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Praise for The Real Madrid Revolution


“This book, like the first, will be one of the most influential books on sports ever written. It doesn’t matter if you are a soccer or Real Madrid fan, you will look at sports and business in a different way after reading this book.”


—Billy Beane, former executive vice president of baseball operations and minority owner of the Oakland Athletics


“With unprecedented behind-the-scenes access, this book is the most complete study of Real Madrid and football ever done, analyzing them both on and off the pitch.”


—David Hopkinson, former president and COO of Madison Square Garden Sports (New York Knicks and New York Rangers)


“I thoroughly enjoyed The Real Madrid Way and implemented many ideas inspired by the book to help improve the NHL Florida Panthers. This new book will do the same.”


—Matthew Caldwell, president and CEO of the Florida Panthers


“What sets this book apart from other books written about Real Madrid is the thorough research and incredible information from Steven’s complete access to the club.”


—Kiyan Sobhani, host of the Managing Madrid podcast


“The untold story of Real Madrid’s journey to winning six European Cups in ten years and their transformative impact on football.”


—Stewart Wolfenson, president of Peña Madridista Los Angeles, and D[image: image]ng Nh[image: image]t Nguyên, president of Peña Madridista Vietnam
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LA DECIMOQUINTA (THE FIFTEENTH)


ON JUNE 1, 2024, the 2023-24 UEFA Champions League Final ends in a 2–0 Real Madrid victory over Borussia Dortmund at Wembley Stadium in London, secured by goals from Dani Carvajal (assist by Toni Kroos) and Vinícius Júnior (assist by Jude Bellingham). Vinícius became the youngest player to score in two Champions League finals, surpassing Lionel Messi. He also completed eight dribbles in the match, which is the most by any player since Lionel Messi (10) against Juventus in 2015.


It is Real Madrid’s 15th—fifteenth—European Champions trophy. Almost as remarkable, for Real Madrid it is their sixth triumph in the competition in ten years: from Lisbon 2014 to London 2024. In their last nine finals in the competition, Real Madrid achieved a perfect 9-0. Since 2014, Real Madrid have won more Champions League titles (six) than the rest of the competing teams combined (Barcelona, Liverpool, Bayern Munich, Chelsea, and Man City—one title each). Real Madrid have won as many European Cups as the entire Premier League combined.


It is Florentino Pérez’s seventh European Cup (in nineteen years as president of Real Madrid), more than Santiago Bernabéu’s six (in his thirty-five years as president of Real Madrid). To put seven European Cups into perspective, AC Milan have seven in their entire history, and Liverpool and Barcelona have six and five, respectively.


Dani Carvajal, Nacho Fernández, Toni Kroos, and Luka Modrić tied Real Madrid legend Paco Gento to be the only players to win the European Cup six times. Real Madrid academy graduate Dani Carvajal is the only one of this generation to have started all six finals that he won. For manager Carlo Ancelotti, it is a record fifth success as a manager (he also won two as a player).


Real Madrid and Florentino Pérez aren’t going to get complacent. They always want and demand more because of the expectations of their fans. The titles they just won are extra motivation going forward—on and off the pitch. Real Madrid define themselves by their values and results, and in particular by their performance in the European Champions League. The pride of the community at the team’s wins is matched only by Real Madrid’s passion for doing it in their own unique way. In London, the team’s players felt the full weight of the community’s expectations, which went beyond simply winning—those expectations include never giving up. There is an intense sense of responsibility and pride that comes with representing what the community is and the values they stand for. Real Madrid’s secret to dominance on and off the pitch is the passion and values of their community members—which is where the club’s culture and sustainable economic-sport model starts and finishes.


With a crowd chanting in the background “Campeones, campeones olé, olé, olé”, Florentino said, “This legendary team has won six Champions League titles in ten years. This is the proof that nobody ever gives up with this crest and that we are capable of achieving magical things that seem impossible and that are difficult to explain. It has been an impressive season: the 15th European Cup, 36th La Liga title, and 13th Spanish Super Cup. This team has given everything and has shown that it continues to be hungry for victories and trophies. That’s why I’m already telling you that this club is working right now to fulfil a new dream, which is the 16th European Cup.”


After Cristiano Ronaldo was sold in 2018, many pundits said Real Madrid’s great era cycle was over. In 2021, many pundits said Real Madrid needed to sign Mbappé. However, Real Madrid won the 2022 and 2024 European Cups without them.


And on June 3, 2024, Real Madrid announced the signing of Mbappé. One of the best players in the world is joining the reigning champions, who have won two out of the last three European Champions League competitions and have several young leading contenders (Jude Bellingham, Vinícius Júnior) for the 2024 Ballon d’Or.


In 2024, Real Madrid also had the highest revenues on the Deloitte Football Money League rankings and were named the world’s most valuable football club in Forbes’ ranking. In addition, Real Madrid successfully completed the massive restoration of their stadium to generate the emotions and revenues which will leave their mark on Real Madrid’s future: hosting a Taylor Swift concert in May 2024, and being selected to host a NFL game in 2025. Lastly, in May 2024 a Spanish court ruled that UEFA and FIFA were practicing anti-competitive behavior, and were wrong to ban clubs from joining the European Super League—a similar decision was made by the European Court of Justice in December 2023.


Real Madrid was voted by FIFA as the Best Football Club of the twentieth century. Real Madrid will relentlessly pursue being recognized as the Best Football Club of the twenty-first century.


In many ways, 2024, on and off the pitch, was The Real Madrid Way, continued. But the period also highlights The Real Madrid Revolution.


POSTMORTEM


On May 8, 2024, as I watched in the Santiago Bernabéu Stadium, a part of me rationally thought Real Madrid couldn’t come back again to win in a semi-final of the European Champions League with just minutes remaining in the match. But somehow, I remarkably believed Real Madrid would. I sensed that the players, coaches, and everyone in attendance believed it too. I didn’t fully understand this special belief until I was lucky enough to experience it in person. Real Madrid substitute Joselu (a Real Madrid academy graduate) scored twice late (’88 and ‘90+1) to seal a stunning comeback victory in the second leg of the semi-final against Bayern Munich. Now I really understand what “Así, Así, Así gana el Madrid” truly means: “This is how Madrid wins.”
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Real Madrid, the 2024 UEFA Champions League Winners.
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Dani Carvajal’s header in 74th minute to take the lead 1-0 in the Finals of the 2024 Champions League at Wembley.
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Toni Kroos, Luka Modrić, Nacho Fernández, and Dani Carvajal (from left to right)tied Real Madrid legend Paco Gento as the only players to win the European Cup six times.
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Real Madrid’s 15th European Cup is Florentino Pérez’s 7th (in 19 years as president of Real Madrid), more than Santiago Bernabéu’s 6 (in his 35 years as president). Here he’s placing the trophy next to the 14 others in the Board Room. In the background, the FIFA Club of the 20th Century Award can be seen.


Any money that I receive for writing this book has been, and will be, donated to charity. This is true for any book that I have ever written. I did not, and do not, receive any compensation whatsoever from Real Madrid. They have not authorized or approved this book or anything that I have ever said or produced. They only provide me with access to the Real Madrid community and information. Opinions expressed are solely my own and do not express the views or opinions of Real Madrid.


I was an adjunct associate professor in the finance and economics department at Columbia University Business School and taught at Columbia University Sports Management master’s degree program. After I published several books and articles about football and advised several professional sports clubs and leagues around the world, FIFA contacted me to help them in 2020. I stopped teaching at Columbia and became a Senior Academic Advisor to FIFA. For FIFA, I primarily teach club and federation executives about strategic plans, financial business models, and corporate governance; present and perform academic research; write “business school cases”; and perform data analysis. Typically, I work for FIFA a few days per month. This book has nothing to do with my work for FIFA, and I have worked on the book during my own time. FIFA have not authorized or approved this book. Opinions expressed are solely my own and do not express the views or opinions of FIFA.


I anticipate that I will take criticism from many sides for this book. Many people have very passionate opinions regarding Real Madrid, their own favorite and rival football clubs and leagues, the sport of football, and sports generally. Even though I didn’t grow up a Real Madrid fan or even a football fan, I realize that I have biases, sympathies, and prejudices. However, I did take steps to challenge them as best I could, including research, data analysis, and actively seeking critical feedback.


I am not trying to say Real Madrid or their executives are perfect, or better or worse than any club or organization or their executives—I am providing perspective to help explain. I admire and respect many clubs and organizations and their executives. Some have read parts of the book to give me constructive feedback and respectfully disagree with some or most of my conclusions, but most admit that the book is well researched and that I raise several interesting facts (and history) that they didn’t know.


Hopefully, at least, readers will learn something new, and this book will make them think more broadly about football. As you read, keep in mind that I am using my best efforts to draw on my academic training to shed light on a fascinating topic via a scholarly framework. Readers may agree or disagree, or even feel like other aspects should be mentioned or examined further. I genuinely welcome constructive feedback. As an academic and curious person, I am always learning and trying to get to the most reasonable conclusion.


There are sections or chapters of the book that are not specifically about Real Madrid and mention other clubs, organizations, businesses, and executives. However, they are necessary information and background to put topics into context. In addition, there are sidebars throughout most of the sections. The sidebars are related topics that don’t fit the narrative but shed light on the topic discussed in the chapter. Often the sidebars relate to historical context, or an analysis of data or academic theories to illuminate an idea or help readers better understand the discussion. Lastly, I sometimes include postmortems at the end of sections or chapters to bring readers up to date.


If you have any thoughts or comments about the book, please feel free to email me at my Columbia University email: sgm2130@columbia.edu. I can’t promise that I will respond to every message, but I can promise you that I will read each one.










