee bases and extended football fans, all of whom voted, and the media also meant that these families had an influence on politics. Therefore, it was accepted that family business, corporate business, football, media and politics not only mixed, but supported each other. The idea of making football clubs economically self-sustaining was, and generally still is, a foreign idea, as was having an independent media. Such strong regional identification and historical financial and political uncertainty also created an environment where owners focused on their own short-term interests, versus making the national league stronger and more globally marketable, which may be in their best long-term interests.


The European football industry started to dramatically change in the mid to late 1990s and early 2000s into a global entertainment business with revenues from many sources, but Italian football didn’t adapt. Player salaries and transfer fees went up dramatically, especially with the Bosman ruling in 1995. Competitors searched for new sources of revenue, but the Italian club owners didn’t adjust. Eventually, what was once accepted as a relatively manageable loss leader for other purposes, required more and more money to compete in a global entertainment and community brand business, and the owners were losing more and more serious money. According to The Economist, in 2001, total player costs among leading clubs averaged 125% of revenue in Italy, 85% in Spain and 75% in England.3


When the owners of Serie A clubs recognised financial challenges as the industry changed, instead of restructuring, repositioning and expanding, they tried to cut expenses and raise capital by reducing compensation and selling star players. This had a spiralling negative effect on fan interest and revenues. Despite the popularity of football in Italy, the owners didn’t and couldn’t raise capital from foreign investors because of poor business, legal and financial transparency and practices. Italian owners kept injecting equity, borrowing money and utilising financial tricks to keep up with other European competitors that were generating revenues from other sources besides domestic TV rights. And, when things continued to get worse, some government regulations actually made the financial tricks easier. Also, instead of collaborating and taking a long-term view to strengthen the league overall, Italian owners and the league made decisions in their individual short-term best interests.


Meanwhile, many competitors of Italian clubs were busy adapting and innovating. For example, Real Madrid and Barcelona can’t sell shares and raise equity due to their by-laws and do not have billionaire owners; instead, they are owned by tens of thousands of members. Without billionaire owners to fund losses, they were forced to innovate and expand revenues to build self-sustaining businesses. In 2000, before Florentino Pérez was elected president, Real Madrid were essentially bankrupt, even having won the Champions League in 1998 and 2000, demonstrating that winning doesn’t necessarily lead to off-the-pitch financial success and on-the-pitch performance can benefit from last-gasp spending before drastic changes need to be made. Even though Real Madrid won the Champions League in 1998 and 2000, during this time (i) the number of Real Madrid owner-members actually declined; (ii) Real Madrid only sold out their stadium once per season during those seasons – for the match against Barcelona; and (iii) the incumbent president who delivered Real Madrid’s first Champions League trophy since 1966 lost the election to Florentino Pérez; all three are examples illustrating that fans care more than about just winning. Today, Real Madrid are a financial powerhouse with a global community brand supported by technology and social media; Real Madrid had to stop accepting new owner-members (now only available to legacies) and have a long waiting list for season tickets. Real Madrid spent a lot of money on the world’s best talent, but they carefully selected the best players with the values of its community and had them play beautiful, attacking football, which led to more fans and more passion and loyalty, which led to more commercial revenues, which allowed them to attract and retain world-class talent. The club also made significant investments in the fan experience. For example, the club invested a lot of money in their stadium and stadium experience, including a museum that is the #2 attraction in Madrid after the Prado Museum. And some of Real Madrid’s growth was also during difficult economic times in Spain. Real Madrid brought in professional management to run the club like a world-class business, and they built a global community brand, not dependent on the Spanish economy or domestic TV. For example, less than 5% of Real Madrid’s supporters and social media followers are from Spain, as Real Madrid looked globally. Real Madrid invested significantly in the use of technology and engagement of social media to support and grow their brand. They are able to monetise their social media followers by offering their passionate and loyal fans compelling and authentic products and services, which leads to more commercial revenues which gives them more money to spend on talent. Real Madrid spends less than 50% of its revenues on players (one of the lowest in European football), while Italian clubs spend a much higher percentage because their revenues are much less. Unable to make profit distributions to owner-members because of its by-laws and structure, today, Real Madrid has accumulated cash and is the only top football club that has more cash than debt.


Real Madrid are not alone in quickly adapting to the industry changes. Bayern Munich are majority-owned by members. With strong financial transparency and governance, they sold 8.33% stakes each to three German-based, multinational corporate sponsors (adidas, Allianz and Audi) to raise capital to invest in their stadium experience and players. Bayern Munich also sought revenues globally. For example, together with the Bundesliga, Bayern Munich have made a concerted effort to increase their exposure in the growth market of China. Today, Bayern Munich are the #1-rated club on Chinese digital media, according to the Red Card 2016 China Digital Football Index. In addition, Bayern Munich has offices in New York and Shanghai.


Several owners of clubs in the English Premier League recognised industry changes, and the significant resources required to compete. They took advantage of stronger business, financial and legal transparency and practices in England and sold their clubs, or stakes in their clubs, to foreigners with more capital and new ideas. In 2016, 57% of clubs in England’s top two tiers of football (Premier League and Championship) were owned by a foreigner. In fact, 14 of the 20 Premier League clubs have foreign ownership/control with only Burnley, Middlesbrough, Stoke, Tottenham, West Brom and West Ham the exceptions (11 of the 24 Championship clubs have foreign owners/majority shareholders). While English fans didn’t exactly completely ‘welcome’ all new foreign owners with open arms, they did not have a strong culture of ‘neo-patrimonial’ networks, similar to Italy’s. One of the issues why Italian clubs seem not to work together as well as the UK, where the legal system – and much of civil society – operates on the basis of reciprocal trust, Italy’s is based on ‘una diffidenza reciproca’ – essentially, mutual distrust (A. Baroncelli and R. Caruso, 2011). Also, with more owners in the EPL looking at clubs as investments (not parts of regional family businesses), they generally had common interests and therefore collaborated more and have taken a longer-term view than Italian owners. For example, the English Premier League was created in 1992 to collectively negotiate TV rights – something that was forced on Italian clubs in the 2010/11 season – and took advantage of English being a global language.


