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Praise for SoccernomicS

“Soccernomics is the most intelligent book ever written about soccer.”   
—San Francisco Chronicle

“Many explanations [of England’s poor form] can be found in the book 
Soccernomics in a segment entitled ‘Why England Loses.’ (This is well 
worth a read for any English football fan; essentially, you overvalue your 
football heritage and undervalue the benefits of innovation.)”   
—Stephen J. Dubner, co-author of Freakonomics

“Fascinating.” —VanityFair.com

“The authors take what ‘everybody’ knows about success and failure in 
soccer and subject it to rigorous empirical analysis embedded in good sto-
ries that carry the narrative along. . . . Highly recommended. All readers.” 
—Choice

“It’s a really good book. If more people read it, they’d understand some of 
the reasons why England [doesn’t] win. Everyone can have an opinion, but 
they back it up with stats.” —Jamie Carragher, Liverpool F.C.

“Soccernomics [is] a sharply written and provocative examination of the 
world’s game seen through the prism of economics and statistical data. 
It demolishes almost everything that most soccer fans believe about 
the game and how professional soccer teams should operate.”   
—Globe and Mail (Canada)

“Oh, Rooney’s the best. [My son] Ben thinks that England might be in 
the top four, but that’s it. He knows the starting lineup of every European 
team. We’re reading this very interesting book about [soccer] together.”  
—Lorrie Moore, author of A Gate at the Stairs and Birds of America
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“With Soccernomics, the Financial Times’ indispensable Simon Kuper and 
top-flight sports economist Stefan Szymanski bring scrupulous economic 
analysis and statistical rigor to a sport long dependent on hoary—and, it 
seems, unfounded—assumptions. . . . Gripping and essential.”  
—Slate.com, Best Books of 2009

“[The book] is a sporting tale in the Freakonomics mode of inquiry, 
using statistics to come up with fascinating conclusions.”   
—Independent (UK), Best Books of 2009

“[Szymanski and Kuper] entertainingly demolish soccer shibboleths. . . . 
Well argued and clear headed.” —Financial Times, Best Books of 2009

“Using data analysis, history and psychology, [Soccernomics] punctures 
dozens of clichés about what it takes to win, and who makes money in 
soccer—and in sports in general.” —Associated Press

“There just aren’t that many interesting, intelligent, analytical books about 
the world’s most popular game, but this is one.” —Blogcritics

“A must read for any fan of the business of soccer. . . .”   
—Footiebusiness.com

“Soccernomics . . . tackles the soccer world’s most probing questions with 
a dispassionate analysis based on economic formulas, which separate 
fact from accepted-as-fact myths perpetuated by legions of fans.”  
—Forbes.com

“It’s quite a book. . . . Soccernomics explains how the lessons of Moneyball 
(sports teams are not completely rational) apply to the world’s favorite 
sport.” —Huffington Post

“[Kuper and Szymanski] do for soccer what Moneyball did for baseball. It 
puts the game under an analytical microscope using statistics, economics, 
psychology and intuition to try to transform a dogmatic sport.”   
—New York Times

“It’s a fascinating book with the potential to effect genuine change in the 
sport.” —Booklist (starred)

9781568584812-text.indd   2 2/20/14   11:35 AM



“Small book, big wallop! . . . Enthusiastically recommended to all soccer 
fans, general and specialized, as well as those thinking of becoming one.” 
—Library Journal

“[Kuper and Szymanski] have created a blend of Freakonomics and Fever 
Pitch, bringing surprising economic analysis to bear on the world’s most 
popular sport. . . . This mix of economic analysis and anecdote makes for 
a thought-provoking, often amusing read. Here, at last, is a British answer 
to Michael Lewis’s baseball-meets-cash bestseller Moneyball.”   
—Bloomberg News

“[Kuper and Szymanski] combine their skills to entertaining and mostly 
convincing effect.” —Economist

“If you’re a football fan, I’ll save you some time: read this book . . . compul-
sive reading . . . thoroughly convincing.” —Daily Telegraph (UK)

“Szymanski has recently published the best introduction to sports  
economics . . . while Kuper is probably the smartest of the new generation 
of super-smart sportswriters . . . fascinating stories.” —Observer (UK)

“[Kuper and Szymanski] basically trash every cliché about football you 
ever held to be true. It’s bravura stuff . . . the study of managers buying 
players and building a club is one you’ll feel like photocopying and send-
ing to your team’s chairman. . . . ” —Metro (UK)

“More thoughtful than most of its rivals and, by football standards, pos-
itively intellectual.  .  .  . Kuper, a brilliantly contrary columnist, and Szy-
manski, an economics professor . . . find plenty of fertile territory in their 
commendable determination to overturn the lazy preconceptions rife in 
football.” —The Times (UK)

“Kuper and Szymanski are . . . a highly effective and scrupulously ratio-
nal team, combining the former’s detailed and nuanced understanding of  
European football with the latter’s sophisticated econometric analysis. 
With a remarkable lightness of touch, they demonstrate the limits of con-
ventional thinking in football, as well as the real patterns of behaviour that 
shape sporting outcomes.” —Prospect (UK)
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“Books about sport are a bit like players—some are pretty dreadful, most 
are about the same standard and so don’t really stand out, and occasion-
ally one comes along that excels to the point that they change the way 
you watch and think about the game. Soccernomics by Simon Kuper and 
Stefan Szymanski is such a book. . . . Any fan of the Socceroos who reads 
Soccernomics or indeed any sports fan ready to take on board new ways of 
thinking might, like me, never look at a penalty kick or a league table and 
certainly not follow a major international tournament quite the same way 
again.” —Peter Newlinds, ABC News (Australia)

“Should still be compulsory reading for all poor suffering England fans.” 
—Jim O’Neill, Former Chairman of Goldman Sachs Asset Management
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1

1

Driving with a DashboarD

In Search of New Truths About Soccer

A few years ago, the data department at Manchester City carried out a 
study of corner kicks. City hadn’t been scoring much from corners, and 
the analysts wanted to find out the best way to take them. They watched 
more than four hundred corners, from different leagues, over several sea-
sons, and concluded: the most dangerous corner was the inswinger to the 
near post.

The beauty of the inswinger was that it sent the ball straight into the 
danger zone. Sometimes an attacker would get a head or foot to it and 
divert it in from point-blank range. Sometimes the keeper or a defender 
stopped the inswinger on the line, whereupon someone bashed it in. And 
occasionally the ball just swung straight in from the corner. All in all, the 
analysts found, inswingers produced more goals than outswingers.

They took their findings to the club’s then manager, Roberto Mancini, 
who like almost all managers is an ex-player. He heard them out politely. 
Then he said, more or less: “I was a player for many years, and I just know 
that the outswinger is more effective.” He was wrong, but we can un-
derstand why he made the mistake: outswingers tend to create beautiful 
goals (ball swings out, player meets it with powerful header, ball crashes 
into net) and beautiful goals stick in the memory. The messy goals gener-
ally produced by inswingers don’t.
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2 S o c c e r n o m i c S

It’s a story that captures where soccer is today. On the one hand, the 
March of the Geeks has advanced fast since we first published Soccer-
nomics in 2009. Soccer is becoming more intelligent. The analysts who 
now crunch “match data” at almost all big European clubs (and at many 
smaller ones) are just one symptom of the shift.

