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​Author’s Note

Women’s football has long existed in the margins. For decades the sport survived in schoolyards, parks and community grounds, sustained by players and supporters who loved the game even as media coverage and financial backing lagged far behind the men’s version. In recent years, however, the story has shifted dramatically. Broadcast audiences have multiplied, global tournaments have broken attendance records, and sponsors once focused exclusively on men’s teams now compete to associate themselves with women’s football. The game’s stars—Aitana Bonmatí, Sam Kerr, Trinity Rodman, Megan Rapinoe, Alex Morgan and many others—are household names. Research firms project that the women’s game could become one of the world’s top five sports by the end of this decade, with a fan base projected to grow from 500 million to over 800 million by 2030 and 60 % of those fans expected to be women (Nielsen Sports & PepsiCo, 2025).

This book was born out of a desire to capture the energy of that transformation and to answer a series of questions that underpin its trajectory. Why is women’s football growing so quickly now, after decades of neglect? What role are streaming platforms, social media and new sponsorship models playing in its rise? Who are the fans powering the growth, and what do they want from the sport? Why do major brands such as Dove, PepsiCo and Ally see women’s football as an important platform? Perhaps most importantly, how can players, administrators, sponsors and supporters ensure that the game develops sustainably and avoids the pitfalls that have strained the men’s game?

The authorial voice behind these pages belongs to ND Publishing—a collaborative pen name representing a team of writers, researchers and editors committed to producing accessible, evidence-based nonfiction about sports, media and digital culture. Our aim is to blend storytelling with analysis. Throughout the book we introduce scenes of teenagers streaming matches on mobile devices, club executives negotiating broadcast contracts, marketers planning purpose-driven campaigns and athletes navigating fame and activism. We also draw on numbers and trends from credible sources: Deloitte, Nielsen, FIFA, UEFA, FIFPRO, The Guardian, Reuters, Marketing Brew and others. Each statistic is cited so you can trace it back to its origin. Where data is lacking or contested—whether about salaries, injuries or viewership—we say so clearly and explain why.

This book treats women’s football as its own phenomenon, not as a footnote to the men’s game. That means celebrating what is unique about it: inclusive fan culture, personal storytelling, rapid adoption of digital platforms and the potential to reshape the business of sport. It also means confronting uncomfortable realities. While revenue is growing, it remains a fraction of the men’s game; many players still juggle jobs to make ends meet; online abuse is rampant; data and analytics infrastructure lags behind; and major tournaments risk becoming over-commercialised. By acknowledging both progress and shortcomings, we hope to contribute constructively to conversations about the game’s future.

Finally, a note on language. Throughout this book we use “women’s football” rather than “women’s soccer,” though both terms describe the same sport. We draw examples from across the globe—England’s Women’s Super League (WSL), the U.S. National Women’s Soccer League (NWSL), UEFA’s European competitions, South American leagues, Asian tournaments and grassroots campaigns. Where necessary, we compare developments in the women’s game with those in the men’s game to illustrate differences or similarities, but our primary focus remains firmly on the subject at hand.

Women’s football matters because it showcases athletic brilliance and because it offers a blueprint for a more inclusive, purposeful and digitally savvy sports economy. This book invites you to explore that blueprint and to imagine what comes next.

​Introduction: The Turning Point

On a warm evening in July 2023, the roar from Stadium Australia shook the homes of millions of viewers worldwide. Inside the 75,000-seat arena, the Matildas faced England’s Lionesses in a World Cup semi-final that would become the most-watched television broadcast in Australian history. Outside the stadium, crowds gathered in public squares and living rooms, clutching smartphones and tablets. On the other side of the globe, a teenager in Lagos streamed the match on YouTube, switching seamlessly between the live feed and TikTok edits of goals she had missed. At halftime, a sponsor’s advert flashed across her screen, featuring Brazilian star Marta talking about equality while sipping a soft drink. By the final whistle, the Matildas’ dream run was over, but the lasting image for many was the sheer scale of engagement—a global sport whose fan base had transcended geography, gender and technology.

The 2023 FIFA Women’s World Cup was more than a tournament; it was a cultural inflection point. According to Nielsen Sports and PepsiCo’s 2025 report Undervalued to Unstoppable, the event reached a media engagement audience of roughly two billion people and sponsorship deals tripled compared with the 2019 edition (Nielsen Sports & PepsiCo, 2025). In Spain, the final drew more viewers than the men’s Champions League final. In Brazil, record numbers tuned in on free-to-air TV. In Australia, more than half the population watched at least one match. The growth was not confined to traditional broadcast: in markets such as China and India, viewership on streaming platforms expanded rapidly as interactive features—instant highlights, chat rooms, live polls—made matches more engaging.