Certainly, the Italian economy didn’t help. However, for the most part, Italian owners and Serie A didn’t change or didn’t change drastically enough or fast enough. The opportunities were there; and many still are there, although some challenges specific to Italy and the league still exist. For example, most football clubs don’t own their own stadiums and pay rent to government entities. If the clubs want to build their own stadiums and leave, then the government entities will lose income, so this is an Italian political issue. Obviously, there are also other factors distinctive to Italian culture such as patrimonial networks and nepotistic structures.


The 2006 Italian football scandal Calciopoli (literally ‘footballville’) is another common reason mentioned by experts for the decline. We found Serie A was in decline both on and off the pitch before 2006. Some blame Calciopoli for the decline in attendance, but the attendance decline started well before 2006. The scandal symbolised some of the country-specific institutional issues that were challenges to Italian football from competing on the European stage. For example, many Italian fans identify racism, violence, organised crime and Ultras in the stadium as major issues. Unfortunately, the bad actions of a few cause most of the issues, but the responses to date have not been effective enough for a variety of reasons. Serie A lags behind its rivals in the kind of infrastructure and attitudes that could help attract commercial sponsors and increase its global following, which in turn could lead to more lucrative international broadcast rights agreements. The 2016 Deloitte Football Money League report bluntly stated that Serie A’s ‘pattern of decline, relative to its European peers’ is likely to continue, ‘unless there is significant and immediate investment in both stadia facilities and improving the matchday experience’. Not only are the clubs and league, among others, to blame, but the players themselves have not collectively worked together in any effective manner to help address issues such as racism, let alone push more social media engagement to improve fan experiences.


Professors and economists Tito Boeri of Bocconi University and Battista Severgnini of Copenhagen Business School studied the economic model of Serie A in 2012. They found that out of 37 teams participating in Serie A in the period 2001/02 to 2010/11, nine, that is, 25% of the total, had to declare bankruptcy (Ancona, Como, Fiorentina, Messina, Perugia, Piacenza, Torino, Treviso and Venezia). Second, they found an upward trend in net losses from 2001/02 to 2010/11, with an average of about €250 million of losses per year for the league, peaking above €300 million in 2002/03, 2003/04 and 2010/11, and the total debt of Serie A clubs was increasing at a faster rate. They noted that these numbers may underestimate actual losses as football clubs often used manipulated extraordinary profits to reduce the reported losses. Therefore, the financial condition of Serie A may be worse than known or estimated. The professors conclude, ‘Our analysis suggests that Italian football is on an unsustainable path … any serious attempt to get Italian football off this unsustainable path should address the revenue side.’ The differences between Serie A clubs and their European rivals are quite striking. TV and other media rights take a much larger share of total revenues in Italian clubs than in the other top European teams, while matchday revenues in Italy are negligible by top European clubs’ standards. The non-Italian clubs are much more diversified in terms of the composition of revenues. The low level of matchday and commercial revenues of Italian clubs suggests that they have been severely mismanaged but also that the clubs have potential opportunities for increasing total revenues.


Today, it is much more difficult for a wealthy owner to just spend and make investments to reposition a club. UEFA Financial Fair Play Regulations were implemented in the 2011/12 football season to prevent football clubs from spending more than they earn. Therefore, clubs that don’t find new ways to increase revenues are more restricted and at a competitive financial disadvantage to those that made the necessary large investments and built global brands and entertainment businesses before the rules were implemented. Therefore, more innovation and ingenuity will be required and/or clubs will need to have more commercial synergies with other related entities.


Financial Fair Play has played a significant two-fold role in improving clubs’ balance sheets, firstly by limiting major losses and secondly by requiring owners to permanently inject capital rather than allowing loans to build up year after year. According to UEFA, English clubs have enjoyed the most equity increases via earnings or capital contributions totalling €2.3 billion in the last five years ending 2015. Italian clubs are the next largest beneficiaries, totalling €1.1 billion. Since Italian clubs already have significant debt, with four of the top ten largest net debt amounts being Italian clubs, owners have had to inject capital. However, unlike the English clubs where the contributions have been in earnings, Italian club owners are injecting personal capital because of losses, which at some point is unsustainable. This is what has, and will, continue to cause ownership of Italian clubs to change or sustainable economic-sport models will have to be implemented.


While we started to piece together data to answer my question about the decline of Italian football, we also found a fascinating story about how two innovative clubs, AS Roma and SSC Napoli, were using two different approaches, to challenge both an established leader, Juventus, as well as the old way of doing things in Italy. All three clubs do not want to win just in Italy, but they want to win European titles against the elite clubs, and they are making progress. Pallotta and the owner of Napoli are relatively new owners and innovate out of necessity to try to create sustainable, economic-sport businesses that consistently compete for trophies. Jim brought his passion and quantitative and data analytics approach in investing to all aspects of the club. The on-the-pitch results have been good – finishing second in Serie A in three of the last four years (with the other year finishing third).4


In April 2018, Roma advanced to the semi-finals of the Champions League with a dramatic win over Barcelona; it was Roma’s first semi-final since 1984 when they reached the final. To provide context, in 2016/17 Barcelona’s player wage bill ranked #1 and was 2.65 time greater than Roma’s, which ranked #15. In addition, Pallotta brought his knowledge in, and vision from, investing in media and technology to transform Roma into one of the most innovative digital brands in football. In 2017, Roma finally received the necessary approvals to build its own stadium which is expected to be completed in 2020.