INTRODUCTION



SOME PEOPLE DISMISS my views about football because I didn’t grow up in a town like Liverpool or Marseille or Napoli, going to every home match with my father, or because I am not a member of a football club like Borussia Mönchengladbach or Club Atlético Osasuna. To them, I can’t understand football culture, or the hope and threat of promotion/relegation, or the true meaning of domestic leagues and cups, or how a club is interwoven into the fabric of a town. To them, I am not an authentic “fan.”


But I pay around a thousand dollars a year in subscriptions to watch my favorite clubs and competitions on TV or a device, hundreds of dollars per year to watch football clubs play in stadiums in America during the summer, and hundreds of dollars more per year on shirts and merchandise. If I’m not a fan, what am I?


And for big matches that I know will attract a raucous crowd, I often put on a team shirt and go drink, cheer, sing, and watch football at a bar (often at unusual hours in the morning in America) with other like-minded people. If we’re not fans, what are we?


Meanwhile, my friends’ Gen Z children who are passionate about their favorite clubs (but more passionate about their favorite players—whom they became attached to by playing FIFA video games) rarely watch an entire match, preferring to do other things online instead, like watch YouTube. When they do watch an entire match, it’s usually a marquee match. And they always have another device open and are doing other things (possibly viewing TikTok), waiting for the commentator’s voice to grab their attention that a goal or something dramatic happened. Then they start to share and discuss the highlight with their friends via social media. If they’re not fans, what are they?


The value of the Premier League’s international TV rights now eclipses that of the domestic TV rights. The Premier League’s U.K. and overseas TV rights for 2016–2019 were £5.34 billion and £3.1 billion, respectively. For 2022–2025, the U.K. and overseas rights are £5 billion and £5.05 billion, respectively.1 This is because there are more global fans of the Premier League than fans in the U.K. The Merseyside derby between Everton and Liverpool in June 2020, in the penultimate match in the Premier League’s first full round of fixtures since its COVID restart, set a domestic football TV audience record in the U.K.—5.5 million people watched with Sky Sports, which has around 12 million subscribers (out of a country of 67 million people) for the Premier League.2 Mean-while, Premier League matches are viewed by 200 million subscribers around the world3 and are broadcast into 880 million households in 188 countries.4 If those viewers outside the U.K. are not fans, what are they?


FANDOM AND OWNERSHIP


Since I am an academic and a researcher, I do like history and data, because they can explain or challenge conventional wisdom and folklore. So let’s apply that to the concept of fandom.


When Liverpool fans, for example, challenge my “authenticity” as a fan or share their opinions about the European Super League—while I sip Liverpool’s “official sponsor” beer, Carlsberg (from Denmark), and a “die-hard,” “multi-generation” Liverpool season ticket holder tries to sell me their ticket for three times face value (and I was told American fans were greedy)—I ask them if they even know how and why Liverpool or the Premier League were founded. Most don’t.


Before reading the answers that will probably surprise you, think about this: Liverpool have hundreds of millions of fans around the world who are passionate about the “authentic” values, culture, traditions, and history of Liverpool (the club and city are intertwined and synonymous). Most people would probably believe Liverpool are best understood by their season ticket holders. Yet in December 2020 only 5,832 of Liverpool’s 27,000 season ticket holders (out of a total capacity of around 54,000) have Liverpool postcodes (22 percent of season ticket holders, 11 percent of capacity).5


The over 19,000 season ticket holders who are not from Liverpool . . . if they’re not authentic fans, what are they?


For context, 25,647 of Everton’s 30,500 season ticket holders (out of a total capacity of around 53,000) have Liverpool postcodes (84 percent of season ticket holders, 48 percent of total capacity). Are Everton’s season ticket holders more “authentic” Liverpool than Liverpool’s?6




Liverpool and Everton Are Not Comparable


While Liverpool and Everton both play football in the Premier League in the city of Liverpool (with both stadiums less than one mile apart and being within sight of each other), Liverpool are a global brand and a global sports, marketing, media, entertainment, and content company. And, respectfully, Everton really aren’t. Everton generated €214 million in revenue during 2021–22. In comparison, Liverpool’s revenues were €702 million. In November 2023, the Premier League determined that Everton lost £124.5 million in the three-year period up to 2021–22, which exceeded the permitted threshold of £105 million, and deducted ten points from their standing. Liverpool spent over two times (2x) the player wages than Everton—and relative financial strength correlates to relative performance. Since January 2011, Everton has beaten Liverpool . . . once. In 2022–23, Liverpool finished fifth in the Premier League, and Everton finished seventeenth, one position from relegation. In many ways, Everton and Liverpool are not really comparable.





As for Real Madrid . . . Real Madrid have 60,127 season ticket holders (around 75 percent of 81,044 total stadium capacity), and 100 percent of them are socios, members who own the club and can vote on matters such as election of the club president every four years.7


So when pundits in Europe, for example, say “football belongs to the fans”—who exactly do they mean? Because I mean fans in the most inclusive way possible.


IN CASE YOU FORGOT


To illuminate all this further, let’s take a closer look at some truths about football that fans tend to overlook.


Super League


The headline: “Sunderland Chairman Has Concerns over Plans for New ‘Super League.’”8


Then-Sunderland chairman Bob Murray said: “That wouldn’t be good for the long-term future of football.”


The headline and quote were from June 1991 . . . about the English Premier League.


At the press conference in June 1991 to launch the Football Association’s “Blueprint for the Future of Football,” which backed an eighteen-club breakaway Premier League, supposedly to help England be more competitive in international competitions, Graham Taylor, then the England manager, said he had not even been consulted. At the time, he said, “I’m not totally convinced this [the Premier League] is for the betterment of the England team. I think a lot of this is based on greed.”9 (England still hasn’t won a major international competition since the 1966 World Cup, and the English Premier League has the highest percentage of foreign players than any of the Top 5 Leagues. Since the formation of the EPL, not a single English manager has won the title.)


Football author and investigations correspondent at The Guardian David Conn wrote: “This was the truth that got lost in the furor. The Premier League was a breakaway, and its purpose was to keep all the money about to flow into football.”10


While the FA and media pitched that the new breakaway league was for the good of England, representatives of the Big Five clubs (Arsenal, Everton, Liverpool, Man U, and Tottenham) were holding secret meetings with BSkyB and ITV to learn how much money the broadcasters would give them if the clubs broke away from the Football League.


In addition to being the catalyst for England to win the World Cup, the FA and media helped sell the breakaway league with the idea that the big clubs could be relegated. Conn wrote: “Nobody believes that can happen today, because everyone knows any semblance of equality has been ripped away.” Conn wrote that in . . . 2004!


In 2008–09, the gap between the sixth and seventh highest revenue earning clubs in the Premier League was just £2 million. In 2019, the revenue gap was a “record” £191 million. The gap in revenues is more than Chelsea or Liverpool or Man City spend on annual player wages! In addition, the gap between the Big Six (now Big Seven with Newcastle . . . and growing) and the rest of the Premier League clubs will only increase with the changes in the division of international TV rights revenues between clubs.


Liverpool Ownership: Who Owns Football?


In April 2021, in reaction to the announced European Super League, a Liverpool fan said, “[the owners have] ignored fans in their relentless and greedy pursuit of money. Football is ours, not theirs. Our football club is ours, not theirs. It is purely financial, cynically, greedily driven without any thoughts for the football fan, and that’s the challenge that we have.”11


Once again, respectfully, I have to ask:


Who exactly do they mean? Who does “ours” refer to, and who exactly do they mean is “the football fan”?


To put this quote into context, one needs to understand how and why Liverpool were even created. Liverpool were founded as a breakaway club (actually a for-profit company) specifically for financial reasons (some would go further and say Liverpool were founded because of “greed,” not for the “fans”).12


Wealthy beer baron and landowner John Houlding wanted to raise the rent that football club Everton FC, founded in 1878, paid to use his football pitch, called Anfield. Houlding also wanted to exclusively sell his beer on his own pitch during games. At the time, Everton were a member’s club (which Houlding belonged to), and the members thought Houlding was trying to financially exploit the club. So Houlding resigned from Everton and started his own club, Liverpool FC, to play at Anfield and sell his own beer at games.13


In 1892, Liverpool were founded as a for-profit company, instead of a member’s club, with specific rules in its Articles of Association. In fact, Liverpool were one of the first for-profit football companies in England. The idea of a major shareholder owning and controlling his own club for commercial and financial purposes was a novel concept in 1892. English members football clubs didn’t start to convert into joint-stock companies until 1888.


One Liverpool corporate rule established that: “The office of director shall not be vacated by his being concerned or participating in the profits of supplying the company with any goods or stock,” clearly so Houlding could sell his beer.14




When English Football Stopped Being “Owned” by Fans; Spain and German Ownership Rules


The first English members football club to convert into a joint-stock company were Birmingham City in 1888. The English football clubs primarily converted to for-profit private companies to raise capital to buy land, build and improve stands and stadiums, and fund losses due to paying more in players’ salaries than revenues generated (the FA legalized paying players in 1885). Once players started legally getting paid, football started a transition in search of more and more money and revenues to help fund getting better players who cost more money.


After Birmingham City converted in 1888, more English clubs converted, and by 1921, eighty-four of the eighty-six Football League’s clubs had converted to private companies. The average share price and valuation was often too high for the average working-class supporter, and most clubs lost money (primarily because player wages were higher than revenues) and required capital calls. Therefore, typically, shares were concentrated with a few wealthy local businessmen, many of whom had businesses that benefited from the club and/or were involved in club and/or local politics.15


Over time, the owners kept looking for more and more money, and even kept changing the rules accordingly. For example, in 1983, the Big Five (Arsenal, Everton, Liverpool, Man U, and Tottenham) got the league rules changed so that home clubs got to keep all gate money instead of sharing it with the visitors—and from that moment clubs who regularly filled big stadiums got more money. But it wasn’t enough. The football club owners eventually changed from a few wealthy local businessmen to foreign billionaires.16


The arrival of foreign owners, together with the growing interest in football, led to higher ticket prices as both demand and the cost of football matches (player salaries) increased and often the supply of seats decreased with new stadium safety regulations. Some of the local fans were unable to afford the higher ticket prices, and this negatively impacted their sense of belonging. Their marginalization increased as stadiums were remodeled into new “consumer cathedrals,” and terraces and standing tiers with discounted tickets were removed—an unintended consequence of safety protocols in the 1990s.


