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Author's Note

Football used to arrive in fragments. A supporter waited for the Saturday paper, listened to a crackling radio commentary, bought a match programme outside the ground, watched a few minutes of highlights on television and argued about the rest in the pub, the workplace or the schoolyard. The club itself was present, but not always speaking. The story of a team was carried by reporters, broadcasters, photographers, fanzine writers, local gossip and the memory of those who had been there.

That world has not disappeared. Matchgoing supporters still carry the emotional centre of football. Newspapers, radio, television and independent digital media still shape the way fans understand clubs. But the balance has changed. The modern football club is no longer only the subject of coverage. It is also a publisher, broadcaster, studio, archive, app developer, data collector, documentary partner, podcast producer, social video machine and sponsor activation platform.

The Content Club exists to explain that transformation. It is written for football fans, sports business readers, students of media, bloggers, podcasters, journalists, marketers, finance readers and anyone trying to understand why clubs now behave like media companies. The book uses the word football throughout, while recognising that many American readers know the sport as soccer. The issue is global either way: the club is now a channel.

This is not a social media tips book. It is not a list of club accounts to follow, and it is not a manual promising clubs a magic formula for virality. Instead, it asks a deeper question: what happens when the institution that plays the match also produces so much of the media around it? What changes when a club can post its own training clips, edit its own behind-the-scenes documentary, publish its own interview, send its own app notification, collect its own fan data and sell sponsor access through its own channels?

The answer is not simply positive or negative. Club media can bring supporters closer to players, especially those who live far from the stadium. It can help women's teams receive more visibility. It can give young fans an entry point into a club's history, make academy players feel real rather than distant, and create content for people who will never be able to attend a match in person. It can also give sponsors more meaningful ways to appear around football than a logo on a board.

But the same shift creates tension. Club media is usually designed to support the club's interests. It offers access, but not always scrutiny. It can make players feel permanently on camera. It can turn every emotional moment into content and every supporter relationship into a data point. It can flatten local culture into international brand messaging. It can also encourage clubs to confuse attention with trust.

The book therefore argues for a balanced view. Modern clubs need media capabilities because the football audience has changed. Fans now follow matches through platforms, highlights, podcasts, newsletters, documentaries, apps, short videos and player accounts. Sponsors want measurable digital attention. Clubs want direct relationships with fans, especially outside their home cities. Yet football is not only a content category. It is a lived community, a civic identity and a weekly ritual. When clubs forget that, their media operations can become slick, busy and strangely hollow.

The sources used here include industry reports, club filings, Reuters coverage, Nielsen research, Stats Perform analysis, PwC media research, the European Sponsorship Association, FT Strategies, Digiday, official club material and other reputable sports business sources. Some areas remain difficult to measure because clubs and platforms rarely publish full internal data on app users, watch time, conversion rates, sponsor returns or player media workloads. Where evidence is limited, the book treats the point as analysis rather than as settled fact.

The aim is to give readers a useful framework for reading modern football. The next time a club posts a dressing-room video, launches an app, announces a branded player challenge, releases a documentary or sends a push alert before a press conference, the question should not only be whether the content is entertaining. The better question is: what role does this content play in the club's business, its relationship with fans and its control over the story?

That is where the modern game is heading. To understand football now, we have to understand the content club.

Introduction: When the Club Became the Channel

A modern matchday can begin before a supporter has put on a shirt, left the house or even checked the league table. The first signal might be a phone vibration at breakfast: team travel photos on Instagram, a club app notification confirming the squad has arrived, a short training clip cut vertically for TikTok, a YouTube thumbnail promising "inside access" to the final session before kickoff. By lunchtime, the same supporter may have watched a sponsor-branded challenge between two players, read a tactical newsletter, heard a club podcast trail the match, checked ticket resale on the app and seen a winger post his own pre-match message to millions of followers.

None of these fragments is the match. Yet together they form the media weather around the match. The club is not waiting for journalists to interpret the day. It is publishing the day as it happens.

The shift is easy to miss because it has arrived through ordinary habits. Supporters do not think of themselves as participating in a data and content system when they tap a clip of a goalkeeper laughing in training. They are just following the club. But from the club's side, every platform has a function. YouTube builds longer watch time. TikTok reaches younger and less committed audiences. Instagram carries player image and visual brand. X remains a fast news and debate space. WhatsApp broadcast channels and newsletters create more direct routes to supporters. Apps collect first-party data. OTT platforms and subscription video services move fans from borrowed social platforms into owned environments.