The owner of Napoli, Aurelio De Laurentiis, is a prominent Italian film producer and sees football as a form of exciting entertainment. He acquired the club in bankruptcy in 2004 and through results managed to get the club promoted from the third division Serie C to the first division Serie A in three years. De Laurentiis has put together a distinctive, identifiable, attacking type of football and culture that is fun to watch and be a part of. The football and cultural changes were so compelling that after only one year match attendance sky-rocketed, even though the club was in Serie C. In 2016/17 Napoli advanced to the Round of 16 in the Champions League, and in 2017/18 Napoli were challenging Juventus for the Italian domestic title. To provide perspective, Napoli have the fifth-highest player wage bill in Serie A, behind Juventus, AC Milan, Roma and Inter Milan, with Juventus spending more than double Napoli’s total.


Roma and Napoli are embracing the idea that the world has changed and continues to do so. They changed their organisations to take advantage. It will take time and execution (and most likely their own stadiums) to build commercial powerhouses to compete against the top clubs for superstar players, but they are on the right track. We suspect more Serie A clubs will need to look to new owners for the management strategies and capital necessary to compete, which will force more positive changes.


Juventus are the most popular football club in Italy and have won the most domestic trophies.5 They are controlled by the Agnelli family (although the club is also publicly listed), which controls the automobile manufacturer Fiat and is considered one of the wealthiest and most powerful families in Italy. The Agnelli family – which also control the city’s newspaper, La Stampa – is revered as Turin’s quasi royal family. The club’s nickname is the ‘Old Lady’ and Juventus have been trying to overcome a perception that their style is too defensive and tactical, and their black and white colours are too boring.6


In 2006, Juventus were relegated to Serie B from Serie A as a punishment resulting from the 2006 Italian football scandal Calciopoli. Suffering relegation to Serie B meant that Juventus lost the TV revenues of Serie A, their biggest source of revenue at the time, until they were promoted back to Serie A in 2007/08. While having immediate negative financial consequences, ironically it did cause the club’s management to recognise their vulnerabilities and changes in the industry. They urgently restructured and repositioned and found new ways to generate new and more revenue beyond TV and improve their overall fan experience and engagement. They looked to their past to help define their future. Juventus became ‘Newventus’. For example, Juventus built their own stadium in 2011 which led to a dramatic increase in revenue and improvement of overall fan experience. In addition, the club were the first European football club to have a Netflix documentary give fans behind-the-scenes access, which improves overall fan engagement. However, overcoming the old ways of doing things and the challenges the league and country generally presents, is why, in part, they only rank #10 in the 2016/17 Deloitte Football Revenues Rankings, despite their on-the-pitch success. Juventus’ strong culture and leadership have helped the club reach the Champions League finals in 2014/15 and 2016/17, overcoming the financial disadvantage relative to the nine clubs ranked higher in revenues.


Figuring out what happened in Serie A is a fascinating puzzle that takes us into the heart of a dynamic and complex situation and environment. It is a story of intrigue involving a country, a sport and clubs that garner highly emotional responses. But it is more than that. It raises questions that are fundamental to organisations themselves. The book offers a glimpse into the consequences of not adapting and innovating. Juventus, Roma and Napoli are leading change in football in Italy. Milan and Inter have recently been purchased by Chinese-backed entities, highlighting some recognition that more things need to change. We expect more foreigners will buy, or invest in, Serie A clubs and bring more capital and a fresh global perspective. The new owners might see and capitalise on opportunities differently than traditional regional family industrial groups; however, the new owners still have to operate in a country and league that pose unique challenges.


In fact, the 2017 sale of AC Milan to Chinese investors by Silvio Berlusconi, who in 2017 Forbes magazine ranked as the 199th richest person in the world with a net worth of €6.2 billion (down from €9.6 billion in 2005), is a signal that some Italians are starting to recognise their challenges. Berlusconi posted on his Facebook page the following message after the sale: ‘I leave today, after more than 30 years, the ownership and the presidency of AC Milan. I do it with grief and emotion, but knowing that modern football, to compete at the top level in Europe and in the world, needs investments and resources that only one family cannot support.’7


The acceleration of European football clubs’ ownership changing hands, especially in Italy, is a clear illustration of the trend of European football becoming such a big and global business. Most current owners can’t just simply employ family members, utilise their clubs in the same way they use their business connections and contribute more equity and borrow more money each year to cover losses. Today, football clubs require professional management executing sustainable, economic-sport model strategies that can support the level of necessary investment. Often, there has to be a completely different vision to how a club and the business of football and entertainment was viewed and used in the past.8


All Italian football clubs face very specific historical and cultural challenges, not to mention league and economic challenges and intense competition in a rapidly changing world. However, there are signs that, albeit slowly, selected clubs are adapting to changes and even taking advantage of them, so we are optimistic about the potential opportunities for Italian football. It is fascinating to examine how some top clubs are adapting and innovating in their own distinctive way to compete, and there are unexpected and valuable lessons to be learned.