Recently, as we’ll examine in depth in chapter four, ownership has been changing to closely government-related, private equity, and multi-club ownership models. The transition happened because of the amounts of money required and at risk. Football became a big business and more about entertainment and brands than just sport—especially for the top clubs.


Spain


Fans “owned” their football clubs for much longer in Spain than in England, and some fans there still do own their club. In Spain, before 1990, Spanish football clubs were structured as mutual organizations owned by, and run for, the benefit of their members. By the 1980s, poor financial management, such as spending too much money on players and having too much debt, threatened the financial viability of almost every club. With uncertainty about who was accountable in the event of default of debt by a club (many members thought a local government entity would bail out their club), in 1990, the Spanish government intervened and created Sports Law 10/1990 to regulate the legal structures of the clubs. The regulation required all clubs that could not prove they were financially viable, with a positive balance in their accounts during the 1985–86 season, to convert into what is called a Sociedad Anónima Deportiva (SAD), which is like a limited liability company (LLC), to increase financial accountability.


The SAD structure still did not prevent the clubs from being financially irresponsible and borrowing too much money, but now most people recognize that it is the SAD entity that is accountable. Initially, the ownerships of the SADs were very diverse, but over time ownership became concentrated, so that today most SADs are controlled by high net worth individuals.


Of the forty-two professional clubs in Spain, only Real Madrid, Barcelona, Athletic Bilbao, and Osasuna were able to prove they were financially viable, and therefore stay as not-for-profit member-owned clubs. These clubs had to develop sustainable economic-sport models, since they didn’t have wealthy owners to support them.


According to the Sports Law 10/1990, the elected president and board of directors of not-for-profit member-owned clubs must personally pledge 15 percent of total expenses and assume 100 percent of losses. This legal provision was added to increase the financial accountability and responsibility of the member-owned clubs. One of the unintended consequences of the regulation, combined with Real Madrid’s incredible financial success, is that only a very wealthy individual, thus someone from a very limited pool of candidates, can meet the personal guarantee to run for president of the club.17


Germany


Prior to 1998, football clubs in Germany were owned exclusively by members’ associations. This meant that clubs were run as not-for-profit organizations, and private ownership was not allowed. This changed following a ruling by the German Football Association (DFB) in October 1998, which allowed clubs to convert their football teams into public or private limited companies. However, the parent club’s members had to own at least 50 percent plus one additional share of the football company (“50+1 rule”), ensuring that the club’s members still hold a majority of voting rights.18 For example, Audi, Adidas, and Allianz each own an 8.33 percent stake in Bayern Munich, with the remaining 75 percent owned by the fans. While Borussia Dortmund are listed on the German stock exchange and 67 percent of the club’s shares are freely floated and theoretically can be purchased by anyone, the members still have control of the club.19 Borussia Mönchengladbach (Gladbach) is 100 percent owned by members.20


The 50+1 rule is not without its detractors in Germany, with critics pointing out that it discourages major investment on a scale that would perhaps help German clubs better compete with Premier League sides. Honorary Bayern Munich president Uli Hoeness (a former player, general manager, and president of Bayern Munich) said he wished Germany would relax its 50+1 regulation because he believes Bayern Munich risk falling behind internationally.21


On March 7, 2023, Chelsea beat Borussia Dortmund 2–1 on aggregate in the Round of 16 in the Champions League. According to transfermarkt.com, Chelsea’s squad had a value of €1.03 billion and Borussia Dortmund’s was €522 million. Chelsea spent around £323 million on new players in the January 2023 transfer window. Ironically, some fans in England want the Premier League to adopt a 50+1 rule to have more control over their clubs—one potential consequence could be lower squad values and a competitive disadvantage to clubs not subject to the rule (note this would place Premier League clubs on more of a comparable organizational structure footing to Real Madrid, Barcelona, and Bayern Munich).





Houlding also socially engineered the identity of early Liverpool FC. He wanted active Conservatives and freemasons from masonic lodges to be shareholders.


Another rule Houlding put in the Liverpool Articles of Association was that “The Executive Committee should have sole control over the ground and finances, power to engage players, arrange fixtures and of all matters including the election of members during its year in office.” Obviously, Houlding specifically didn’t want “members” or “fans” to have a vote like at Everton FC, which was then a member’s club where each member had a vote.


The Athletic News described the shareholders of Liverpool FC as “a few private gentlemen, who will meet when it pleases them, and let the public know just as much of their affairs as they may choose to communicate.”—in May 1899!


Liverpool were never a members’ club, or “owned” by the fans. So, when a Liverpool fan, for example, tells me “Liverpool belongs to the fans,” I must ask, “Since when?” And who exactly do they mean when they say “fans,” especially since the vast majority live outside Liverpool and the U.K.?


In 2022, in response to fan protests over their involvement in the European Super League, Liverpool announced changes in their Articles of Association providing a role for “fans” in the club’s decision-making processes.


The history and tradition of all big football leagues and clubs were built with many motivations—including money and power.


THE REAL MADRID WAY


Real Madrid have always been owned by socios (members) who vote to elect their president every four years and on other key matters, including the budget. Real Madrid talk about fans owning football because, steeped into their history, ethos, and legal organizational structure . . . they do.


Real Madrid need a sustainable economic-sport model because they are owned by socios—not a billionaire or a state-sponsored entity. Real Madrid were the only club in the Top 5 Leagues to report profits each year during the pandemic. As of June 30th 2023, Real Madrid have negative net debt (meaning more cash than debt), excluding financing of the stadium remodeling project.


Real Madrid have been in all twenty-four European Champions League tournaments since reforms were implemented in 1999–2000 to include up to four clubs per country. And Real Madrid won seven of them (2000, ’02, ’14, ’16, ’17, ’18, ’22, ’24). Liverpool have been in fourteen tournaments (won two), and Everton have been in one (reached the third qualifying round in 2005–06 before losing to Villarreal).22


In 2014, I was granted unprecedented behind-the-scenes access to Real Madrid to write a book that revealed their fascinating secrets to success, which I titled The Real Madrid Way: How Values Created the Most Successful Team on the Planet. At the time, I was a complete outsider. I grew up and lived in the United States, had worked in finance and consulting, had a PhD in sociology, taught in the finance and economics department at a business school, didn’t speak Spanish, and knew very little about European professional football and Real Madrid.23 I, and almost everyone else I met in sports, was surprised that Real Madrid gave me, of all people, such access.24 Fortunately, sports executive icons Billy Beane, Sir Alex Ferguson, and David Stern provided comments and feedback on my book to help me.


My primary reasons for writing the book were intellectual curiosity and academic contribution. After reading Michael Lewis’s Moneyball, and watching the film based on it, I wanted to answer the question: What are the secrets to building a successful sports team?


I became the first researcher to be given access to rigorously analyze both the on-the-field and business aspects of such a big and successful sports team. What I learned was completely unexpected, and challenged the conventional wisdom that moneyball-fueled data analytics are the primary instruments of success in sports. Instead, Real Madrid’s winning formula, both on and off the pitch, from player selection to financial management, is based on aligning strategy with the culture and values of its fan base.


Chasing the most talented (and most expensive) players can be a recipe for a winning record, but also financial disaster, as it was for Real Madrid in the late 1990s. Real Madrid’s current executives believe that the club exists to serve the Real Madrid community. They discovered that their fans care more about why the team exists, how their club wins, and whom it wins with versus just winning. The why, how, and who create a community brand and identity, and inspire extraordinary passion and loyalty, which has led to amazing marketing and commercial success—in turn, attracting and paying for the best players in the world, with the values the fans expect. The club’s values and culture also provide a powerful environment for these best players to work together to win trophies.


Since I started my research for the original book, Real Madrid won the UEFA European Champions League six times (2014, 2016, 2017, 2018, 2022, and 2024).25 I reflected on the last eight years and asked myself if enough things had changed to merit a sequel to the book.


While many players were no longer with the club (Bale, Ramos, Ronaldo) when I started my research for this book, many new players had joined (Bellingham, Rodrygo, Valverde, Vinícius Júnior), and some remained (Carvajal, Kroos, Modrić, and Nacho). The on-the-pitch results didn’t seem to change that much. Real Madrid won more trophies.26 Real Madrid players won more Ballon d’Or trophies (Benzema, Modrić, and Ronaldo).


Real Madrid were still owned by approximately 94,000 socios (members), and still elected the club’s president and board of directors every four years.27 Florentino Pérez was still president.


Most senior executives (José Ángel Sánchez, Manuel Redondo, Emilio Butragueño, Carlos Ocaña) and board members (Eduardo Fernández, Pedro López, Enrique Sánchez) were still at the club, and the off-the-pitch results didn’t seem to change that much either. In 2021–22, Real Madrid still had a very strong financial position, and one of the best balance sheets in football.28 They were profitable, even during COVID, and had a negative net debt (debt minus cash), meaning Real Madrid had more cash than debt, excluding financing of the stadium remodeling project.29


Real Madrid still had the highest number of football shirts sold on Amazon and the highest number of social media followers (over 550 million).30 In 2014–15, Real Madrid were #1 in the Deloitte Football Money League Rankings, with €577 million in revenues. (The Deloitte Football Money League is an annual ranking of football clubs by revenue generated from football operations by the accountancy firm Deloitte.)