Today’s plugged-in clubs know stats like “pass completion rates in 
the final third of the field,” kilometers run in each phase of the game, 
and pace of sprints for all their players. These numbers increasingly in-
form decisions on which players to buy and sell. Sigi Schmid, coach of 
the Seattle Sounders, says that before Seattle’s expansion draft in 2008, 
the club’s executives headed down to the Match Analysis company in 
Emeryville in Northern California to study players’ statistics. Match 
Analysis’s numbers helped guide the club’s choices. Schmid thinks that 
is why Seattle’s expansion draft was more successful than Portland’s or 
Vancouver’s.

On the other hand, as Mancini’s certainty about corner kicks shows, 
there is still widespread suspicion of numbers in soccer. John Coulson of 
the data provider Opta told us, “There are still maybe a lot of teams that 
view data as a threat rather than as a tool.” Baseball has had its “Mon-
eyball” revolution, but in soccer, the transformation has only just begun. 
This new, updated, expanded edition of Soccernomics—Soccernomics 3.0, 
as we think of it—uses data to clarify thinking on topics ranging from 
tackles through transfers to the rise of Spain.

Soccernomics began in the Hilton in Istanbul one winter’s day in 2007. 
From the outside the hotel is squat and brutalist, but once the security 
men have checked your car for bombs and waved you through, the place 
is so soothing you never want to go home again. Having escaped the 14 
million–person city, the only stress is over what to do next: a Turkish 
bath, a game of tennis, or yet more overeating while the sun sets over the 
Bosporus? For aficionados, there was also a perfect view of the Besiktas 
soccer stadium right next door. And the staff were so friendly, they were 
even friendlier than ordinary Turkish people.

The two authors of this book, Stefan Szymanski (a sports economist) 
and Simon Kuper (a journalist), met here. Fenerbahce soccer club was 
marking its centenary by staging the “100th Year Sports and Science 
Congress” and had flown us both in to give talks.

9781568584812-text.indd   2 2/20/14   11:35 AM



D r i v i n g  w i t h  a  D a s h b o a r D  3

Over beers in the Hilton bar we found that we thought much the 
same way about soccer. Stefan as an economist is trained to torture the 
data until they confess, while Simon as a journalist tends to go around 
interviewing people, but those are just surface differences. We both think 
that much in soccer can be explained, even predicted, by studying data—
especially data found outside soccer.

Until very recently, soccer had escaped the Enlightenment. Soccer 
clubs are still run mostly by people who do what they do because they have 
always done it that way. These people used to “know” that black players 
“lacked bottle,” and they therefore overpaid mediocre white players. Today 
they discriminate against black managers, buy the wrong players, and then 
let those players take corners and penalties the wrong way. (We can, in-
cidentally, explain why Manchester United won the penalty shoot-out in 
the Champions League final in 2008. It’s a story involving a secret note, a 
Basque economist, and Edwin van der Sar’s powers of detection.)

Entrepreneurs who dip into soccer also keep making the same mistakes. 
They buy clubs promising to run them “like a business” and disappear a 
few seasons later amid the same public derision as the previous owners. “I 
screwed up,” Tony Fernandes, chairman of Queens Park Rangers, told us. 
Fans and journalists aren’t blameless, either. Many newspaper headlines 
rest on false premises: “Sunderland Lands World Cup Star” or “World 
Cup Will Be Economic Bonanza.” The game is full of unexamined cli-
chés: “Soccer is becoming boring because the big clubs always win,” “Soc-
cer is big business,” and perhaps the greatest myth in the English game, 
“The England team should do better.” None of these shibboleths has been 
tested against the data.

Most male team sports have long been pervaded by the same overre-
liance on traditional beliefs. Baseball, too, was until quite recently an old 
game stuffed with old lore. Since time immemorial, players had stolen 
bases, hit sacrifice bunts, and been judged on their batting averages. Ev-
eryone in baseball just knew that all this was right.

But that was before Bill James. Like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz, 
James came from rural Kansas. He hadn’t done much in life beyond 
keeping the stats in the local Little League and watching the furnaces 
in a pork-and-beans factory. However, in his spare time he had begun 
to study baseball statistics with a fresh eye and discovered that “a great 
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4 S o c c e r n o m i c S

portion of the sport’s traditional knowledge is ridiculous hokum.” James 
wrote that he wanted to approach the subject of baseball “with the same 
kind of intellectual rigor and discipline that is routinely applied, by sci-
entists great and poor, to trying to unravel the mysteries of the universe, 
of society, of the human mind, or of the price of burlap in Des Moines.”

In self-published mimeographs masquerading as books, the first of 
which sold seventy-five copies, James began demolishing the game’s 
myths. He found, for instance, that the most important statistic in bat-
ting was the rarely mentioned “on-base percentage”—how often a player 
manages to get on base. James and his followers (statisticians of baseball 
who came to be known as sabermetricians) showed that good old sacrifice 
bunts and base stealing were terrible strategies.

His annual Baseball Abstracts turned into real books; eventually they 
reached the best-seller lists. One year the cover picture showed an ape, 
posed as Rodin’s Thinker, studying a baseball. As James wrote in one 
Abstract, “This is outside baseball. This is a book about what baseball looks 
like if you step back from it and study it intensely and minutely, but from 
a distance.”

Some Jamesians started to penetrate professional baseball. One of 
them, Billy Beane, general manager of the little Oakland A’s, is the hero 
of Michael Lewis’s earth-moving book Moneyball and the film starring 
Brad Pitt. In recent years Beane, like so many Americans, has become 
a soccer nut. He spends a lot of time thinking about how his insights 
into baseball might apply to the very different sport played on the other 
side of the world. (We’ll say more later about Beane’s brilliant gaming of 
baseball’s transfer market and its lessons for soccer.)

For several seasons Beane’s Oakland A’s did so well using James-
ian ideas that eventually even people inside baseball began to get curi-
ous about James. In 2002 the Boston Red Sox appointed James “senior 
baseball operations adviser.” That same year the Red Sox hired one of 
his followers, the twenty-eight-year-old Theo Epstein, as the youngest 
general manager in the history of the major leagues. (Beane had said 
yes and then no to the job.) The “cursed” club quickly won two World 
Series. Today large statistical departments are the norm at Major League 
Baseball clubs.

Now soccer is embarking on its own Jamesian revolution.
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D r i v i n g  w i t h  a  D a s h b o a r D  5

a numbers game

It’s strange that soccer always used to be so averse to studying data, be-
cause one thing that attracts many fans to the game is precisely a love of 
numbers.