Although our study focuses on Serie A, the story has much broader implications. Corporate industries and businesses as well as sports leagues and clubs face the same pressures and changes as Serie A – competitive, organisational, regulatory and technological. Leaders may not be able to see that it is happening until it is too late. Glimpses of glory because of luck or unsustainable spending and losses or industry growth may mask the changes – but slowly the changes are making their impact. Leaders need to constantly be evolving, adapting and innovating, while not losing their core principles and values that make them unique. The book will help leaders identify the pressures and changes facing them so they can adapt to changes and even take advantage of them.


Near the end of the book, we make a few observations and predictions about the future of European football both on and off the pitch. We are not making any recommendations or judgements. We recognise the inclusion and importance of each observation and prediction is debatable, but after reading the analysis each one should provoke at least some thought.





 


 


1 http://www.marketwatch.com/story/the-nfl-made-13-billion-last-season-see-how-it-stacks-up-against-other-leagues-2016-07-01; http://www.vocativ.com/news/198079/the-super-bowl-is-no-match-for-the-uefa-champions-league/index.html


2 Since 2014, Juventus advanced to the finals of the Champions League in 2014/15 and 2016/17, and in 2017/18 Roma advanced to the semi-finals. This will be discussed later.


3 ‘Business: Players and Gentlemen: European football clubs,’ The Economist, 9 November 2002, p 82.


4 Roma also had good results prior, including in the early 1980s. After winning their third Scudetto in 2001, Roma were also second in 2002, 2004, 2006, 2007, 2008 and 2010. However, most years it was not a close second.


5 While Juventus are the most popular club throughout Italy, they are not considered the most popular club in Turin; Torino has that distinction.


6 A common perception of an Italian Juventus fan’s view: ‘La famiglia, dolce vita, Ferrari, Prosecco and Juve.’ Besides their success on the pitch, Juventus’ popularity is partly explained by the fact that so many people work at companies around Italy that supply Fiat or Agnelli-related companies with products and services, who then, out of patrimonial feelings, support the Agnellis’ Juventus. In addition, Juventus have traditionally had a higher percentage of players on the Italian national team, making Juventus appear more ‘Italian’ as opposed to regional, which also helps makes them a favourite among people of Italian background.


7 http://www.espnfc.com/ac-milan/story/3103229/silvio-berlusconi-writes-open-letter-to-ac-milan-fans-following-sale-of-club


8 Silvio Berlusconi was Italian prime minister in 1994–95, 2001–06 and 2008–11. He acquired Milan in 1986. Many believe that with the help of Milan’s success on the pitch, he won his first general election. Milan won Serie A in 1988, 1992, 1993, 1994, 1996, 1999, 2004 and 2011 and the Champions League in 1989, 1990, 1994, 2003 and 2007. ‘Football is a business that provides votes for politicians,’ Marco Mazzocchi, a football analyst and television show host in Italy, said. ‘All these fans can vote, and these club owners can often control votes.’ When Berlusconi ran for election in 1994, his party slogan was ‘Forza Italia’, the saying to support the Italian national football team. The message was he would make Italy win just like he made Milan win, not only in Italy but in Europe and the world. Berlusconi announced the signing of beloved player Ronaldinho on 10 April 2008, just days before the election for prime minister. http://www.nytimes.com/2007/02/06/sports/soccer/06soccer.html




PART ONE


THE RISE IN THE 1980s AND 1990s





CHAPTER ONE


THE ITALIAN SERIE A LEAGUE’S DOMINANCE


ITALY’S SERIE A was known as ‘Il campionato più bello del mondo’ (‘The most beautiful championship in the world’). Football fans in Italy are notorious for their feverish support: the Italian word for fan, ‘tifoso’, translates as those who have typhoid. Italy won the World Cup in 1982 and what followed were exciting battles for the Italian League Serie A trophy between AC Milan, Inter Milan and Juventus (with Fiorentina, Hellas Verona, Lazio, Napoli, Parma, Roma and Sampdoria competing from time to time).


In the 1980s and 1990s, if you turned on your TV to watch football during the weekend, there was a high likelihood that you would see an Italian team. A generation of football fans would tune in every weekend for their dose of Italian football culture, captivated by a league that was different, unique, exotic. Gazzetta Football Italia, a very popular free-to-air Channel 4 British show, had a youthful and charismatic James Richardson educating British and world viewers about Serie A. With the English Premier League moving to pay TV on Sky, there was a vacuum to be filled for millions of fans wanting a football fix. Italy had just hosted the World Cup in 1990 and with drama and stars it really captured the imagination. Now, Serie A was football in many of the same stadiums and with many of the same players. For anyone who enjoyed Italia ’90 it was almost like a spin-off series. The football was more beautiful and different compared to a lot of football that people had been watching elsewhere in Europe.1


Serie A clubs were consistently in the finals of the biggest European competitions. From 1983 to 1998 an Italian club was in the final of the Champions League 12 of the 16 years (75%). In addition, Serie A had one of the greatest teams of all time, AC Milan, that won back-to-back European trophies in 1989 and 1990.