And in 2020–21, they were #2 with €641 million in revenues, just €4 million shy of Manchester . . . City. (Real Madrid ranked #1 in Deloitte Football Money League 2022/23.)


That is right: not Manchester United (Man U), but Man City.31


In 2008–09, Man City were ranked #19 in the Deloitte Football Money League Rankings. In 2008, the Abu Dhabi United Group, controlled by Sheikh Mansour, the deputy prime minister of the United Arab Emirates (UAE), acquired a controlling stake in Man City.32 Man City’s parent, City Football Group (CFG), has become a multi-club owner, owning stakes in over a dozen football clubs around the world. In twelve years, Man City became #1 in revenues. In 2022, the CIES Football Observatory added up the transfer fees paid by the “Cityzens” over the last ten years and arrived at a total of €1.7 billion.33


Table 0.1: Deloitte Football Money League Rankings
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In addition, in 2008–09 Paris Saint-Germain (PSG) were ranked #21. In 2011, Qatar Sports Investments (QSI), a sports fund of the Qatar government (note QSI is separate from Qatar Investment Authority [QIA], which is the state-run sovereign-wealth fund of Qatar), purchased a controlling stake in PSG.34 By 2020–21, PSG had moved up to #6. And PSG also are pursuing a multi-club ownership model.


IMPACT OF THE ENGLISH PREMIER LEAGUE


The Premier League is by far the most successful football league in selling TV rights—both domestically and internationally. The Top 5 Leagues in football are England’s Premier League, Germany’s Bundesliga, Spain’s LaLiga, Italy’s Serie A, and France’s Ligue 1.35 According to Deloitte, in 2020–21, the Premier League had €5.5 billion in revenue, the Bundesliga €3.0 billion, LaLiga €2.95 billion, Serie A €2.5 billion, and Ligue 1 €1.6 billion.36


Table 0.2: Deloitte League Revenues in 2020–2021
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Domestically, Sky has around twelve million subscribers for the Premier League. People in Spain don’t watch as much TV as people in the U.K., so they don’t subscribe or pay as much for TV subscriptions.37 In addition, the average annual income in the U.K. is around $49,000 compared to around $32,000 in Spain (and $76,000 in the U.S.).38 In Spain, Movistar, which has the rights to LaLiga, has only about three million subscribers (one-third of England’s), even though Spain has 70 percent of England’s population (forty-seven million in Spain and sixty-seven million in the U.K.).39


Internationally, the Premier League dominates. The Premier League’s annual international TV rights revenues are €1.6 billion, LaLiga’s €897 million, Bundesliga’s €240 million, and Ligue 1’s only €80 million.40 In contrast to the recent increase of the overall English broadcast deals (driven by international growth), the French, German, and Italian leagues have all seen a drop.41


In The Real Madrid Way, I mentioned a key challenge to Real Madrid and professional domestic football leagues: the Premier League was developing into the NBA of football, and would or could make the other professional leagues (as well as their domestic clubs) less relevant. In 2015, LaLiga president Javier Tebas said, “We run the risk of having the Premier League become the NBA of football in the next five years, with the rest of European leagues turning into secondary tournaments.”42 The significant difference in revenues has led to a significant difference in player salaries (and presumably talent), with the Premier League having total salaries of €3.9 billion, almost double that of Bundesliga’s €1.95 billion.


According to Off The Pitch’s player salaries database, the median Premier League basic guaranteed player salary among 530 players in the twenty first-team squads was €3.1 million, in mid-November 2022. The second best–paid league was Serie A with €1.1 million (35 percent of the Premier League’s).43 The data for LaLiga—which finished fourth—shows a median salary of €837,520 for 498 first-team players (27 percent of the Premier League’s).44


Table 0.3: Top 5 Median Player Salaries by League in Mid-November 2022
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SOURCE: Off The Pitch Player Salary Data


Beyond player salaries, as the following chart shows, Premier League clubs spent almost four times the next highest league in player transfer fees. In terms of net spending (transfer revenue minus spending), the Premier League, with its negative net transfer balance of €2.1 billion, is significantly higher than rival leagues—none of which had a collective net spend of more than negative €52 million. The massive spending difference highlights a dangerous imbalance in European football. If sustained, all other leagues could eventually become “farm leagues” for the Premier League, and the integrity of European competitions will inevitably suffer.


Table: 0.4 Transfer Spending and Revenue of Clubs from the Top 5 Leagues in 2022–23
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SOURCE: Transfermarkt.com


With such a disparity, one must wonder, “How can a club in another league compete against a Premier League club in a European competition—especially if the Premier League club has closely government-related ownership with almost unlimited resources?”45 In 2023, Daniel Levy, chairman of Tottenham, addressed this issue: “The landscape of the Premier League has changed significantly in the last decade. It is understandable that some fans call for more spending, much of which is unsustainable for many clubs. We are competing in a league in which we have seen increased sovereign wealth ownership and consortia finance; and in a league where the spending power is now vested in the hands of a few who dominate and have the ability to distort the market.”46 And Levy was just talking about within the Premier League—what about the clubs outside the league?


While PSG have been able to rise quickly in the Deloitte Football Money League Rankings even with France’s Ligue 1 TV contract being the lowest, what are the consequences? In a January 2023 interview with Off The Pitch, Tebas said he “doesn’t mind that the [Qatari] state owns PSG . . . What I do care about is that they keep running the club at a loss and injecting money that has nothing to do with football into it . . . This generates massive inflation in terms of salaries and players, which generates a domino effect and result in losses in other clubs.”47 Many suspect that some clubs are artificially inflating the values of the contracts with sponsors (especially those they directly or indirectly control or influence) to boost revenues to circumvent Financial Fair Play rules and enable them to spend more on players, hence inflating the player salaries.


Overall player wages are growing faster than overall revenues. According to a 2023 report, UEFA president Aleksander Čeferin wrote: “Despite the unprecedented turmoil of recent years, wages have continued to grow, rising on average by 16 per cent compared to pre-pandemic standards. Top-division players’ salaries, for example, have more than doubled during the past decade. And while this is not a negative trend per se, it is clear that many are compromising their economic sustainability in their reckless pursuit of success.” One must wonder if this would be as true if Financial Fair Play (FFP) were consistently applied and rigorously enforced.


Continuing the trend of closely government-related ownership, in 2021, Saudi Arabia’s sovereign wealth fund, PIF, bought control of Premier League club Newcastle United (Newcastle). Saudi Arabia’s GDP is around twice as much as UAE’s and four times as much as Qatar’s. Newcastle fans celebrated wildly outside St James’s Park after the £305 million Saudi fund takeover was confirmed.48 The Saudi fund take-over means Newcastle now boast the richest owners in football. Legendary Newcastle striker Alan Shearer led the celebrations on social media. He tweeted: “Yesssssssss. We can dare to hope again.”


But not all were celebrating and heralding news of the takeover. BBC Match of the Day host and former top player Gary Lineker tweeted: “Football fans want their clubs to succeed, but at what price? The dilemma facing @NUFC supporters.” It’s a dilemma that goes well beyond a club’s, and their supporters’, values. It can go to the integrity of competition.


On November 18, 2022, around the time I started my research for this book, Off The Pitch wrote: “Manchester City have climbed to the top: Highest revenue-generating football club in the world . . . Well-established giants like Real Madrid, FC Barcelona, and Manchester United have been surpassed in just a few years by the Abu Dhabi-owned club. Could Newcastle United be the next?”49 Based on Man City and PSG’s rise, I thought to myself, “Probably.” I looked at the Premier League standings, and Newcastle had already broken into the “Big Six.”50 And then I wondered, “How can a Premier League club compete with a Premier League club that has closely government-related ownership with almost unlimited resources?”


In his January 2023 interview with Off The Pitch, Tebas expressed his continued concerns about the Premier League. He said, “What I’m worried about is the Premier League, and I’ve been worried for many years now . . . But now it’s converted into a competition that has losses all year. All clubs lose money. There is no sustainability in the Premier League. The Premier League is not a financially sustainable model.” Leicester City are often referred to as one of the best-run clubs in the Premier League. Everyone wants to talk about how Leicester City overcame 5,000-to-1 odds to win the Premier League trophy in 2015–16. No one wants to talk about this: Leicester City have reported a record loss of £92.5 million for the 2021–22 financial year, following deficits of £31.2 million in 2020–21, £67.3 million in 2019–20, and £20 million in 2018–19. And after the 2022–23 season, Leicester City were relegated—winning just nine of their thirty-eight league matches. But it’s not just the clubs in the Premier League that don’t have a financially sustainable model. Most clubs in most leagues don’t.


SATURATION


Putting aside financial sustainability, on Wednesday, February 15, 2023, I looked at the possible football matches to watch on TV: Borussia Dortmund versus Chelsea in the UEFA Champions League Round of 16, Club Brugge versus Benfica in the UEFA Champions League Round of 16, Arsenal versus Man City in the Premier League, and Real Madrid versus Elche in LaLiga.51 A Premier League regular season match’s global viewer ratings easily beat the UEFA Champions League Round of 16 matches!!—and the LaLiga match with Real Madrid came in dead last. So UEFA, LaLiga, Real Madrid, and other leagues, competitions, and clubs should be very concerned about the Premier League. In addition, the sport of football should also be concerned with the saturation of matches . . . on a Wednesday.