The man to ask about that is Alex Bellos. He wrote the magnificent 
Futebol: The Brazilian Way of Life, but his book about math, Here’s Look-
ing at Euclid, appeared in 2010. “Numbers are incredibly satisfying,” Bel-
los tells us. “The world has no order, and math is a way of seeing it in an 
order. League tables have an order. And the calculations you need to do 
for them are so simple: it’s nothing more than your three-times table.”

Though most fans would probably deny it, a love of soccer is often 
intertwined with a love of numbers. There are the match results, the fa-
mous dates, and the special joy of sitting in a café with the newspaper on 
a Sunday morning “reading” the league table. Fantasy soccer leagues are, 
at bottom, numbers games.

In this book we want to introduce new numbers and new ideas to soc-
cer: numbers on suicides, on wage spending, on countries’ populations, 
on passes and sprints, on anything that helps to reveal new truths about 
the game. Though Stefan is a sports economist, this is not a book about 
money. The point of soccer clubs is not to turn a profit (which is fortu-
nate, as almost none of them do), nor are we particularly interested in 
any profits they happen to make. Rather, we want to use an economist’s 
skills (plus a little geography, psychology, and sociology) to understand 
the game on the field, and the fans off it.

Some people may not want their emotional relationship with soccer 
sullied by our rational calculations. On the other hand, the next time 
their team loses a penalty shoot-out in a World Cup quarterfinal these 
same people will probably be throwing their beer glasses at the TV, when 
instead they could be tempering their disappointment with some reflec-
tions on the nature of binomial probability theory.

We think it’s a good time to be rewriting this book. The world has 
entered the era of “big data.” The phrase describes the unprecedented 
mountain of information that is now collected every day. This informa-
tion comes mostly from the Internet (from innumerable search terms, 
Facebook pages, and e-mails) and from sensors that are attached to ever 
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6 S o c c e r n o m i c S

more physical objects—among them, soccer players during training ses-
sions. By one estimate, the daily amount of data generated worldwide 
doubles approximately every forty months.

Big data has reached soccer too. For the first time in the sport’s his-
tory, there are a lot of numbers to mine. Traditionally the only data that 
existed in the game were goals and league tables. (Newspapers published 
attendance figures, but these were unreliable.) Now clubs are ceasing to 
rely on gut alone. Increasingly they work with data companies such as 
Prozone and Opta to analyze games and players. Every day, data ana-
lysts collect ever more information about every player’s every move on the 
pitch or the training ground.

Academics are pitching in as well. At the end of the 1980s, when Ste-
fan went into sports economics, only about twenty or thirty academic ar-
ticles on sports had ever been published. Now countless academics work 
on soccer. Many of the new truths they have found have not yet reached 
most fans.

Another new source of knowledge is the bulging library of soccer 
books. When Pete Davies published All Played Out: The Full Story of Italia 
’90, there were probably only about twenty or thirty good soccer books in 
existence. Now—thanks partly to Davies, who has been described as John 
the Baptist to Nick Hornby’s Jesus—there are thousands. Many of these 
books (including Bellos’s Futebol) contain truths about the game that we 
try to present here.

So unstoppable has the stream of data become that even people inside 
the game are finally starting to sift it. Michael Lewis, author of Money-
ball, wrote in 2009, “The virus that infected professional baseball in the 
1990s, the use of statistics to find new and better ways to value players 
and strategies, has found its way into every major sport. Not just bas-
ketball and football, but also soccer and cricket and rugby and, for all I 
know, snooker and darts—each one now supports a subculture of smart 
people who view it not just as a game to be played but as a problem to 
be solved.”

This statistical virus has even spread from baseball to more serious ac-
tivities. Before the US elections of 2004, the Republican campaign man-
ager Ken Mehlman told his staff to read Moneyball. Michael Turk, who 
worked at the Republican National Committee, recalled for the New York 
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D r i v i n g  w i t h  a  D a s h b o a r D  7

Times years later: “I was like, ‘What does a baseball book have to do with 
politics?’ Once I actually took the time to digest it, I realized what he was 
trying to do—which was exactly the kind of thing that the Obama team 
just did [in the 2012 elections]: understanding that not every election is 
about home runs but instead getting a whole bunch of singles together 
that eventually add up to a win.”

Or look at the career of Nate Silver. In childhood he was an obsessive 
fan of the Detroit Tigers. Soon after leaving college, he developed a sta-
tistical method to forecast performance and career development for base-
ball players. He also dabbled in soccer: during the World Cup of 2010, 
he correctly predicted the outcomes of thirteen of the sixteen games in 
the knockout stages. But the onetime sabermetrician is best known as a 
political analyst. In the US presidential elections in 2008, Silver correctly 
called the winner in forty-nine states. In 2012 he got all fifty plus the 
District of Columbia. In other words: Nate Silver won the US election. 
Afterward he returned to sports, joining ESPN as an all-purpose guru. 
Silver stands for the March of the Geeks. Smart people like him are on 
the rise inside sports and beyond.

In soccer, these smart men (it’s part of the game’s own “ridiculous 
hokum” that they have to be men) have even begun gaining key roles at 
some of Europe’s biggest clubs. English soccer, professional on the field 
since the late nineteenth century, is finally creaking into professionalism 
off the field, too. Given the global obsession with the game, there could 
come a time when some of the best and brightest young people are work-
ing in the front offices of soccer clubs. Already the rising generation of 
club executives understands that in soccer today, you need data to get 
ahead. If you study figures, you will see more and win more.

Yet another harbinger of the Jamesian takeover of soccer is the Milan 
Lab. Early on, AC Milan’s in-house medical outfit found that just 
by studying a player’s jump, it could predict with 70 percent accuracy 
whether he would get injured soon. Later it began testing, almost day by 
day, each player’s muscle weaknesses, the movement of his eyes, the rise 
and fall of his heart rate, his breathing, and many other obvious and less 
obvious indicators. Jean-Pierre Meersseman, the lab’s cigarette-puffing 
director, was given a power of veto over the club’s prospective signings. 
“The last signature on the contract before the big boss signs is mine,” he 
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told us in 2008. By 2013 the lab had performed 1.2 million physical tests 
on Milan’s players, collected millions of pieces of data on computers, 
logged even the slightest injury to every player, and in the process had 
stumbled upon the secret of eternal youth. (It’s still a secret: no other club 
has a Milan Lab, and the lab hasn’t divulged its findings, which is why 
players at most other clubs are generally finished by their early thirties.)

Most of Milan’s starting eleven who beat Liverpool in the Champi-
ons League final of 2007 were thirty-one or older: Paolo Maldini, the 
captain, was thirty-eight, and Filippo Inzaghi, scorer of both of Milan’s 
goals, was thirty-three. (After the final whistle, Inzaghi still had enough 
juice to kick a ball around on the field for fun.) In large part, that tro-
phy was won by the Milan Lab and its database. It is another version of 
the March of the Geeks story. In recent years, cash-strapped AC Milan 
has reduced the lab’s funding and power. However, other big clubs all 
over Europe are now crunching data to find out how to reduce injuries, 
and how to predict which twelve-year-old will grow into the next Xavi. 
Meersseman says the lab’s data-driven scientists seem to be better than 
experienced youth coaches at making those predictions. He told us: “In 
soccer, they say, ‘You know about soccer or you don’t.’ And when you 
go and test the ones who ‘know,’ it’s surprising how little they know. It’s 
based on the emotion of the moment.”