Italian Clubs in Champions League/European Cup Finals (1983–98)






	Year


	Winner


	Runner-Up







	1983


	Hamburg


	Juventus







	1984


	Liverpool


	Roma







	1985


	Juventus


	Liverpool







	1989


	Milan


	Steaua Bucureşti







	1990


	Milan


	Benfica







	1992


	Barcelona


	Sampdoria







	1993


	Marseille


	Milan







	1994


	Milan


	Barcelona







	1995


	Ajax


	Milan







	1996


	Juventus


	Ajax







	1997


	Borussia Dortmund


	Juventus







	1998


	Real Madrid


	Juventus








At the time, the UEFA Europa League Cup was a more competitive competition than today because the European Cup/Champions League had fewer clubs. The UEFA Cup invited clubs that finished second, third or fourth in their national league. From the start of the European Cup in 1955/56 until 1996/97 (the name changed to the UEFA Champions League in 1992/93), only the domestic league champions qualified for this most prestigious pan-European football club competition. The following two seasons, eligibility was expanded to include the runners-up from the largest domestic leagues. Currently, up to four teams from the domestic leagues qualify for the UCL.2 After the expansion of the UCL, the payouts for participating clubs increased dramatically. While the Italian Serie A champions were fighting to win the Champions League, Italian clubs dominated the UEFA Europa League Cup competition. From 1989 to 1999, an Italian club was in the final ten of the 11 years. Serie A clubs were in so many UEFA Cup finals, the tournament’s finals were sometimes sarcastically referred to as the ‘European Coppa Italia’.


Italian Clubs in UEFA Europa League Cup Finals (1989–99)






	Year


	Winner


	Runner-Up







	1989


	Napoli


	Stuttgart







	1990


	Juventus


	Fiorentina







	1991


	Inter


	Roma







	1992


	Ajax


	Torino







	1993


	Juventus


	Borussia Dortmund







	1994


	Inter


	Salzburg







	1995


	Parma


	Juventus







	1997


	Schalke


	Inter







	1998


	Inter


	Lazio







	1999


	Parma


	Marseille








Another important European competition at the time was the Cup Winners’ Cup for clubs that won national cups the year before. Italian clubs also did well in this competition. They won the Cup Winners’ Cup in 1984 (Juventus), 1990 (Sampdoria), 1993 (Parma), and 1999 (Lazio), and reached the final in 1989 (Sampdoria) and 1994 (Parma). The Cup Winners’ Cup merged into the new UEFA Cup in 2000, that ultimately became the UEFA Europa League in 2004.


Most impressively, every year from 1989 to 1999 Italy had at least one finalist in a European competition. Serie A also had the highest match attendances in Europe by far. For instance, in 1992, Milan broke the world record and sold 72,000 season tickets. In 1992/93 Milan had an average crowd of 75,807 spectators for every home game, compared to 37,009 for Liverpool and 35,084 for Manchester United. In the 1992/93 season, Serie A had an average of 32,106 per game versus the English Premier League’s 21,132.


There are several reasons why Serie A became the most successful league in the 1980s and 1990s. We created a framework to categorise the reasons either on or off the pitch, in order to make it easier to explain and the reader to follow along. Obviously, what happens both on and off the pitch have an impact on each other.


On the Pitch


More Talent


During the 1980s and 1990s, some of the most exciting stars of football from around the world played in Serie A. Between 1984 and 2000, the world transfer fee record was broken 12 times, nine of which were made by Italian clubs. In the 18 years from 1982 to 2000, a player from Italy’s Serie A won the Ballon d’Or 13 times (72%). The next highest league was Spain’s La Liga with three.


Ballon d’Or Winners Playing in Italy (1982–2000)






	Year


	Player


	Club







	1982


	Paolo Rossi


	Juventus







	1983


	Michel Platini


	Juventus







	1984


	Michel Platini


	Juventus







	1985


	Michel Platini


	Juventus







	1987


	Ruud Gullit


	Milan







	1988


	Marco van Basten


	Milan (Milan had 3 in the top 3)







	1989


	Marco van Basten


	Milan (Milan had 3 in the top 3)







	1990


	Lothar Matthäus


	Inter (Serie A had 3 in the top 3)







	1992


	Marco van Basten


	Milan







	1993


	Roberto Baggio


	Juventus







	1995


	George Weah


	Milan







	1997


	Ronaldo


	Inter







	1998


	Zinedine Zidane


	Juventus








Serie A also had the most World Cup Golden Ball (best player) and Golden Boot (top goalscorer) winners from 1982 to 1998.


World Cup Golden Ball Winners Playing in Italy (1982–98)






	Year


	Player


	Club (at the time)







	1982 Spain


	Paolo Rossi


	(Juventus)







	1986 Mexico


	Diego Maradona


	(Napoli)







	1990 Italy


	Salvatore Schillaci


	(Juventus)







	1998 France


	Ronaldo


	(Inter)








World Cup Golden Boot Winners Playing in Italy (1982–90)






	Year


	Player


	Club (at the time)







	1982 Spain


	Paolo Rossi


	(Juventus)







	1990 Italy


	Salvatore Schillaci


	(Juventus)








Better Coaching and Player Development


Italy has produced some of the greatest managers/coaches and players. One of the reasons is that they have had a dedicated school for teaching football since 1958, Scuola Allenatori (the Managers’ School), at the Italian Football Federation’s Technical Centre in Coverciano, Italy, north of Florence. It is often referred to as ‘Coverciano’.


Luigi Ridolfi, born into one of Florence’s oldest and wealthiest landed families, came up with the idea of creating a national training base specifically for football players and coaches – something that did not really exist in Europe at the time. Importantly, he wanted it to be a place where students would have the opportunity to interact and collaborate with other athletes and coaches from different sporting backgrounds as well. For that to happen, he made Coverciano into a place that other athletes would want to visit and train at. The presence of diverse athletes was a key element in advancing Italian coaches’ understanding of what their players’ bodies could and could not do and the best physical training techniques were. By the late 1960s, professors were teaching Coverciano’s first-ever courses on how to prepare footballers physically to compete at the highest level. From the beginning, the underpinning ethos was one of innovation and openness to novel ideas. It owes its existence to Ridolfi’s willingness to try something different.