OWNERSHIP CHANGES



Back to ownership. Changes in the types of owners hasn’t been restricted to closely government-related entities—private equity giants (Arctos, Ares, Clearlake, CVC, Eldridge, Oaktree, RedBird, Silver Lake, Sixth Street, 777 Partners) are among those that have recently purchased stakes in European football clubs or their future rights to revenues or European football leagues. In 2018, private equity investment in European football’s Top 5 Leagues amounted to €66.7 million.


In 2022, investment firm Eldridge’s Todd Boehly and Clearlake Capital, a U.S.-based private equity firm, purchased Chelsea for a commitment of up to £4.25 billion, after they were put up for sale by Roman Abramovich.52 It was the highest price ever paid for a sports team at the time. The transfer of Chelsea from a Russian oligarch to a U.S. institutional investor group highlights a wider shift in the market for football clubs: (1) assets that were once the loss-making trophies of tycoons are increasingly being seen as financial opportunities with the potential for attractive investment returns and (2) the prices are so high, and investments required so large, that fewer individual tycoons could afford them (it even took at least two private equity funds to buy Chelsea).


Intriguingly, government-related entities, sovereign wealth funds, and PE (private equity) funds are not allowed to buy control of major sports franchises in the U.S. (NFL, NBA, MLB, NHL) but could do as they liked in Europe. And there is a fundamental difference between U.S. and European sports ownership—if the team is in last place in the middle of the season in a major U.S. sport, the owner doesn’t have to worry about relegation and the significant negative financial consequences. A European football club owner in that situation feels intense pressure—and one way to solve that pressure is through the transfer market. A PE fund, as a manager of money, will be under even more pressure with the prospect of lost revenues due to relegation—which can lead to irrational transfer prices. And it’s not just relegation risk—it can be missing the qualification and money of the European Champions League. Chelsea’s January 2023 spending alone amounted to £323 million—more than the combined spending by clubs in Serie A, LaLiga, Bundesliga, and Ligue 1 during the winter transfer window. (Chelsea have now spent more than €1.1 billion in the last three transfer windows—so it’s not as simple as saying it’s Man City, PSG, and the Middle East that are distorting the market.) Chelsea and Liverpool are going to miss out on at least £50 million of prize money and participation fees because of their twelfth and fifth place Premier League finishes in 2022–23, respectively (Saudi Arabia PIF’s Newcastle finished fourth).53 In addition, there could be significant commercial consequences because many sponsors include performance-related add-ons. Chelsea’s and Liverpool’s budgets for their squads will be affected as FFP relates to revenues.


After the price of the Chelsea sale was announced, Liverpool and Man U confirmed reports that they were talking to potential buyers. Closely government-related entities and big private equity firms are among the most interested potential buyers—even if they own stakes in other clubs. Gary Neville, an English football pundit who spent his entire playing career with Man U, was asked for his stance on a potential Qatari-led takeover of Man U on his podcast with Sky Sports, and he said, “The horse has bolted in that respect . . . We can talk about state ownership at Man United but we have already got two state-funded clubs in Newcastle and Man City. They’ve been allowed to come in already, so I find it difficult to say Man United shouldn’t, on the other hand, have a Qatari ownership . . . There’s a feeling they want an ownership that can compete with the Middle East estates we have in this league . . . which is Saudi Arabia at Newcastle and Abu Dhabi at Man City.” I couldn’t help but think there are a limited number of countries in the Middle East, so what about those Premier League clubs (or other clubs in Europe) that don’t have closely government-related ownership—what about the integrity of competition?


Closely government-related and big private equity firms can have two different primary motivations. Private equity firms have the primary financial incentive to generate an attractive return for their investors. (Remarkably, Financial Fair Play made it safer for those with financial incentives, like American owners, to buy clubs. According to the rules, competing billionaires couldn’t just spend whatever they wanted anymore. There were limits. Also, theoretically, the clubs with already established global brands and revenue sources were more protected from free-spending new entrants.) Closely government-related entities often have political and/or other purposes in addition to generating investment returns. (This is not to say they are mutually exclusive.)54


FIFA executives have argued that private equity investors may, over time, gain enough commercial power to force a future breakaway, akin to the Super League project.55 And while some closely government-related entities may have political and/or other motivations, some are selling stakes to private equity owners. Private equity firm Silver Lake owns a stake in Man City’s parent group. In 2023, PSG sold an up to 12.5 percent stake to U.S. private equity group Arctos Partners. Saudi Arabia’s PIF fund owns a 5 percent stake in Clearlake, one of the owners of Chelsea.56 Private equity’s purchases of minority stakes in clubs controlled by closely government-related entities or vice versa will impact the dynamics and motivations.


And it’s not just government-related or private equity ownership. When I looked at the Premier League table, another club was trying to crash the Big Six (now Big Seven with Newcastle) party—the Wolver-hampton Wanderers (Wolves). Essentially, there already is a breakaway league within the Premier League of the Big Six clubs and Newcastle . . . and it’s growing. In 2016, the Wolves were taken over by a large Chinese conglomerate, Fosun. But there is an interesting twist. Fosun also owns a stake in the football agency of super-agent Jorge Mendes (Cristiano Ronaldo’s agent). Many of the Wolves’ managers and players have a close connection with Mendes. As we’ll see in chapter five, super-agents have a lot more money, power, influence . . . and potential and/or perceived conflicts. In another example, in 2017, LaLiga’s Girona became 44.3 percent owned by super-agent Pere Guardiola (Man City manager Pep Guardiola’s brother) and 44.3 percent owned by Man City’s parent. Man City’s parent, City Football Group, has a multi-club ownership model, of which Girona is now a member. In the 2023–24 season, Girona was ahead of Barcelona in the tables. Today, City Football Group is the world’s leading private owner and operator of football clubs, with total or partial ownership of thirteen football clubs in major cities across the world (at the time, Girona was its sixth club).


Multi-club ownership has proliferated, in part, due to a key decision by UEFA. At the end of the 2016–2017 season, both Red Bull Leipzig (Germany) and FC Red Bull Salzburg (Austria) qualified on merit from their respective leagues for the UEFA Champions League 2017–18 season. Since both clubs are ultimately funded in some manner by Red Bull, many believed UEFA would exclude one of the clubs from the Champions League to maintain the integrity of the competition. However, UEFA allowed both clubs to participate. Since the decision, multi-club ownership has grown significantly. Man City and several private equity firms own stakes in multiple clubs (and Chelsea announced they will pursue a multi-club model).57 I then started to wonder, what if people or entities closely connected to the same Middle Eastern governments or private equity firms purchased clubs? For example, could two princes from the same Middle East royal family own stakes in two Big Six clubs in the Premier League and compete in the Champions League?58 The brothers could claim they are technically independent, like the two Red Bull clubs, and that at least they don’t have the same direct brand association as Red Bull. What if the princes or funds they were associated with also were major investors in private equity firms that controlled other football clubs? Over time, a few closely government-related entities and people could gain enough control over the biggest clubs, providing them with much more power and influence over football.


Private equity ownership has many consequences and likely will lead to changes in football. The investment firms need to generate attractive returns, and that means they need to increase cash flows.59 Boehly suggested the Premier League introduce an all-star game like those featured in a variety of major sports in the United States. When a reporter put the idea to Liverpool’s Jürgen Klopp for his reaction, the manager said, “He [Boehly] doesn’t wait long. Great. When he finds a date for that, he can call me . . . Does he want to bring the Harlem Globetrotters as well and let them play against a football team?” The congested calendar Klopp raised is an important issue as clubs, leagues, and federations try to generate more TV revenues . . . which typically means more matches to sell to broadcasters. Meanwhile, the quality of matches and players’ performance can suffer with so many matches.


Boehly admitted that there’s a cultural aspect in football that’s real that will resist change, though he predicted “there’s going to be an evolution.”60 The owners of the Big Five in England in the 1990s came to the same conclusion, which led to the breakaway Premier League. And those owners didn’t have the pressure of paying such high prices for their clubs with capital from institutional investors who have attractive financial return expectations. They also were not competing with closely government-related entities and multi-club owners.


Keep in mind, in the midst of new closely government-related entity and private equity and multi-club owners, Real Madrid are still a members-owned club. Currently, Real Madrid can’t sell a stake or raise equity to fund player signings. And it would be challenging for Real Madrid to pursue a multi-club ownership model for financial and other reasons, including the fact that most of the members that I interviewed don’t believe in having different tiers of clubs, i.e., a parent club and feeder club. If you are a fan of a parent club then you may feel you are lucky, but you probably do not feel as lucky if you are a fan of a feeder club, as you watch your best players moved to the parent club.61


The changes in ownership (not to mention the announcement of the European Super League and subsequent reactions and opinions) led me to believe some things really have changed and deserved further investigation. What I learned is completely unexpected.


In this book we’ll consider the serious systemic changes going on in football:


•Football is starting to lose the global entertainment battle against other sports and platforms.


•Closely government-related, private equity, and multi-club ownership models have proliferated (including how commercial revenues from closely affiliated sponsors can be inflated to circumvent Financial Fair Play and how people/entities with many roles can have at least perceived conflicts of interest).


•While broadcasting revenues have grown in the past but may have peaked, player salaries and infrastructure costs have grown even faster, making the economic model for the majority of clubs even more unsustainable and riskier.


•The Premier League is becoming “the NBA of football” (and the Big Six and Newcastle and growing are already effectively in their own breakaway league, from the other Premier League clubs).


•The few dominant clubs with global brands in the other (non–Premier League) Top 5 Leagues have further separated themselves, both financially and in performance, from the domestic clubs who primarily rely on league broadcasting revenues and from most others in the Champions League. Which makes matches less exciting and league winners/Champions League qualifiers more predictable.


•There is pushback from local, multi-generation, hard-core, season-ticket-holder club fans against global capitalism and newer, much larger-in-numbers, global club fans (and new young fans) who are not as tethered to local rivalries and have never been to the stadium.62


•Calendars and competitions seem more congested, while the physical intensity required by players has increased, driven in part by FIFA and UEFA continually expanding tournaments. This results in more player injuries because of the correlation between number of matches, play intensity, and injuries.