The logic is commercial, but it is also emotional. Football has always been a story machine. It produces heroes, villains, injuries, rumours, rituals, grief, revenge, hope and memory. What changed is that clubs now have the tools to package those stories every day. A team can lose on Saturday and publish a recovery-room video on Sunday. It can announce a signing with a short film rather than a press release. It can turn a pre-season tour into a stream of sponsor activations. It can make an academy debut feel like the first episode of a character arc.

This is why modern football clubs increasingly resemble media companies. They are not media companies in the exact same way as Netflix, the BBC, The Athletic or a newspaper group. Their primary product remains football performance. They still depend on results, players, stadiums, leagues, broadcast rights and supporters. But the infrastructure around the club now includes the constant production, distribution and monetisation of attention.

The numbers help explain the pressure. FT Strategies has described football's fanbase as roughly 3.5 billion people and argues that the internet has enabled clubs to disintermediate fan engagement, giving them a direct line to supporters around the world (FT Strategies, 2024). Nielsen's 2025 Global Sports Report says 51 percent of people globally are fans of football or soccer, a figure that helps explain why brands see the sport as a powerful sponsorship environment (Nielsen, 2025). The largest clubs are no longer communicating with only the people who can enter the stadium. They are trying to hold the attention of audiences spread across continents, time zones, languages and platforms.

Manchester United's 2024 annual report shows the scale of this direct audience model. The club reported more than 261.1 million total social connections as of 30 June 2024, a CRM database of approximately 63.3 million records, over 9 million YouTube subscribers and 26.1 million TikTok followers. It also described MUTV as a wholly owned in-house television network that gives the club more control over the production, distribution and quality of proprietary content (Manchester United plc, 2024). This is not a side project. It is part of the club's business model.

Barcelona has pushed the media-company logic even more explicitly. In 2023, a Business Wire announcement on Barça Media described the platform as centralising the creation, production and commercialisation of FC Barcelona's audiovisual, digital and esports output. The release said the business incorporated substantially all of the digital content the club had produced over the previous 20 years and was designed to feed multiple distribution channels (Business Wire, 2023). That language matters. The club is no longer simply making promotional posts. It is treating its archive, its current content and its global fanbase as strategic media assets.

The transformation has also changed sponsorship. A shirt logo remains visible, but it is no longer enough. Sponsors increasingly ask what a club can produce, where it can distribute it, how it can measure attention and how the partnership can feel like entertainment rather than interruption. Digiday reported in 2026 that sports clubs' owned media channels and social audiences now appear early in sponsorship decks, because teams have built intellectual property they can sell back to commercial partners (Digiday, 2026). The inventory is not just stadium signage. It is the dressing-room clip, the mini-documentary, the player challenge, the app feature and the regional campaign.

At the same time, the football media environment has become more fragmented. PwC has argued that streaming and direct-to-consumer models are changing sports consumption, with audiences dispersed across devices and platforms, and some fans following teams through short-form videos and highlights rather than full broadcasts (PwC, 2024). Football clubs do not control the main live rights in most major leagues, but they do control many of the stories around the live match: training, travel, archive, pre-season, academy, women's team coverage, interviews, lifestyle content and behind-the-scenes material.

This creates a new power relationship. For fans, club media can be useful and enjoyable. It brings them closer. For journalists, it can be both a source and a rival. For players, it can build personal brands while increasing the demand to perform emotionally on camera. For sponsors, it offers access to attention that feels culturally warmer than traditional advertising. For clubs, it creates data, inventory and narrative control.

But control is never complete. The internet that allowed clubs to become publishers also allowed supporters to become publishers. Fan channels, podcasts, newsletters, forums and social accounts can challenge official narratives within minutes. Independent journalists can still break news that clubs would prefer to manage quietly. Leaks can undercut polished messaging. Poor results can make even the slickest documentary look awkward. The content club lives in a crowded media ecosystem, not in a private cinema.

The central argument of this book is simple: modern football clubs are no longer only teams competing on the pitch. They are also media businesses competing for attention. Club media has become central to sponsorship, global fandom, player branding, data collection, fan loyalty and commercial growth. Yet this shift creates tensions that cannot be solved by better video editing. Clubs can reach supporters directly, but they may also bypass independent journalism. They can tell richer stories, but they can overproduce and sanitise them. They can personalise the fan relationship, but they can also reduce supporters to customer segments. They can make football feel closer, while also making it feel more managed.