Luigi Ridolfi travelled all over Europe before starting work on the Coverciano, seeking out the most advanced materials and technologies available at the time. For example, the window panes in the gym are made with a crystal that allows them to withstand being struck with a football, which was innovative at the time.


Up until 1998 when UEFA changed the rules, domestic football federations handled the licensing of coaches, but Scuola Allenatori and Italy were far ahead of the curve. Since the 1960s, anyone aspiring to work at the highest level in Italy was obliged to put themselves through a rigorous syllabus at Coverciano which became known as ‘il Supercorso’. Students were required to attend as many as 900 hours of lessons and seminars – almost four times as many as today’s UEFA requirements – over two years.


One of the final hurdles a student must clear today to graduate from Coverciano is submission of a thesis on a subject of his choosing. The requirement was and is uniquely Italian. The requirement for a written thesis was introduced in stages. In Coverciano’s small library one can find copies of the work that each coach submitted before receiving their final qualification. Claudio Ranieri’s dissertation, from 1990, was not truly a dissertation but rather a comprehensive diary, listing every activity he conducted with his Cagliari players over the course of a pre-season training camp. By contrast, 16 years later, Antonio Conte prepared a 38-page discourse under the title: ‘Considerations on 4-3-1-2 and the didactic use of video’.3


In fairness, it is important to recognise a growing body of research suggests that managers have surprisingly little impact on how well a team plays. In a study of English professional clubs between 1973 and 2010, Stefan Szymanski, an economist at the University of Michigan, found that there is a 90% correlation between teams’ wages and their results, and that only a handful of managers consistently performed above their team’s expected level.4


As for players, the Italian clubs developed some of the world’s best players. Overleaf is a list of some of the best players that played for Italy in the 1980s and 1990s as ranked by Bleacher Report.


Some of the Best Players that Played for Italy in the 1980s and 1990s In order of ranking by Bleacher Report


[image: illustration]


Source: http://bleacherreport.com/articles/408960-fifa-world-cups-greatest-ever-top-20-italian-players-of-all-time


It is interesting that of the 13 greatest players above, eight of them were developed by the clubs they played for most of their careers with or played for only one more Italian club for the rest of their careers.


Roma has famously developed two contemporary Italian football legends in their academy, namely Francesco Totti and Daniele De Rossi. Roma’s academy will be discussed later.


Lesser known outside of Italy is the youth development at Atalanta, a football club located 40 km north-east of Milan. They established one of the first meaningful youth academies. It was set up in the 1940s by Giuseppe Ciatto. In the late 1950s former Atalanta player Luigi Tentorio (then Special Commissioner of the club) felt the need to start investing more systematically in youth development and created a youth development department, with its own independent structure from the first team. The youth development department was entrusted to Giuseppe Brolis, who created a partnership with various clubs in geographic areas that he felt had good football cultures and traditions, building a network of scouts and young coaches.


In the early 1990s, the president of Atalanta, Antonio Percassi, implemented a new investment policy and an even greater focus on youth development. The Atalanta youth system not only continued to increase the development of players for the first team but began to win several honours in the most important national leagues. From 1991 to 2014, the various Atalanta youth teams have won 17 national titles. The club has proven time and again that it has one of the best youth academies in Italy, arguably in Europe. Interestingly, the academy doesn’t focus on the results on the pitch; they are focused on showing all of their youngsters how to play. When evaluating a player, the coaches consider the player’s footballing ability as well as his desire to fit into the club ethos. With this in mind, Atalanta are careful when selecting the coaches, preferring coaches who have gone through their system or played for the club – those who truly understand the meaning of the academy and its significance.


Graduates from the academy include Riccardo Montolivo, Giampaolo Pazzini, Franco Nodari, Piero Gardoni, Roberto Donadoni, Alessio Tacchinardi, Gaetano Scirea, Gianpaolo Bellini and Angelo Domenghini. With relatively less investment in academy development in recent years from most Italian clubs, Atalanta has been able to sell many of its young promising players to bigger rivals. Some young players recently sold to bigger Italian clubs in the past couple of years include: Daniele Baselli in 2015 for €6 million to Torino; Davide Zappacosta in 2015 for €10 million to Torino and now Chelsea; Giacomo ‘Jack’ Bonaventura in 2014 to Milan for €7 million; Roberto Gagliardini in 2017 for an estimated €25 million to Inter Milan; Andrea Conti in 2017 for €24 million to Milan; Mattia Caldara in 2017 for €15 million, rising to a potential €25 million with add-ons to Juventus and loan back to Atalanta; and Franck Kessié in 2017 for a loan fee of €8 million to Milan.


Competitive Balance and Talent Across Clubs


The quality of the talent was not only very high but it was also diversified. Of the 44 possible places in European finals (Champions League and UEFA Cup) across an 11-year period from 1989 to 1999, a remarkable ten different Serie A clubs (Fiorentina, Inter, Juventus, Lazio, Milan, Napoli, Parma, Roma, Sampdoria and Torino) occupied 23 of them. In 1988 Atalanta reached the Cup Winners’ Cup semi-finals while playing in Serie B, the Italian league second level. Torino, Genoa, Cagliari, Vicenza and Bologna managed to reach the finals or semi-finals in the UEFA Cup or Cup Winners’ Cup during the 1980s and 1990s.