•Football’s regulation system has been exposed as a patchwork of rules that often differ by jurisdiction, are inconsistently enforced, and are often challenged in courts. FIFA, UEFA, leagues, clubs, and players often have conflicting interests.


•FIFA and UEFA have been exposed as controlling the multibillion-dollar transnational activity of football (including the regulatory function over clubs, the moneymaking hosting of tournaments function utilizing clubs, and the judiciary and discipline function over clubs) but being subject to limited regulation or oversight (including over potential conflicts).


•Super-agents are making more money with increasing player transfer fees and salaries and have more power than ever, as well as more influence with clubs.


•Players have essentially become global brands, and many make more money than the profits of their clubs. This trend includes video games leading to more player recognition and more educated fans.


•Football media has become immediate news, with limited editorial oversight (including fans’ fascination with transfers and individual players’ money and lives, and more people getting their sports news via YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok).


•A spending spree thrust Saudi Arabia football onto the global stage. This led to the Saudi Pro League signing superstar players; an SPL club reaching the 2022 FIFA Club World Cup final; Saudi Arabia beating Argentina in the 2022 World Cup; and Newcastle, controlled by Saudi’s Public Investment Fund, finishing fourth in the 2022–23 Premier League standings and qualifying for the European Champions League.


In addition, there are serious systemic changes going on more broadly in sports, entertainment, and content:


•Consumers have new and over-the-top platforms to watch entertainment.


•An increasing use of data capture, analytics, and management, both on and off the pitch, is leading to questions over who owns player data, and an increasingly more educated fan base.


•The way that fans engage with the sport is changing under the influence of factors like storytelling, social media, video games, and fan tokens. Fan experiences are planned based on key ingredients of participation, community and togetherness, gamification and rewards, and real-time data visualization.


•Viewership is changing, not only in terms of demographics, but with viewing behaviors like having multiple screens active at one time and snippet consumption.


•Changing experience expectations among fans, including better stadium experiences, has led more sports teams to recognize the value in building and owning and/or modernizing their own stadiums and arenas rather than leasing them.


•Sports organizations are becoming increasingly uncomfortable with their association with, and revenues from, betting companies.


•Women’s sports and women athletes are increasing in popularity and influence.


Some of these systemic changes, which we’ll look at in chapters five and six, may put football at risk of no longer being the world’s most popular sport to watch—unless football adapts and innovates.


Do you think the idea that one day football couldn’t be the most popular sport in the world to watch is crazy? It wasn’t too long ago that baseball was the most popular sport in the United States to watch (baseball was referred to as “America’s pastime”). Today, baseball is third behind American football and basketball.63 Technology, sports viewership, and experience expectations changed rapidly. Baseball didn’t modernize or innovate enough (or fast enough).


There are rapid changes in technology, viewership, and experience expectations. Gen Z’s overall interest in attending live sports games and watching them on TV is significantly lower than that of older generations.64 The future of football depends on its fans, so as fans change their behaviors, it is essential that football adapts. Will football modernize or innovate enough (or fast enough) for the reality of today’s world and for future generations?


This book is an invaluable inside look at the systemic changes going on in football, and more broadly, sports, entertainment, and content and how Real Madrid are trying to innovate for football—and themselves—to stay ahead. I discovered the two are more intertwined than you think.


REAL MADRID: BACKGROUND


In my background research, I learned that Real Madrid have always been a leader in innovation. Real Madrid helped create Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA), the European Cup, and later the UEFA Champions League to help football—and themselves. Both football and Real Madrid benefited tremendously.


On May 21, 1904, FIFA was founded by the football federations of Belgium, Denmark, France, the Netherlands, Sweden, Switzerland, and—Real Madrid (England was not a founding federation).65 Real Madrid were the only club to help create FIFA; the other founders were federations of countries.66 Carlos Padrós, the president of Madrid Football Club (which later became Real Madrid), was a key driving force behind the creation of FIFA.67 The Royal Spanish Football Federation (RFEF) was not founded until 1913, and therefore Spain only became an official member of FIFA at that time. Padrós and the other founders wanted to protect, develop, and grow football around the world. They believed sports governance was required to oversee international competition among national associations. FIFA then introduced the World Cup in 1930.68


In the mid-1950s, Santiago Bernabéu, the president of Real Madrid, supported and helped create the European Cup (which later became the UEFA Champions League) with the owner of and journalists from French newspaper L’Équipe. Bernabéu wanted to showcase his club (with star players such as Alfredo Di Stéfano) and their then 124,000-capacity stadium in a European competition (back then most stadiums had large standing sections). He also wanted to build the Real Madrid brand beyond Spain—which would generate more revenues and allow the club to attract and retain the best players from around the world.69 The idea for a sixteen-team European tournament was taken to FIFA, who liked it but asked UEFA (which was just founded in 1954) to take the reins.70 UEFA initially refused because they couldn’t see why federations should organize club competitions, and so for a while Bernabéu helped lead the European Cup Organizing Committee—and both football and Real Madrid benefited greatly.71 However, at the behest of FIFA, UEFA finally decided to take over the European Cup. England’s Football League ruled that their clubs should not participate, but in 1956–57 Man U ignored the ruling and participated. Real Madrid would go on to win the first five European Cups (1955–1960) and have won fifteen in total so far.72


In the late 1980s and early 1990s, Real Madrid’s president Ramón Mendoza, AC Milan’s owner Silvio Berlusconi, and Glasgow Rangers’ secretary Campbell Ogilvie proposed a new competition with a single round-robin format, called “the Super League,” to UEFA. They believed that the competition would be more attractive for international television broadcasters, would allow the contestant teams to earn more guaranteed income, and would give the contestant teams more possibilities to progress through the competition. That didn’t happen, but the idea—and the threat—directly led to the evolution of the European Cup to the Champions League in 1992–93.


In 1998, Real Madrid led a push by big clubs for UEFA to reform the Champions League, including an increase from twenty-four to thirty-two teams and more Champions League places going to the continent’s strongest leagues. Revenues and viewership increased significantly—and again both football and Real Madrid benefited greatly.


In 1998, Real Madrid were also a key founder of the G-14, fourteen leading clubs to provide a unified voice in negotiations with UEFA and FIFA, which led to clubs finally being compensated when their players played international matches.73


In my previous book about Real Madrid, I explain how Bernabéu developed in the 1950s what I believe was the first sustainable economic-sport model. However, after winning the first five European Cups (1955–1960), Real Madrid won only one European Cup in the next thirty-eight years. Many European football clubs copied and improved upon Real Madrid’s economic-sport model, and Real Madrid didn’t continue to innovate to stay ahead. The current senior executives of Real Madrid have not made that mistake.


Of all the football clubs, Real Madrid have made the most consistent and significant contributions to football. Presidents of Real Madrid have been visionaries and key drivers of improvements and innovations in football—which have also benefited Real Madrid.


. . . which leads us to today (and the elephant in the room).



THE EUROPEAN SUPER LEAGUE



In late 2020, rumors began about a European Super League project. Real Madrid president Florentino Pérez had discussions with other clubs in Europe about new reforms for the Champions League or the idea of a breakaway competition. The talks became more serious as the COVID-19 pandemic made football’s structural problems worse (which was essentially the title of a 2021 article published by the World Economic Forum). JPMorgan allegedly pledged €3.5 billion toward its formation.


In April 2021, leaks about the potential formation of a European Super League prematurely forced a rushed press release by twelve clubs who had agreed to be involved, including six English clubs (Arsenal, Chelsea, Liverpool, Man City, Man U, and Tottenham), three Italian clubs (AC Milan, Inter Milan, and Juventus), and three Spanish clubs (Atlético Madrid, Barcelona, and Real Madrid).74 The leadership was Florentino Pérez as chairman, and two vice chairmen (Juventus chairman Andrea Agnelli and Man U co-chairman Joel Glazer). Within the press release, Pérez expressed hope that the new competition would provide (i) higher-quality matches and additional financial resources for the overall football pyramid, (ii) significantly greater economic growth and support for European football via a long-term commitment to uncapped solidarity payments that would grow in line with league revenues, (iii) more appeal to a younger generation of football fans, and (iv) strict and fair Financial Fair Play regulation.


Inspired by European basketball’s EuroLeague, the proposed competition was to feature twenty clubs who would take part in matches against each other; fifteen of these would be permanent members, dubbed “founding clubs,” who would govern the competition’s operation. It was not a “closed” league: five places (25 percent) would be given to clubs through a qualifying mechanism focused on the teams who performed best in their country’s most recent domestic season. Each year, the competition would see the teams split into two groups of ten, playing home-and-away in a double round-robin format for eighteen group matches per team, with fixtures set to take place midweek to avoid disrupting the clubs’ involvement in their domestic leagues, and a playoff over four weeks at the end of the season.


Within days of the announcement, most of the clubs withdrew their support for the European Super League project. (While Real Madrid are still committed to the project, Barcelona and Juventus’s statuses are unclear.)75 In a June 20, 2021, article titled “Football Super League Is Not Dead Just Resting,” The Times reported that the six English clubs, which remained co-owners and shareholders of the Spanish holding company that is the European Super League, have not formally left it, and the project’s leaders believe that the competition would “eventually relaunch in modified form.” Reportedly, there is “no mechanism” for the clubs to formally withdraw, as only unanimous consensus among the twelve founding clubs can dissolve the holding company, and any club leaving unilaterally faced significant fines.76


For Florentino, the European Super League is not a breakaway league, but an evolution. At Real Madrid’s annual general meeting in October 2022, Florentino said that football is “sick”:


To fix a problem, you have to first recognize that you have a problem . . . Our sport is sick. It’s losing its leadership as a global sport . . . We must not be confused by the impact of Real Madrid’s European Cup run [in the Champions League in 2021–22] when we were involved in seven games of the highest intensity and interest . . . That was the result of the draw, and of the quality and greatness of our team. It was a spectacle that helped bring excitement back to the viewers. That’s why we believe European competitions must change, to offer fans top-level games year-round between the strongest teams, with the best players competing.