As Stefan and Simon talked more and began to think harder about 
soccer and data for this book, we buzzed around all sorts of questions. 
Could we find figures to show which country loved soccer the most? 
Might the game somehow deter people from killing themselves? And 
perhaps we could have a shot at predicting which clubs and countries—
the United States most likely, perhaps even Iraq—would dominate the 
soccer of the future. When we began writing, Stefan lived in London and 
Simon in Paris, so we spent a year firing figures, arguments, and anec-
dotes back and forth across the English Channel.

What started as a book turned into a long-term collaboration. To-
gether with Ben Lyttleton we founded the Soccernomics consultancy. 
On its website, Soccernomics-agency.com, we began publishing an oc-
casional blog with our thoughts on soccer. And we kept rewriting and 
updating this book, through about twenty different foreign editions and 
three American versions so far.
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For this latest edition, our contact was transatlantic: Stefan is now at 
the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor. The new edition comes with a 
new chapter on how UEFA’s “financial fair play” rules might change the 
game, and an afterword arguing that soccer has never had it so good. We 
have also expanded our thoughts on some mystifying questions, such as: 
How do clubs use data to judge, buy, and sell players? And we’ve watched 
fans and media shift to our point of view on certain issues: most people 
now recognize that hosting World Cups doesn’t make you rich, and that 
England shouldn’t expect to win trophies. (Sadly, we cannot claim re-
sponsibility for shifting global opinion.) In every chapter in the book we 
found stories and analyses to update, and new thoughts to add.

All the while, we have continued to distrust every bit of ancient soc-
cer lore, and tested it against the numbers. As Meersseman says, “You 
can drive a car without a dashboard, without any information, and that’s 
what’s happening in soccer. There are excellent drivers, excellent cars, but 
if you have your dashboard, it makes it just a little bit easier. I wonder 
why people don’t want more information.” We do.
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the Clubs
Racism, Stupidity, Bad Transfers,  

Capital Cities, the Mirage of the NFL,  
and What Actually Happened  

in That Penalty Shoot-Out in Moscow
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2

gentlemen Prefer blonDs

How to Avoid Silly Mistakes in the Transfer Market

In 1983 AC Milan spotted a talented young black forward playing for 
Watford just outside London. The word is that the player the Italians 
liked was John Barnes and that they then confused him with his black 
teammate Luther Blissett. Whatever the truth, Milan ended up paying 
Watford a “transfer fee” of $1.4 million for Blissett.*

As a player Blissett became such a joke in Italy that the name  
“Luther Blissett” is now used as a pseudonym by groups of anarchist writ-
ers. He spent one unhappy year in Milan, before the club sold him back 
to Watford for just over half the sum it had paid for him. At least that 
year gave soccer one of its best quotes: “No matter how much money you 
have here,” Blissett lamented, “you can’t seem to get Rice Krispies.” More 
on Rice Krispies later.

Transfers in soccer are very different from trades in American sports. 
In soccer, when a good player moves, his new club usually pays a “transfer 
fee” to his old club. Moreover, the player’s old contract is torn up, and 
he negotiates a new deal with his new club. In 2013 European clubs paid 
each other a total of about $2.3 billion in transfer fees. That year Real 

* A note about currencies: almost always in this book, we have cited sums of money in dollars. 
When converting from pounds or other currencies, we have used the dollar equivalent at the 
time the sum was spent. (A British pound bought more dollars in 1980 than in 2013, for 
instance.)
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Madrid broke the world record for a transfer fee (a record it already held) 
by paying Tottenham Hotspur a reported $132 million for Gareth Bale. 

Unfortunately, much of the money thrown around in the transfer 
market is wasted. In fact, the net amount that almost any club spends 
on transfer fees bears little relation to where it finishes in the league. 
We studied the spending of forty English clubs between 1978 and 1997, 
and found that their net outlay on transfers (i.e., each club’s transfer fees 
paid minus transfer fees received) explained only 16 percent of their total 
variation in league position. In other words, taken over many years, the 
mere fact of being a “buying club” in the transfer market didn’t help a 
team perform significantly better than a “selling club.”

By contrast, clubs’ spending on salaries was extremely telling. The size 
of their wage bills explained a massive 92 percent of variation in their 
league positions, if you took each club’s average for the entire period. 
That correlation shows little sign of going away. We show the same result 
using data for the Premier League and the Championship (the second 
tier of English soccer) for the decade through 2012 (see Figures 2.1 and 

FigUre 2.1. Premier League and Championship teams: 2003–2012
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2.2). In that period, wage spending still explained more than 90 percent 
of the variation in league position. It seems that over the long term, high 
wages help a club much more than do spectacular transfers.

Obviously we don’t believe that if you took a random bunch of play-
ers, and doubled their salaries, they would suddenly play twice as well. 
It’s not that high pay causes good performance. Rather, we think that 
high pay attracts good performers. Manchester United can afford to pay 
Wayne Rooney’s wages, whereas Norwich City cannot. And if you have 
Rooney and other good players, you will win lots of matches. Rich clubs 
pay high salaries to get good players to win trophies.

It must be said that for any one given season, the correlation between 
salaries and league position is weaker. That’s because in such a short 

FigUre 2.2. The more you pay your players, the higher you finish: 2003–2012
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Manchester	  United 3.37 2 Blackpool 0.27 29
Chelsea 4.23 2 Cardiff	  City 0.38 30
Arsenal 2.89 3 Ipswich	  Town 0.47 30
Liverpool 2.65 5 Leicester	  City 0.52 31
Tottenham	  Hotspur 1.63 8 Queens	  Park	  Rangers 0.47 31
Everton 1.33 8 Watford 0.36 31
Manchester	  City 2.21 9 Crystal	  Palace 0.34 31
Aston	  Villa 1.61 10 Preston	  North	  End 0.24 31
Newcastle	  United 1.71 11 Burnley 0.32 32
Fulham 1.29 12 Bristol	  City 0.31 32
Blackburn	  Rovers 1.25 12 Derby	  County 0.49 33
Bolton	  Wanderers 1.10 12 Millwall 0.27 33
Wigan	  Athletic 0.80 16 Nottingham	  Forest 0.36 33
Birmingham	  City 0.87 17 Plymouth	  Argyle 0.15 36
West	  Ham	  United 1.25 17 Sheffield	  Wednesday 0.22 37
Sunderland 1.07 17 Colchester	  United 0.15 37
Middlesbrough 0.96 18 Coventry	  City 0.31 37
West	  Bromwich	  Albion 0.73 19 Doncaster	  Rovers 0.09 38
Charlton	  Athletic 1.01 20 Gillingham 0.19 38
Portsmouth 0.67 20 Rotherham	  United 0.11 39
Swansea	  City 0.36 22 Barnsley 0.17 39
Reading 0.55 23 Brighton	  &	  Hove	  Albion 0.19 39
Wolverhampton	  Wanderers 0.63 23 Walsall 0.19 40
Stoke	  City 0.54 24 Crewe	  Alexandra 0.12 40
Southampton 0.77 25 Bradford	  City 0.12 41
Sheffield	  United 0.48 27 Peterborough	  United 0.06 41
Norwich	  City 0.53 27 Southend	  United 0.14 42
Hull	  City 0.50 28 Scunthorpe	  United 0.07 42
Leeds	  United 0.89 28 Grimsby	  Town 0.14 44
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period, luck plays a big role in performance. Injuries, dodgy referees, 
poor form, and any host of other factors cause big swings in performance 
from year to year. For any one season, clubs’ wage spending explains only 
about 70 percent of the variation in league position.