Serie A had just 16 teams – from 1967 to 1998 – before it was increased to 18. The decision to have 20 sides competing wasn’t made until 2004.



New Stadiums and Good Overall Fan Experience



The stadiums in Italy were newly built or renovated for the 1990 World Cup. These stadiums, improvements and a few side projects (some of which were never finished such as an infamous hotel in Milan) cost around €1 billion, almost twice as much as budgeted. In addition, Serie A had the greatest players in the world who played beautiful football. The attendance numbers were reflective of new stadiums and star players which led to a good overall fan experience. Even though violence would occur in certain areas, in general, games were viewed by fans as a special community event with colour and singing as well as a place to express themselves and their passion. Fans even arrived early to enjoy the atmosphere.


Big money had not flooded into football yet and the sport overall was increasingly plagued by negative incidents and stadium disasters. Generally, fans were complimentary of their stadium experiences during the 1990 World Cup. Although the often large, concrete stadiums offered few luxuries, only occasionally cover, and seats with a back were not yet a FIFA requirement, few people expected more of a football stadium at that time. Italia ’90 was the tournament that was at a turning point in football history. It was the last big tournament before the commercialisation of the Premier League and Champions League set in.


A total of 12 venues had been selected for Italia ’90, two more than in France eight years later and a similar amount as in Germany in 2006, though with 12 matches less to play. This meant that most stadiums hosted only three or four matches, not much for a World Cup. While few new stadiums were built for Italia ’90 (this was only the case for Stadio delle Alpi and Stadio San Nicola), most stadiums did undergo significant renovations. The San Siro of today, for example, hardly resembles the pre-1990 San Siro. As a part of the renovations, the stadium became all seated, with an extra tier being added to three sides of the stadium. This entailed the building of 11 concrete towers around the outside of the stadium. Four of these concrete towers were located at the corners to support a new roof, which has distinctive protruding red girders.5 Though Rome’s Stadio Olimpico was initially only planned to get extensively renovated, several redesigns later an almost complete new stadium was built, with a price tag three times its initial size. Another stadium that got almost completely rebuilt was Genoa’s Stadio Luigi Ferraris, while Napoli’s Stadio San Paolo and Florence’s Stadio Comunale got extensively refurbished. Udinese’s Stadio Friuli needed the least work as it had been completed in 1976.


Italia ’90 was unfortunate timing because the early 1990s were a turning point in stadium design. English stadiums started the trend with the conversion into new and modern all-seaters following an investigation into a stadium disaster in 1989, which led to the Taylor Report. The opening of the Amsterdam ArenA in 1996, with a retractable roof and lots of premium business and box seats, was a revolution for large stadium design in Europe. The Stade de France opened two years later in 1998. However, in the 1990s Italy offered the most new, or newly furbished, stadiums that met the expectations and attitudes, at the time, of fans for a good overall experience.


Also, it is worth noting that until 1993, no Serie A match was broadcasted live. Starting from 29 August 1993, just one night-match every week was broadcasted live on Tele+, an Italian-French pay TV broadcaster. This changed radically after 2003, when Rupert Murdoch’s Sky replaced Stream (Tele+ replacement) and began broadcasting more and more live games, later joined by Mediaset Premium.


Compelling Rivalries


Serie A captured the imagination and passion of football fans. Putting aside the remarkably talented stars and beautiful football being played, TV viewers could feel the intensity and passion in the packed stadiums, and especially during the Italian derbies.


Fans around the world were familiar with many of the Serie A cross-town rival derbies, such as: ‘Derby della Madonnina’, also known as the ‘Derby di Milano’ (or the Milan Derby, as it is known in the English-speaking world), between Inter and Milan6; ‘Derby della Capitale’ (Derby of the Capital) between Roma and Lazio; ‘Derby della Mole’ (Turin Derby) between Juventus and Torino; and ‘Derby della Lanterna’ (the Lighthouse Derby) between Genoa and Sampdoria. Fans were also familiar with Italian regional derbies such as: ‘Derby d’Italia’ (Derby of Italy) between Inter and Juventus; ‘Derby d’Europa’ (Derby of Europe) between Milan and Juventus; and ‘Derby del Sole’ (Derby of the Sun) between Roma and Napoli.


Allegations of Cheating


It is very difficult to analyse past performance when there are allegations of cheating both domestically and in Europe. This is true not just for Italy but many leagues and clubs in Europe over time. Cheating may or may not help to explain Italy’s dominance, but it is worth mentioning in fairness and for context. In Italy, for example, an executive of Roma later admitted to trying to bribe a referee before the European Cup versus Liverpool in 1984 and admitted to bribing a referee before its second semi-final match against Dundee United, which Roma won 3-0, after Roma lost 2-0 at United. Roma were under pressure in 1984 because the European Cup final was being played in its own stadium. Domestically, there have been many match-fixing and referee tampering scandals and investigations.