Florentino compared the number of times that big European clubs compete against each other to the number of top-level meetings in other sports:


In tennis, [Rafa] Nadal and [Roger] Federer have played forty times in fifteen years. Nadal and [Novak] Djokovic have played fifty-nine matches in sixteen years . . . In football we’ve only played Liverpool nine times in sixty-seven years. We’ve played Chelsea four times in the history of the European Cup. What sense does it make to deprive fans of all these games?




Need for More Blockbuster Matches


Regarding the proposed European Super League, UEFA president Alek-sander Čeferin said, “Why should we create a system where Liverpool faces Real Madrid for ten straight years? Who wants to see that every year?” Umm . . . ask the global broadcasters and sponsors who must satisfy global fans’ preferences and expectations.77


Until the 2021–22 Champions League, remarkably, Real Madrid had never played Chelsea. Bayern Munich and Liverpool, who each have six European Cups, have only played each other twice in sixty-five years.


The data shows that the Champions League has more “unequal” and “boring” matches than ever before. The following table shows the number of matches won by four or more goals in each Champions League season. In the ten years before the 2013–14 season, there were never more than ten matches won by four or more goals. In nine out of the last ten seasons, there have been ten or more matches with a four-or-more-goal difference. This is because the financial and talent gap between the big global clubs and the others is increasing.


Table 0.5: Champions League Seasons with Matches Won by Four or More Goals
















	Season


	Matches Won by Four or More Goals











	2001/02


	Competition changes from two “group stages” to just one group stage







	2002–03


	7







	2003–04


	5







	2004–05


	8







	2005–06


	5







	2006–07


	4







	2007–08


	5







	2008–09


	4







	2009–10


	4







	2010–11


	8







	2011–12


	9







	2012–13


	4







	2013–14


	11







	2014–15


	15







	2015–16


	11







	2016–17


	14







	2017–18


	12







	2018–19


	9







	2019–20


	10







	2020–21


	11







	2021–22


	13







	2022–23


	15










The idea behind the European Super League is a global product with “blockbuster” competitive matches each week to capture global audiences.


In fact, Stefan Szymanski, co-author of Soccernomics and professor at the University of Michigan, co-authored an academic paper about the need for the top clubs to play each other more often . . . over twenty years ago!78





Florentino referenced a 2022 Forbes ranking that suggested football clubs are falling behind United States teams:79


We were top in all sports, and now we’ve fallen to 13th . . . We’ve been overtaken by 12 clubs from American sports. They must be doing something very well in the United States and very badly in Europe . . . Football is losing the global entertainment battle against other sports and other platforms.


To be fair, most fans aren’t concerned about the valuations of clubs. However, the valuations can help indicate the popularity of a sport and its value to fans, sponsors, and broadcasters.


Lastly, Florentino mentioned the football governance structure, saying: “We need professional, modern, transparent management . . . not based on old structures designed in the last century.”


Seemingly continual investigations; accusations of conflicts, bribery, corruption, and breaches of rules; and questions about accountability, consistent enforcement, good governance, and ethics have cast a cloud over football.80 Will the cloud negatively impact the belief in the integrity of competition in the sport?


In February 2023, Bernd Reichart, the chief executive of the A22 Sports Management Group, which is behind the European Super League, said that a revamped Super League would be based on sporting performance and not contain any permanent membership from any clubs—which would see sixty to eighty teams competing in a “multi-divisional competition.” Reichart added that A22 had consulted with nearly fifty European clubs and developed ten principles based on that consultation that underpin its plans for the new-look league.


In the end, Florentino and Real Madrid want football to prosper and remain the most universal sport in the world. As you’ll see in the subsequent chapters, what’s good for football—and Real Madrid—are more intertwined than you think.


With that background in mind, let’s start by recounting LA DECIMOCUARTA (the fourteenth). This 2022 finals match against Liverpool provides an opportunity to explain some important on-and-off-the-pitch elements about Real Madrid and football.


In many ways 2021–22, on and off the pitch, captures the Real Madrid revolution.


[image: images]


Real Madrid, 2022 UEFA Champions League winners.





1.https://theathletic.com/4240951/2023/03/08/premier-league-tv-rights-how-work-cost/#?access_token=12484233&redirected=1.


2.https://web.archive.org/web/20231105114103/https://www.sportingindex.com/spread-betting-blog/premier-league-viewing-figures. The match was made free-to-air by Sky Sports. The match finished 0–0. The previous record was the Manchester derby in April 2012, with four million watching Man City’s 1–0 victory over Man U.


3.https://theathletic.com/1588394/2020/02/08/premier-league-tv-streaming-netflix-rights/.


4.https://www.digicelpacific.com/mobile/ws/en/news/2022/may/6th/premier-league-partnership.html.


5.https://classicfootballshirtscollection.com/what-percentage-liverpool-fans-from-liverpool/.


6.In September 2023, Everton announced their sale to a U.S.-based private equity firm with a multi-club ownership model approach.


7.26,687 have a Madrid postcode (45 percent).


8.https://rokerreport.sbnation.com/2022/6/20/23175012/on-this-day-20-june-1991-sunderland-chairman-has-concerns-over-plans-for-new-super-league.


9.https://www.theguardian.com/football/2004/nov/14/sport.comment.


10.There were many reasons for the creation of the English Premier League, beyond helping the England national team and TV rights money, including hooliganism, outdated stadiums, the Bradford fire disaster, the Hillsborough disaster, lack of vision, and bureaucracy.


11.https://scroll.in/field/992716/in-photos-stolen-by-the-rich-how-fans-are-reacting-to-european-super-league-announcement.


12.The Man Who Created Merseyside Football: John Houlding, Founding Father of Liverpool and Everton (2020) by David Kennedy.


13.Everton moved to Goodison Park and have been there ever since.


14.https://www.thisisanfield.com/2020/10/the-forgotten-legacy-of-john-houlding-the-man-who-created-merseyside-football/.


15.https://footballpink.net/in-the-beginning-the-rise-of-fan-ownership-in-english-football/.


16.Arsenal, Liverpool, and Man U are controlled by Americans who also own American professional sports clubs. In September 2023, Everton announced the sale to an American PE firm with a multi-club ownership model. Tottenham announced a willingness to sell at least a stake in the club. Tottenham Hotspur Stadium is the first purpose-built NFL stadium outside of the U.S. and hosts at least two NFL games per year.


17.On December 22, 2022, the Congress of Deputies approved the Law 39/2022, simultaneously repealing the law that until then governed Spanish sport, Law 10/1990. Among many changes, the law was amended so that each member’s club has the capacity to decide the percentage or amount of the pledge, if any, that should be registered in the corporate bylaws. Real Madrid decided to maintain the provision and not change the corporate bylaws of the club, and leave the provision as it is at 15 percent of the club’s annual budget to specifically provide long-term stability for the club.


18.There are some exceptions to the rule. In cases where a person or company has substantially funded a club for a continuous period of twenty years, it is possible for that person or company to own a controlling stake in the club. This exception most notably applies to Bayer 04 Leverkusen (owned by pharmaceuticals company Bayer), and VfL Wolfsburg (owned by automobile manufacturer Volkswagen), because they have been owned by their parent companies since their inception, predating the Bundesliga, and had more recently allowed SAP co-founder Dietmar Hopp to gain control of his former youth club of 1899 Hoffenheim. In 2023, Hopp announced he intended to transfer the majority of his voting rights to the club, waiving his exemption. RasenBallsport Leipzig e.V., better known as RB Leipzig or Red Bull Leipzig, got around 50+1 by exploiting a loophole. The RassenBallsport verein – the team wasn’t permitted to call it “Red Bull” – was formed in 2009. That year, it purchased the license to participate in the fifth division of German soccer from a small verein called SSV Markranstädt. Red Bull, the energy drink company, then pumped millions into the team, much as Hopp did for Hoffenheim. The difference between the two is that Red Bull controls its verein via limiting membership to just 21 people, making it by far the smallest club in the Bundesliga. The identities of some RB Leipzig members remain unknown, but all are thought to have links to the company, allowing Red Bull to theoretically control the club by proxy.


19.German specialty chemicals company Evonik Industries owns around 8 percent (they are also Dortmund’s main advertising partner), Bernd Geske (founder of Geske Lean Communication and previously marketing manager at advertising agency BBDO Group) around 8 percent, and German sportswear manufacturer Puma around 5 percent. https://web.archive.org/web/20231129152709/https://aktie.bvb.de/eng/BVB-Share/Shareholder-Structure.


20.Bayern and Borussia Dortmund have global brands. RB Leipzig (Red Bull), VfL Wolfsburg (Volkswagen), and Bayer Leverkusen (Bayer) have strong corporate company backing. TSG Hoffenheim (Dietmar Hopp), FC Augsburg (David Blitzer), and Hertha BSC (777 Partners) have access to capital markets.


21.https://keepup.com.au/news/hoeness-claims-bayern-want-germanys-501-ownership-rule-scrapped/.


22.Mikel Arteta, Tim Cahill, Duncan Ferguson, Phil Neville, and David Weir played for Everton. Villarreal won 4–2 on aggregate. Villarreal lost in the semifinals of the Champions League to Arsenal, 0–1, on aggregate, beating Rangers in the Round of 16 and Inter Milan in the quarterfinals. Arsenal keeper Jens Lehmann saved a last-minute Juan Román Riquelme penalty, in the second leg, that would have taken the tie to extra time in front of Villarreal’s home support.