But true luck (i.e., statistical randomness) tends to even out over the 
years. So if you track each club’s performance over a longer period— 
fifteen or twenty years, say—then salaries explain about 90 percent of the 
variation in league position.

In short, the more you pay your players in wages, the higher you will 
finish, but what you pay for them in transfer fees doesn’t seem to make 
much difference.

While the market for players’ wages is pretty efficient—the better a 
player, the more he earns—the transfer market is inefficient. Much of the 
time, clubs buy the wrong players. Even now that they have brigades of 
international scouts, they still waste fortunes on flops like Blissett. (The 
transfer market is also of dubious legality—do clubs really have a right to 
“buy” and “sell” employees?—but that’s another matter.)

As a case study of bad transfer policy, let’s take Liverpool from 1998 
through 2010. The club’s managers in this period, Gérard Houllier and 
Rafael Benitez, kept splashing out on big transfer fees, yet Liverpool 
hardly ever even threatened to win the league. Jamie Carragher, who 
played for Liverpool throughout these years, provides a dolefully comic 
commentary on some of the club’s misguided signings in his excellent 
autobiography, Carra:

• “Sean Dundee was not a Liverpool footballer.”
• “The signing I didn’t rate was Sander Westerveld. . . . I thought he 

was an average goalkeeper who seemed to think he was Gordon 
Banks.”

• “What about Josemi? He struggled to find a teammate six yards 
away. Djimi Traore had the same weakness.”

• “To be blunt, [Christian] Ziege couldn’t defend.”
• “The names El-Hadji Diouf and Salif Diao now make the legs of 

the toughest Liverpudlians shudder in fear. . . . The first concern I 
had with Diouf is his pace. He didn’t have any. . . . Do you remem-
ber being at school and picking sides for a game of football? We do 
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this at Liverpool for the five-a-sides. Diouf was ‘last pick’ within a 
few weeks.”

    “‘You paid ten million for him and no one wants him in their 
team,’ I shouted to Gérard.”

• “If Diouf was a disappointment, Diao was a catastrophe. .  .  . But 
even he wasn’t the worst arrival of this hideous summer [of 2002]. 
Houllier also signed Bruno Cheyrou.”

• On Djibril Cissé, who cost Liverpool $26 million: “He was sup-
posed to be a strong, physical target man who scored goals. He was 
neither one nor the other.”

• “The greatest disappointment was Fernando Morientes. . . . He was 
a yard off the pace.”

When Benitez replaced Houllier in 2004, writes Carragher, the Span-
iard encountered “a host of poor, overpaid players and expectations as 
great as ever.” But the new man didn’t do much better than his pre-
decessor. Carragher’s book is gentler with Benitez than with Houllier, 
presumably because the Spaniard was still his boss when he wrote it, but 
the waste of the Benitez years is remarkable. Most strikingly, perhaps, 
in 2008 Benitez handed Tottenham Hotspur £20 million (then about 
$40 million) for the twenty-eight-year-old forward Robbie Keane. The 
much-touted fact that Keane was a lifelong Liverpool fan turned out not 
to help much. Six months after buying the player, Benitez decided that 
Keane wasn’t the thing after all and shipped him back to Tottenham 
(which itself would soon regret buying him) at a loss of £8 million ($12 
million). Virgin Trains took out newspaper advertisements that said, “A 
Liverpool to London return faster than Robbie Keane.”

For all the spending, most of Liverpool’s best performers during the 
Houllier-Benitez years were homegrown players who had cost the club 
nothing: Steven Gerrard, Michael Owen, and Carragher himself. An-
other stalwart for a decade, centerback Sami Hyppiä, had come for only 
$4.1 million from little Willem II in the Netherlands. In short, there 
didn’t seem to be much correlation between transfer spending and quality.

In October 2009, after Benitez’s sixth and last summer mastermind-
ing Liverpool’s transfers, Britain’s Sunday Times newspaper calculated the 
damage. It found that in those six years at Anfield, Benitez had spent 
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£122 million (about $220 million) more than he had received in transfer 
fees. Alex Ferguson’s net spend at Manchester United in the same period 
was only £27 million ($49 million), yet in those years United had won 
three titles to Liverpool’s none. Arsène Wenger at Arsenal had actu-
ally received £27 million ($49 million) more in transfer fees than he had 
spent during the period, the newspaper estimated. From 2005 through 
2009, Benitez had even outspent Chelsea on transfers. Yet at the end of 
this period he had the nerve to complain, “It is always difficult to com-
pete in the Premier League with clubs who have more money.” Ferguson 
later commented that he hadn’t been able to see any “strategy” in Beni-
tez’s buying. “It amazed me that he used to walk into press conferences 
and say he had no money to spend,” Ferguson wrote in his 2013 auto-
biography. “He was given plenty. It was the quality of his buys that let 
him down. If you set aside Torres and Reina, few of his acquisitions were 
of true Liverpool standard. There were serviceable players—Mascherano 
and Kuyt, hard-working players—but not real Liverpool quality.”

Benitez’s failure at Liverpool was partially disguised by one night in 
Istanbul: the victory in the Champions League final of 2005, after having 
been 3–0 down to Milan at the end of the first half. However, as we’ll 
discuss later in the book, a large chunk of luck is involved in winning 
knockout competitions—even leaving aside the fact that Benitez got his 
tactics wrong going into the game and had to turn his team upside down 
at halftime. The most reliable gauge of a team’s quality is its performance 
in the league, and here Houllier and Benitez failed. Their expensive trans-
fers didn’t bring commensurate results. If you add in agents’ fees, taxes 
on transfers, and the constant disruption to the team, all this wheeling 
and dealing helps explain how Liverpool got left behind by Manchester 
United. To quote Carragher, “As I know to my cost at Anfield, having 
money is no guarantee of success. The skill is spending it on the right 
players.”

The question, then, is what clubs can do to improve their status. If you 
are Liverpool now, run by a man like John Henry who understands sta-
tistics, and you have this knowledge of the relative importance of wages 
and unimportance of transfers, how can you win more matches? The ob-
vious answer is to spend less of your income on transfers and more of it 
on wages. In general, it may be better to raise the pay of your leading 
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players than to risk losing a couple of them and have to go out and buy 
replacements. Benitez had a net transfer spend of minus $220 million in 
six years. If he had merely balanced his transfer budget in that period, 
let alone made a profit as Wenger did, he could have raised his team’s 
salaries by $36 million a year. In the 2008–2009 season, that boost would 
have given Liverpool a slightly larger wage bill than United. United won 
the title that year.