In addition, there have been allegations of the use of performance-enhancing drugs. For example, Juventus won Serie A titles in 1995, 1997 and 1998, and reached the Champions League final in three successive years (1996, 1997, 1998), winning in 1996. There were many suspicions and allegations of Juventus players using performance-enhancing drugs, which ultimately led to an investigation and trial. Juventus have always maintained their innocence. There was a fair degree of cynicism about whether the trial would achieve anything. Many view the Italian legal system as one of never-ending trials and appeals which fizzle out after years and where there are no results, in part because of relatively short statute of limitations. So, when in 2004 a judge sentenced a member of the Juventus medical team to 22 months in jail for supplying Juventus players with performance-enhancing drugs, including the banned blood-boosting hormone EPO, between 1994 and 1998, the football world and Italians were very surprised.7


According to a Juventus executive who was quoted after winning the appeal, anyone who thought that the investigations and trials had impacted the reputation of Juventus or the league was ‘a village idiot’. From 2001 to 2003, players at Inter, Juventus, Lazio and Parma tested positive for performance-enhancing drugs. Players at clubs in England, France, Germany and Spain also tested positive. Part of the Juventus supporters’ defence was that the club did not administer to players anything that was not commonly used in football at other big clubs.


In 1999, Emmanuel Petit, then a World Cup winner with France and midfielder with Arsenal said, ‘We will all have to take drugs to survive the demands of domestic, European and international fixtures … Some footballers already do.’ FIFA and the Professional Footballers’ Association in England dismissed Petit’s view. But he stuck to his assertion that the ever-increasing demands on players – the extension of Europe’s Champions League, the addition of FIFA’s tournaments, the increasing pace of the game and the expectation of 70 matches in a ten-month season – were destined to tire and injure players and cause them to consider performance-enhancing drugs.8


The World Anti-Doping Agency, a foundation initiated by the International Olympic Committee to promote, coordinate and monitor the fight against drugs in sports, was founded in 1999. Since it was enacted in 2003 at the World Conference on Doping in Sport, the World Anti-Doping Code (WADC) has harmonised anti-doping policies throughout the world. In the run-up to the 2006 FIFA World Cup, the FIFA Congress ratified the WADC code, being the last of the Olympic sports to agree to ‘anti-doping’. Since 2008, UEFA has been blood testing for doping. In the 2014/15 season, UEFA carried out 2,318 tests – 2,024 urine tests and 294 blood tests.


During the 2000/01 Serie A season, Inter’s Álvaro Recoba, Lazio’s Juan Sebastián Verón and Milan’s Dida were among a number of players from Inter, Lazio, Milan, Napoli, Parma, Roma and Udinese implicated in a league scandal involving fraudulent European passports to circumvent limits on non-EU players. First Division rules impose a cap of three non-European Union players in a single team and five in the pool eligible for one club. Clubs therefore have a vested interest in getting players registered as EU nationals. Recoba, who was reportedly the highest paid player in Italy at the time, had his one-year ban later reduced on appeal to four months. Verón, a key player in the Lazio team that won the Italian championship the previous year, was cleared.9 Other clubs at other leagues were also investigated for fraudulent passports at various times to circumvent limits on non-EU players.


UEFA Bans English Clubs from 1985/86 to 1990/91


An unfortunate disaster at the 1984/85 European Cup final between Juventus and Liverpool at the Heysel Stadium in Brussels, Belgium changed European football. Approximately one hour before the Juventus–Liverpool final was due to kick off, Liverpool supporters charged at Juventus fans and breached a fence that was separating them from a ‘neutral area’. This came after a period of hostility between the two sets of fans, which saw missiles thrown by both teams’ supporters. The instigators of the violence are still unknown, with varying accounts.10 Juventus fans ran back on the terraces and away from the threat into a concrete retaining wall. Fans already standing near the wall were crushed; eventually the wall collapsed. Many people climbed over to safety, but 39 people – mostly Italians and Juventus fans – were killed and 600 were injured in the confrontation. The match was played despite the disaster, with Juventus winning 1–0.


The tragedy resulted in all English football clubs being placed under an indefinite ban by UEFA from all European competitions (lifted in 1990/91), with Liverpool being excluded for an additional three years, later reduced to one, and 14 Liverpool fans found guilty of manslaughter and each sentenced to three years’ imprisonment.


English clubs returned to European competition in the 1990/91 season. Liverpool returned to European competition a season later in the 1991/92 UEFA Cup. On the pitch, Liverpool’s domination was coming to an end by 1991.


During the ban, in 1989 and 1990 AC Milan won back-to-back European Cups and Napoli and Juventus won the UEFA Cup in 1989 and 1990, respectively. With English clubs being banned from UEFA competition, Serie A and the Italian clubs became a more attractive market for international players. Also, Serie A was able to solidify both on- and off-the-field dominance. Even after the ban on English clubs in European competitions was lifted, a number of high-profile players moved to Italy including Paul Gascoigne and David Platt.


It took time for English teams to re-establish themselves in Europe. Although Manchester United won the European Cup Winners’ Cup in the first season after the ban was lifted, the European Cup was not won by an English club until 1999 – 15 years after the last triumph (Liverpool 1984).


The Heysel Stadium disaster and the Hillsborough disaster (and ultimately the Taylor Report), which also involved Liverpool, led to a modernisation of English football and English stadiums by the mid-1990s. The FA Premier League was formed in 1992. In part out of necessity, Manchester United and Alex Ferguson developed players in their youth system (Gary and Philip Neville, Paul Scholes, Ryan Giggs, and David Beckham) and then dominated English football in the 1990s (similar to Barcelona in the early 2000s). Manchester United’s main challengers for the title in the Premier League’s first few years were Blackburn Rovers, led by star striker Alan Shearer. Attendances were often restricted during the first two or three seasons of the Premiership, as clubs rebuilt their stadiums or relocated to comply with the requirement to be all-seater by the 1994/95 season, and most clubs were left with a lesser capacity than in the era of terracing. The Premier League was decreased from 22 to 20 clubs in 1995.
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