The phrase "content club" is not meant as an insult. It is a description of a new reality. The club is a badge, a stadium, a team sheet and a memory. It is also a publisher, a studio, a data operation and a daily storyteller. The point is not to reject that reality. It is to understand it clearly enough to ask better questions of it.

There is another reason the change can feel invisible: club media usually arrives wrapped in affection. A childhood photo of a new signing, a close-up of a badge on a rainy sleeve, a player surprising a young supporter, a tunnel camera catching a nervous debutant—these are not experienced as commercial infrastructure. They are experienced as football feeling. The professionalisation sits behind the emotion. Somebody wrote the brief, cleared the sponsor category, checked the rights position, selected the music, trimmed the clip for vertical viewing, created the caption, scheduled the regional posts, monitored comments and reported the numbers. The fan sees a moment. The club sees a moment, a metric and a relationship.

That double life is central to the book. Club media is powerful because it sits exactly where commerce and belonging meet. It works best when it does not feel like advertising, but its success is often measured in the language of advertising: reach, engagement, conversion, audience growth, market penetration and sponsor value. It can be sincere and strategic at the same time. A club can genuinely want to tell a moving story about a retiring captain while also using that story to increase watch time, sell merchandise and strengthen partner visibility. The ethical question is not whether clubs should ever do this. Football has always been commercial. The better question is whether clubs remain honest about the difference between connection and extraction.

The development also changes how supporters learn the game. For decades, many fans understood football through newspapers, radio phone-ins, television panels and local conversation. Today, a young supporter may first encounter a club through a meme, a YouTube documentary clip, a player’s personal channel or a translated tactical thread. Their sense of club identity may be built less through place and more through platform. That does not make the attachment fake. International fandom can be intense, knowledgeable and long-lasting. But it does mean the club becomes a media translator of itself. It must explain why a derby matters, why a song means something, why a stadium ritual exists and why a defeat can hurt in ways a league table does not capture.

This is why the phrase media company should not be used lazily. Clubs are not abandoning sport for content. They are using content to extend the commercial and emotional life of sport. The match remains the event that gives the content meaning. Without competition, risk, defeat, uncertainty and the possibility of joy, the media machine has nothing to feed on. But once the match exists, every surrounding piece of story can be packaged: the preparation, the arrival, the tactical promise, the team sheet, the substitution, the celebration, the apology, the recovery, the next episode. The club becomes the channel because the channel has become one of the ways the club now exists in the daily life of the supporter.
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Chapter 1: From Match Reports to Media Departments
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Before football clubs became media producers, they were media subjects. The club supplied the drama; other people supplied the account. A reporter watched from the press box, a radio commentator narrated the movement of the ball, a photographer captured a tackle or a celebration, and the next morning the match report gave shape to what thousands had seen and millions had missed. The supporter who could not attend depended on intermediaries. The club might correct the record, complain about coverage or grant access, but it did not own the main channels through which its story travelled.

The first club media products were modest by today's standards. Match programmes, official magazines, newsletters and membership publications were not just souvenirs. They were early examples of owned media: channels through which a club could speak in its own voice. The programme told supporters who was injured, who had joined, who had left and how the manager wanted the match to be understood. It carried adverts, fixtures, interviews and institutional pride. It was not independent journalism, but it was an important part of the fan experience.

Radio and television changed the scale of football storytelling. The live match became a broadcast product; the highlights show made national rituals out of goals and controversies. Yet the live rights were largely controlled by leagues and broadcasters rather than individual clubs. This distinction still matters. The biggest media money in football has generally come from collective rights packages, not from clubs selling their own match footage. FT Strategies notes that clubs have limited access to the primary match footage rights, which are usually sold by leagues in packages to major broadcasters (FT Strategies, 2024). That limitation pushed clubs to focus on what they could control: everything around the match.

The late twentieth century brought the first serious in-house club broadcast experiments. Manchester United's MUTV, launched in 1998, became one of the most recognisable examples. The model made sense for a club with a large domestic and international fanbase: produce club-specific coverage, interviews, reserve and academy matches, pre-season content and archive programming for supporters who wanted more than mainstream broadcasters could provide. In 2013, Manchester United took full ownership of MUTV, later describing this as giving it greater control over production, distribution and quality of proprietary content (Manchester United plc, 2024).
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