Soccer clubs need to make fewer transfers. They buy too many Dioufs. 
But they will keep buying players, and the transfer market is probably the 
area in which clubs can most easily improve their performance. They need 
to learn from the few clubs and managers who have worked out some of 
the secrets of the transfer market.

Any inefficient market is an opportunity for somebody. If most clubs 
are wasting most of their transfer money, then a club that spends wisely 
is going to outperform. Indeed, a handful of wise buyers have consis-
tently outperformed the transfer market: Brian Clough and his assis-
tant–cum–soul mate Peter Taylor in their years at Nottingham Forest, 
Wenger during his first decade at Arsenal, and, most mysteriously of all, 
Olympique Lyon, which rose from obscure provincial club to a period of 
dictatorial rule over French soccer. From 2002 through 2008, Lyon won 
the French league seven times running. That era is now over, and the club 
has made mistakes since, as it has tried and failed to compete with clubs 
with much higher revenues, like Real Madrid or Manchester United. 
Lyon got tempted into paying big transfer fees for supposed “stars”—for 
instance, gambling $28 million on the slow French playmaker Yoann 
Gourcuff in 2010. Nonetheless, its seven-year reign remains an extraor-
dinary feat. The usual way to win things in soccer is to pay high salaries. 
These clubs found a different route: they worked out the secrets of the 
transfer market.

There is a fourth master of the transfer market who is worth a look, 
even if he works in a different sport across an ocean: Billy Beane, gen-
eral manager of the Oakland A’s baseball team. In his book Moneyball, 
Michael Lewis explains how for a few years Beane turned one of the 
poorest teams in baseball into one of the best by the simple method 
of rejecting what everyone in the sport had always “known” to be true 
about trading for players. Lewis writes, “Understanding that he would 
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never have a Yankee-sized checkbook, Beane had set about looking for 
inefficiencies in the game.” It’s odd how many of the same inefficiencies 
exist in soccer, too.

market inComPetenCe

If we study these masters of transfers, it will help us uncover the secrets 
of the market that all the other clubs are missing. First of all, though, we 
present a few of the most obvious inefficiencies in the market. Although 
it doesn’t take a Clough or a Beane to identify these, they continue to 
exist.

a new manager wastes money

Typically the new manager wants to put his mark on his new team. So he 
buys his own players. He then has to “clear out” some of his predecessor’s 
purchases, usually at a discount.

Strangely, it’s Tottenham during its years under a famously tightfisted 
chairman, Alan Sugar, that provides the worst example. In May 2000 
the club’s manager, George Graham, paid Dynamo Kiev $16.5 million—
nearly twice Spurs’s previous record fee—for the Ukrainian striker Sergei 
Rebrov. Clearly Rebrov was meant to be a long-term investment.

But nine months later, Sugar sold his stake in Tottenham, whereupon 
the new owners sacked Graham and replaced him with Glenn Hoddle. 
Hoddle didn’t appreciate Rebrov. The record signing ended up on the 
bench, was sent on loan to a Turkish team, and in 2004 moved to West 
Ham on a free transfer.

This form of waste is common across soccer: a new manager is allowed 
to buy and sell on the pretense that he is reshaping the club for many 
years to come, even though in practice he almost always leaves pretty 
rapidly. A terrible recent example was Paolo di Canio at Sunderland in 
2013: in the six months and thirteen games that he managed the club, 
he spent about $30 million on transfers, brought in fourteen players and 
let fifteen leave. When he was sacked, he left his successor, Gus Poyet, a 
team in last place in the Premier League. Tony Fernandes, the Queens 
Park Rangers chairman who spent a net $65 million on transfer fees 
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while getting relegated from the Premier League in 2012–2013, told us 
mournfully: “Sunderland’s going through, in some ways, what we went 
through. The manager comes in, he changes everyone, and Gus Poyet 
is already saying, ‘I want to control the transfer budget.’ If you change 
a manager, I don’t care who they are, they’re going to have a different 
opinion, right? Mark Hughes liked a certain player, Harry [Redknapp] 
doesn’t like a certain player.”

But why couldn’t a chairman just say no to a shopaholic new man-
ager? “You yourself see the results,” replied Fernandes, “and you think, 
‘God, we need some change.’”

A manager typically doesn’t care how much his wheeler-dealing costs: 
he doesn’t get a bonus if the club makes a profit. Billy Beane told us, 
“When you think of the structure of most sports teams, there is no bene-
fit to a head coach in the NFL or a soccer manager to think years ahead. 
The person who has access to the greatest expenditure in the business has 
no risk in the decision-making.” He added that the exception to this rule 
was Wenger. Beane said, “When I think of Arsène Wenger, I think of 
Warren Buffett. Wenger runs his football club like he is going to own the 
club for one hundred years.”

stars of recent world Cups, or european Championships  
are overvalued

The worst time to buy a player is in the summer when he’s just done well 
at a big tournament. Everyone in the transfer market has seen how good 
the player is, but he is exhausted and quite likely sated with success. As 
Ferguson admitted after retiring from United: “I was always wary of buy-
ing players on the back of good tournament performances. I did it at the 
1996 European Championship, which prompted me to move for Jordi 
Cruyff and Karel Poborský. Both had excellent runs in that tournament, 
but I didn’t receive the kind of value their countries did that summer. 
They weren’t bad buys, but sometimes players get themselves motivated 
and prepared for World Cups and European Championships and after 
that there can be a leveling off.”

Moreover, if you buy a player because of a good tournament, you 
are judging him on a very small sample of games. Take, for instance, 
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Arsenal’s purchase of the Danish midfielder John Jensen in July 1992. 
The previous month, Jensen had scored a cracking long-range goal in the 
European Championship final against Germany. Arsenal’s then manager, 
George Graham, told the British media that Jensen was a goal-scoring 
midfielder.

But he wasn’t. The goal against Germany had been a one-off. Jensen 
would go years without scoring for Arsenal. Over time this failing ac-
tually turned him into a cult hero: whenever he got the ball, even in his 
own penalty area, the crowd at Highbury would joyously shout, “Shoot!” 
By the time Jensen left Arsenal in 1996, he had scored one goal in four 
years. (Arsenal fans printed T-shirts saying, “I was there when John Jen-
sen scored.”) Graham’s mistake had been to extrapolate from that sin-
gle famous goal against Germany. This is an example of the so-called 
availability heuristic: the more available a piece of information is to the 
memory, the more likely it is to influence your decision, even when the 
information is irrelevant.

Signing these shooting stars fits what Moneyball calls “a tendency to 
be overly influenced by a guy’s most recent performance: what he did last 
was not necessarily what he would do next.”