Participation trends mirrored this surge in attention. Across Europe, the number of registered female players has risen dramatically: France has seen a 150 % increase in players since 2019, Spain 95 % and the Netherlands 25 % (Nielsen Sports & PepsiCo, 2025). China experienced a 300 % rise in women’s football participation, a figure emphasising how investments in coaching, facilities and marketing can yield rapid growth (Reuters, 2025). Grassroots programmes have expanded in countries from Mexico to Saudi Arabia and Vietnam, reflecting both local activism and global inspiration. The 2023 tournament also energised corporate investment: sponsors and broadcasters began to compete for rights, and rights valuations rose accordingly. The Women’s Super League in England, for example, secured a domestic broadcast deal worth approximately £65 million over five years starting in 2025, nearly ten times the value of the previous contract (The Guardian, 2024). The NWSL in the United States signed a four-year media deal in 2023 worth around US$240 million, quadrupling previous revenues and audience reach (Reuters, 2025).

Why did this moment arrive now? Many factors converged. Social attitudes shifted as campaigns for gender equality gained traction and national teams fought for better pay. The U.S. Women’s National Team’s landmark equal-pay agreement in 2022 set a precedent, inspiring players in Australia, England and Spain to push for similar deals. Grassroots participation surged; in England, the Football Association reported that the number of girls playing football doubled in four years following the Lionesses’ triumph at the UEFA Women’s Euro 2022. Technology matured as high-speed internet and affordable smartphones enabled streaming anywhere, anytime. Sponsors recognised that women’s football offered a rare combination of authenticity and high-growth potential; Nielsen’s report notes that women are expected to control 75 % of household purchasing decisions by 2028 and that nearly half of women’s football fans belong to high-income brackets (Nielsen Sports & PepsiCo, 2025). Players built direct relationships with supporters via social media, sharing training routines, fashion tips and political opinions. Clubs invested in analytics to improve performance and storytelling. Governing bodies began reforming prize-money structures, ensuring that players and national associations received a larger share of tournament revenues, and UEFA pledged to invest €1 billion in women’s football between 2024 and 2030 (UEFA, 2024).

Yet the turning point also exposed unresolved issues. When Sports Reference’s FBref website removed advanced women’s football statistics in 2025 due to licensing disputes, analysts lamented the lack of accessible data. Scheduling conflicts persisted: some Women’s Super League matches were assigned to mid-week afternoon slots or clashed with high-profile men’s games, depressing viewing figures and undermining the league’s perception of parity. Online abuse and harassment of players, coaches and journalists continued to undermine the inclusive ethos that many associate with women’s football. And as streaming platforms multiplied—Paramount+, Disney+, Prime Video, regional networks—supporters worried about subscription fatigue and uneven quality of coverage.

This book is organised into twelve chapters that trace the evolution of the women’s game from under-coverage to visibility; examine the roles of streaming, social media and sponsorship; analyse data and analytics; explore fan culture and player welfare; and offer lessons for both women’s and men’s football. At every stage, we emphasise nuance. Growth is real, but uneven. Commercial opportunities abound, but values and community must be protected. Women’s football is ascending, but the road ahead is neither certain nor simple.

The central argument is that women’s football is not merely catching up to the men’s game—it is building a new fan economy that could redefine the business and culture of sport. The decisions made now will determine whether this economy becomes a sustainable, inclusive and innovative model or repeats the mistakes of the past. Let us turn to Chapter 1 and explore why this growth is happening now.

Beyond statistics and business models, this book is also an exploration of human stories. The fan economy exists because people care: young girls who drape team scarves over bedroom walls, university students who stay up past midnight to watch European matches, parents who juggle work schedules to drive daughters to training, activists who challenge media bias, sponsors who bet on new audiences and players who carry their communities’ hopes onto the pitch. The new era of women’s football is emerging at the intersection of global media networks and local parks. It is shaped by algorithms that recommend highlight clips to teenagers in Lagos and by volunteers who chalk lines on pitches in suburban Brisbane. Throughout this book we will return to these dual scales—macro-level trends in investment and media, and micro-level experiences of fans and participants—to illustrate that the sport’s transformation is both systemic and intimate. As you read, consider not only the economic forces at play but also the personal connections that give women’s football its meaning. The new fan economy begins with each of us deciding that the women’s game deserves our time, our enthusiasm and our respect.
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​Chapter 1: Why Women’s Football Is Growing Now
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Women’s football has experienced several waves of popularity since the early twentieth century. During World War I, when many men were on the front lines, women’s factory teams attracted tens of thousands of spectators in England. After the war, governing bodies banned women’s matches on professional pitches; the English Football Association’s prohibition lasted from 1921 until 1971. Elsewhere, informal leagues developed, but support was patchy. The current wave of growth differs fundamentally from those earlier spikes for three reasons: structural investment, technological transformation and a shifting cultural landscape.

​1.1 Structural Investment

The most immediate reason for the sport’s recent ascent is increased investment by governing bodies, clubs and sponsors. FIFA expanded the Women’s World Cup to 32 teams in 2023, increased prize money and leveraged global marketing partnerships. UEFA committed €1 billion to women’s football development between 2024 and 2030, promising upgrades to infrastructure, competitions and grassroots programmes (UEFA, 2024). National associations have built full-time professional leagues, dedicated women’s academies and improved medical and training facilities. Clubs such as FC Barcelona, Chelsea and Olympique Lyonnais allocate budgets, staff and stadium access for their women’s teams on par with their men’s sides; this not only improves performance but also signals institutional respect.
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