23.I use the word football and not soccer, and use other “global football terms,” because the book is for a global audience. I sincerely apologize in advance if this causes any annoyance or confusion for readers in the United States. I also refer to a club in the plural sense (as they) to distinguish them from a city.


24.When I started my first book about Real Madrid, I was such an outsider that I had never even heard of Emilio Butragueño or Raúl González. After I revealed this to my good friend Borja Arteaga in Madrid, he politely suggested that maybe I should stop working on the project so as to not risk further embarrassing myself! Fortunately, instead, Borja and many others (including the Managing Madrid community) were tremendously helpful.


25.Real Madrid have won fifteen UEFA Champions League titles. AC Milan have won seven. Liverpool and Bayern Munich have won six. Barcelona have won five.


26.Throughout the book, I provide selected examples in parentheses to help explain. I don’t necessarily provide complete lists. Since I started my research, Benzema left and Bellingham joined in the summer of 2023.


27.Member-owned clubs (Real Madrid, Barcelona, Athletic Bilbao, and Osasuna in Spain) are not-for-profit organizations, although they pay taxes, and do not provide financial distributions to members. The profits, if any, are reinvested for the benefit of the members and provide for internal financing to sustain and grow the organization. While not-for-profit entities in Spain are taxed at 25 percent versus 30 percent, they are only able to deduct 7 percent of reinvestments from pre-tax income for tax purposes, versus 12 percent for corporations. The net result is Real Madrid pays more in taxes than if it were a corporation.


28.For those who believe that Real Madrid received €18.4 million in illegal state aid from Madrid City Hall in a series of transactions involving municipal land to pay off their debts, in 2019 the European Union’s General Court ruled that Real Madrid got no such state aid. In addition, in 2019, the European Court of Justice ruled that Real Madrid, as well as three other member-owned Spanish clubs, did not receive state aid as it relates to taxes. https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-soccer-spain-rma-idUKKCN1SS1T5.


29.Excluding the stadium renovation project loan of €800 million. https://www.realmadrid.com/en-US/news/club/latest-news/real-madrid-close-the-2021-22-financial-year-with-a-13-million-profit-.


30.https://sportsbrief.com/facts/top-listicles/20934-real-madrid-claims-top-spot-10-football-clubs-social-media-revealed/.


31.In this book, I am not arguing if Man City being #1, or any particular ownership, is good or bad or better or worse. I am explaining the changes and why/how the changes happened, and then why/how Real Madrid are adapting to the changes.


32.Abu Dhabi United Group has publicly stated that it is separate from the Abu Dhabi government.


33.https://twitter.com/post_liberal/status/1483512776849080328.


34.QIA is completely separate, and a completely different kind of company—QIA is worth hundreds of billions and invests across sectors. QSI only own PSG, 21.67 percent of Braga, and Premier Padel. It is a private investment company, not the sovereign wealth fund.


35.Unsurprisingly, the “Top 5” Leagues are played in the most economically powerful and populated countries in Europe. Clubs in those countries have large fan bases and their domestic league broadcasting rights can be sold at significantly higher amounts than those of other European countries. These economic circumstances give the most prominent clubs in those leagues the opportunity to generate comparatively higher revenues, which in turn allows them to invest and sign the best players. By signing better players, clubs are then able to enhance their sporting performance, leading to improved UEFA nation coefficients, maintaining the superior number of places available to the top countries to take part in the competition, and hence a vicious cycle perpetuates itself.


36.https://www2.deloitte.com/uk/en/pages/sports-business-group/articles/deloitte-football-money-league.html. According to LaLiga, they grew their domestic broadcasting revenues by 15 percent from €1.39 billion since 2016–17, faster growth than the Premier League, whose broadcast rights income grew by 5 percent over the same period, from €2.4 billion to €2.5 billion. The league noted that “the number of subscribers to OTT platforms is also more than twice as high in the UK as in Spain (36 million subscribers compared to 14 million in Spain), as well as having a higher population, a higher number of households and a higher per capita income level than in Spain.” https://www.laliga.com/es-GB/noticias/nota-informativa-reparto-derechos.


37.An Ofcom study shows 70 percent of British adults watch free-to-air catch-up services such as iPlayer or All4, ahead of France and Spain, on 52 percent. https://www.theguardian.com/media/2015/dec/10/uk-most-advanced-tv-watching-country-in-world-says-media-regulator.


38.https://www.worlddata.info/average-income.php.


39.In Spain, Movistar have a 50/50 rights split with DAZN, where Sky has around 80 percent of the EPL rights in the U.K. (TNT Sport have one match per week, Amazon two full matchdays). Sky also holds many of the second-tier sports rights, which are very popular in the U.K. (international football, cricket, and rugby). In Spain, besides basketball and Formula 1 (both DAZN), viewing figures are very low on other sports.


40.https://www.footballbenchmark.com/library/broadcasting_revenue_landscape_big_money_in_the_big_five_leagues.


41.https://brandequity.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/media/tv-revenue-epl-earns-more-from-overseas-rights-for-1st-time/89504991.


42.“LaLiga Goes Abroad to Try to Keep Pace with Premier League.” USA Today. http://www.usatoday.com/story/sports/soccer/2015/11/01/la-liga-goes-abroad-to-try-to-keep-pace-with-premierleague/75018236/.


43.https://offthepitch.com/a/new-salary-database-premier-league-players-now-earn-twice-much-laliga-players?wv_email=sgmandis%40me.com&wv_id=0b33e863-2b87-44e3-82bb-a46dd11bfd0d&wv_name=&check_logged_in=1.


44.https://offthepitch.com/a/new-salary-database-premier-league-players-now-earn-twice-much-laliga-players?wv_email=sgmandis%40me.com&wv_id=0b33e863-2b87-44e3-82bb-a46dd11bfd0d&wv_name=&check_logged_in=1.


45.The gap causes clubs not in the Premier League to typically spend a higher percentage of revenues to keep up with the Premier League. According to Off The Pitch, in LaLiga, around 85 percent of a club’s total wage bill (all employees) will be spent on players (all levels from first team to youth academy), with a large majority of total player pay being spent on first-team wages—while in the Premier League it is around 75 percent.


46.https://www.express.co.uk/sport/football/1733436/Tottenham-Man-City-Pep-Guardiola-Daniel-Levy-Premier-League-news.


47.In fairness, many clubs have been accused of distorting the market and circumventing FFP. For example, Barcelona and Real Madrid have been scrutinized for selling future revenue streams. UEFA have deemed that certain transactions must now be declared as debt and not revenue for FFP calculations. In another example, UEFA closed the loophole that Chelsea allegedly used to circumvent FFP by utilizing longer-term contracts than typical to amortize the value of players over a longer time to reduce the negative financial impact each year. Lastly, some clubs have expressed concerns that transfer prices of players between clubs with shared ownership can be inflated to comply with FFP regulations (including transfers between Newcastle and PIF-owned clubs). In addition, in 2021, LaLiga president Javier Tebas criticized the RFEF for agreeing to hold the Supercopa de España in Saudi Arabia, then in 2023 Tevas and LaLiga agreed on a global partnership with Visit Saudi, the tourism board of Saudi Arabia. According to Spanish outlet 2Playbook, the deal is worth more than $20 million annually.


48.https://www.dailymail.co.uk/sport/sportsnews/article-10069899/Party-time-Newcastle-fans-celebrate-takeover-wildly-outside-St-James-Park.html


49.https://offthepitch.com/a/manchester-city-have-climbed-top-highest-revenue-generating-football-club-world?wv_email=sgmandis%40me.com&wv_id=0b33e863-2b87-44e3-82bb-a46dd11bfd0d&wv_name=.


50.The “Big Six” are London clubs Arsenal, Chelsea, and Tottenham; Manchester clubs Man City and Man U; and Liverpool. Since 2000, the vast majority of Premier League qualifications for the European Champions League have come from the Big Six.


51.The Arsenal versus Man City match was originally due to take place on Wednesday, October 19, 2022, but due to a fixture pile-up, the teams were forced to fit the crucial game into their schedules in midweek. UEFA is normally against the idea of having a Premier League game on the same day as the Champions League. However, UEFA made an exception this time after the Premier League did the European governing body a favor earlier this season with scheduling after their Europa League game against PSV had to be rearranged. Due to the crammed footballing calendar in the 2022–23 season, leagues and teams are finding it harder and harder to find spots in the packed calendar following the 2022 World Cup. Real Madrid announced that their match against Elche, which was scheduled to be held in the twenty-first round of the Spanish League competition, was postponed due to Real Madrid’s participation in the FIFA Club World Cup.
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2008-09 2020-21
Rank Club Euros (m) | Rank Club Euros (m) | Change
08-09
#1 Real Madrid 401 #1 Man City 645 543%
#2 Barcelona 366 #2 Real Madrid 641 239%
#3 Man U 327 #3 Bayern Munich 611 322%
#4 Bayern Munich 290 #4 Barcelona 582 216%
#5 Arsenal 263 #5 Man U 558 231%
#0 Chelsea 242 #0 PSG 556 455%
#{ Liverpool 217 #[ Liverpool 550 333%
#19 Man City 102
#21 PSG 101
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Spending On Revenue
Rank League Players in % of #1 from Selling | Net (m)
Euros (m) Players (m)
#1 Premier League 3075 1,000 22075
#2 Serie A -198 26% 824 26
#3 Ligue 1 -699 23% 797 98
#4 LaLiga -558 18% 506 52
#5 Bundesliga 559 18% 600 44
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