Real Madrid is of course the supreme consumer of shooting stars. 
This is largely because the club’s fans demand it. Madrid (or Spurs, or 
Marseille in France) probably isn’t even trying to be rational in the trans-
fer market. The club’s aim is not to buy the best results for as little money 
as possible. When it handed over a combined total of $226 million for 
Cristiano Ronaldo and Kaká in 2009, it probably suspected it was paying 
more for the duo than the benefit it was likely to get in results or higher 
revenues. But big signings of this type (like Newcastle buying fragile Mi-
chael Owen from Madrid for $30 million) are best understood as mar-
keting gifts to a club’s fans, its sponsors, and the local media. (It’s hugely 
in the interest of Marca, the Spanish sports newspaper, for Real always to 
be buying players, or else hardly anyone would bother reading the paper 
over the three-month summer break.) As Ferguson explained Real’s pur-
chase of Ronaldo: “Madrid paid £80 million in cash for him, and do you 
know why? It was a way for Florentino Pérez, their president, to say to 
the world, ‘We are Real Madrid, we are the biggest of the lot.’” In 2013, 
Madrid’s purchase of Bale made the same statement. Probably nobody at 
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Madrid believed that the Welshman was twice as good a player as Mesut 
Özil—sold to Arsenal for half Bale’s transfer fee—but he was deliciously 
new. His record fee only enhanced his glamour. The $132 million is un-
likely to bring commensurate reward, but Real probably doesn’t care very 
much. The club is not a business. It’s a populist democracy. Few soccer 
clubs pursue bean-counting quests for return on investment.

Buying a big name makes every person in the club feel bigger. Chris-
toph Biermann, in his pioneering German book on soccer and data, Die 
Fussball-Matrix, cites the president of a Bundesliga club who said his 
coach got very excited whenever the club paid a large transfer fee. Bier-
mann explains, “For this coach it was a status symbol to be allowed to 
buy players who cost many millions of euros. My car, my house, my star 
signing!”

Buying names also gives supporters the thrill of expectation, a sense 
that their club is going somewhere, which may be as much fun as ac-
tually winning things. Buying big names is how these clubs keep their 
customers satisfied during the summer shutdown. (And some managers 
buy players to make themselves some illicit cash on the side, as George 
Graham did when he signed Jensen, but that’s another story.)

Certain nationalities are overvalued

Clubs will pay more for a player from a “fashionable” soccer country. 
American goalkeeper Kasey Keller says that in the transfer market, it’s 
good to be Dutch. “Giovanni van Bronckhorst is the best example,” 
Keller told Christoph Biermann. “He went from Rangers to Arsenal, 
failed there, and then where did he go? To Barcelona! You have to be a 
Dutchman to do that. An American would have been sent straight back 
to DC United.”

More recently Belgian players have come into fashion. But the most 
enduringly fashionable nationality in the transfer market is Brazilian. As 
Alex Bellos writes in Futebol: The Brazilian Way of Life, “The phrase ‘Bra-
zilian soccer player’ is like the phrases ‘French chef’ or ‘Tibetan monk.’ 
The nationality expresses an authority, an innate vocation for the job—
whatever the natural ability.” A Brazilian agent who had exported very 
humble Brazilian players to the Faeroe Islands and Iceland told Bellos, 
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“It’s sad to say, but it is much easier selling, for example, a crap Brazilian 
than a brilliant Mexican. The Brazilian gets across the image of happi-
ness, party, carnival. Irrespective of talent, it is very seductive to have a 
Brazilian in your team.”

A wise club will buy unfashionable nationalities—Bolivians, say, or 
Belorussians—at discounts.

gentlemen Prefer blonds

One big English club noticed that its scouts who watched youth matches 
often came back recommending blond players. The likely reason: when 
you are scanning a field of twenty-two similar-looking players, none of 
whom yet has a giant reputation, the blonds tend to stand out (except, 
presumably, in Scandinavia). The color catches the eye. So the scout no-
tices the blond boy without understanding why. The club in question 
began to take this distortion into account when judging scouting reports. 
We suspect the bias toward blonds disappears when scouts are assessing 
adult players who already have established reputations. Then the player’s 
reputation—“World Cup hero,” say, or simply “Brazilian”—guides the 
scout’s judgment.

Similarly, Beane at the Oakland A’s noticed that baseball scouts had 
all sorts of “sight-based prejudices.” They were suspicious of fat guys or 
skinny little guys or “short right-handed pitchers,” and they overvalued 
handsome, strapping athletes of the type that Beane himself had been 
at age seventeen. Scouts look for players who look the part. Perhaps in 
soccer, blonds are thought to look more like superstars.

This taste for blonds is another instance of the “availability heuris-
tic”: the piece of information is available, so it influences your decision. 
Blonds stick in the memory.

| |

The inefficiencies we have cited so far are so-called systemic failures: 
more than just individual mistakes, they are deviations from rationality. 
All this is what you might call Transfer Market 101. To learn more about 
how to play the market, we need to study the masters.
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Drunks, gamblers, anD bargains:  
Clough anD taylor at forest

“Cloughie likes a bung,” Alan Sugar told the High Court of England 
and Wales in 1993. Sugar’s former manager at Spurs, Terry Venables, 
had told him so.

A “bung” is British slang for an illegal under-the-table payment to 
sweeten a deal. The court heard that when Clough bought or sold a player 
for Nottingham Forest, he expected to get a bung. In a perfect world, he 
liked it to be handed over at a highway rest stop. Clough denied every-
thing—“A bung? Isn’t that something you get from a plumber to stop up 
the bath?”—and was never prosecuted. Yet what seems likely is this: “Old 
Big Head” (as Clough called himself) was so good at transfers, making 
profits even while turning a little provincial club into European champi-
ons, that he felt he deserved the odd bonus. More than anyone else in 
his day, Clough and his right-hand man, Peter Taylor, had succeeded in 
gaming the transfer market.

Clough and Taylor met while playing in a “Probables versus Possi-
bles” reserve game at Middlesbrough in 1955. They seem to have fallen 
in love at first sight. Pretty soon they were using their free time to travel 
around the North of England watching soccer and coaching children to-
gether. Taylor never became more than a journeyman keeper, but Clough 
scored the fastest two hundred goals ever notched in English soccer until, 
at the age of twenty-seven, he wrecked his right knee skidding on a fro-
zen field on Boxing Day in 1962. Three years later he phoned Taylor and 
said, “I’ve been offered the managership of Hartlepools and I don’t fancy 
it. But if you’ll come, I’ll consider it.” He then immediately hung up. 
Taylor took the bait, though to get in he had to double as Hartlepool’s 
medical department, running onto the field with the sponge on match 
days. It was the prelude to their legendary years together at Derby and 
Nottingham Forest.

David Peace’s novel The Damned United—and Tom Hooper’s film of 
it—is in large part the love story of Clough and Taylor. The men’s wives 
have only walk-on parts. As in all good couples, each partner has an as-
signed role. As Peace’s fictional Clough tells himself, “Peter has the eyes 
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and the ears, but you have the stomach and the balls.” Taylor found the 
players, and Clough led them to glory.

The relationship ended in “divorce” in 1982, with Taylor’s resignation 
from Forest. It seems that the rift had opened two years before, when 
Taylor published his excellent but now forgotten memoir, With Clough by 
Taylor. More of this in a moment, because it is the closest thing we have 
to a handbook to the transfer market.

But clearly the couple had other problems besides literature. Perhaps 
Clough resented his partner because he needed him so badly—not the 
sort of relationship Clough liked. Indeed, the film The Damned United 
depicts him failing at Leeds partly because Taylor is not there to scout 
players, and finally driving down to Brighton with his young sons to beg 
his partner’s forgiveness. He finds Taylor doing the gardening. At Tay-
lor’s insistence, he gets down on his knees in the driveway and recites, 
“I’m nothing without you. Please, please, baby, take me back.” And Tay-
lor takes him back, and buys him the cut-price Forest team that wins two 
European Cups. Whatever their precise relationship, the duo certainly 
knew how to sign players. Here are a few of their coups:

• Buying Gary Birtles from the nonleague club Long Eaton for 
$3,500 in 1976 and selling him to Manchester United four years 
later for $2.9 million. A measure of what a good deal this was for 
Forest: United forked out about $500,000 more for Birtles than it 
would pay to sign Eric Cantona from Leeds twelve years later, in 
1992. Birtles ended up costing United about $175,000 a goal, and 
after two years was sold back to Forest for a quarter of the initial fee.

• Buying Roy Keane from an Irish club called Cobh Ramblers for 
$80,000 in 1990 and selling him to Manchester United three years 
later for $5.6 million, then a British record fee.

• Buying Kenny Burns from Birmingham City for $250,000 in 
1977. Taylor writes in With Clough by Taylor that Burns was then 
regarded as “a fighting, hard-drinking gambler . . . a stone [fourteen 
pounds] overweight.” In 1978, English soccer writers voted Burns 
the league’s player of the year.

• Twice buying Archie Gemmill cheaply. In 1970, when Gemmill 
was playing for Preston, Clough drove to his house and asked him 

9781568584812-text.indd   26 2/20/14   11:35 AM



g e n t l e m e n  P r e f e r  b l o n D s  27

to come to Derby. Gemmill refused. Clough said that in that case he 
would sleep outside in his car. Gemmill’s wife invited him to sleep in 
the house instead. The next morning at breakfast Clough persuaded 
Gemmill to sign. The fee was $145,000, and Gemmill quickly won 
two league titles at Derby. In 1977 Clough paid Derby $35,000 and 
the now forgotten goalkeeper John Middleton to bring Gemmill to 
his new club Forest, where the player won another league title.

If there was one club where almost every penny spent on transfers 
bought results, it was Forest under Clough. In the 1970s the correlation 
must have been off the charts: Forest won two European Cups with a 
team assembled largely for peanuts. Sadly, there are no good financial 
data for that period, but we do know that even from 1982 to 1992, in 
Clough’s declining years, after Taylor had left him, Forest performed as 
well on the field as clubs that were spending twice as much on wages. 
Clough had broken the usually iron link between salaries and league 
position.

Clough himself seemed to think that what explained Forest’s success 
was his and Taylor’s eye for players, rather than, say, any motivational 
gift or tactical genius. Phil Soar, the club’s chairman and chief executive 
for four years at the end of the 1990s, e-mailed us: “In hours of musings 
with Clough (I had to try to defend him from the bung charges) I obvi-
ously asked him what made this almost absurdly irrelevant little provin-
cial club (my home town of course) into a shooting star. And he always 
used to say, ‘We had some pretty good players you know.’”

It’s hard to identify all of Clough and Taylor’s transfer secrets, and if 
their rivals at the time had understood what they were up to, everyone 
would have simply imitated them. Taylor’s book makes it clear that he 
spent a lot of time trying to identify players (like Burns) whom others 
had wrongly undervalued due to surface characteristics, but then everyone 
tries to do that. Sometimes Forest did splurge on a player who was rated 
by everybody, like Trevor Francis, soccer’s first “million-pound man,” or 
Peter Shilton, whom it made the most expensive goalkeeper in British 
history.

Yet thanks to With Clough by Taylor we can identify three of the 
duo’s rules. First, be as eager to sell good players as to buy them. “It’s as 
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important in soccer as in the stock market to sell at the right time,” wrote 
Taylor. “A manager should always be looking for signs of disintegration 
in a winning side and then sell the players responsible before their dete-
rioration is noticed by possible buyers.” (Or in Billy Beane’s words: “You 
have to always be upgrading. Otherwise you’re fucked.”)

The moment when a player reaches the top of his particular hill is 
like the moment when the stock market peaks. Clough and Taylor were 
always trying to gauge that moment, and sell. Each time they signed a 
player, they would give him a set speech, which Taylor records in his 
book: “Son, the first time we can replace you with a better player, we’ll 
do it without blinking an eyelid. That’s what we’re paid to do—to pro-
duce the best side and to win as many things as we can. If we see a bet-
ter player than you but don’t sign him then we’re frauds. But we’re not 
frauds.” In 1981, just after Kenny Burns had won everything with Forest, 
the club offloaded him to Leeds for $800,000.

Second, older players are overrated. “I’ve noticed over the years how 
often Liverpool sell players as they near or pass their thirtieth birthday,” 
notes Taylor in his book. “Bob Paisley [Liverpool’s then manager] be-
lieves the average first division footballer is beginning to burn out at 
thirty.” Taylor added, rather snottily, that that was true of a “running 
side like Liverpool,” but less so of a passing one like Forest. Nonetheless, 
he agreed with the principle of selling older players.

The master of that trade for many years was Wenger. Arsenal’s man-
ager is one of the few people in soccer who can view the game from the 
outside. In part, this is because he has a degree in economic sciences 
from the University of Strasbourg in France. As a trained economist, he 
is inclined to trust data rather than the game’s received wisdom. Wenger 
sees that in the transfer market, clubs tend to overvalue a player’s past 
performance. That prompts them to pay fortunes—in transfer fees and 
salaries—for players who have passed their prime. FIFA TMS (the de-
partment of FIFA that oversees international transfers) analyzed the pay 
of players who moved internationally to Brazil, Argentina, England, 
Germany, Italy, and Portugal in 2012, and found, remarkably, that the 
average man earned his peak fixed salary at the ripe old age of thirty-two.

All players are melting blocks of ice. The job of the club is to gauge 
how fast they are melting, and to get rid of them before they turn into 
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expensive puddles of water. Wenger often lets defenders carry on until 
their mid-thirties, but he usually gets rid of his midfielders and forwards 
much younger. He got rid of Patrick Vieira for $25 million at age twen-
ty-nine, Thierry Henry for $30 million at age twenty-nine, Emmanuel 
Petit for $10.5 million at age twenty-nine, and Marc Overmars for $37 
million at age twenty-seven, and none of them ever did as well again after 
leaving Arsenal. (Wenger’s uncharacteristic decision at the very end of 
August 2011 to sign twenty-eight-year-old Andre Santos, twenty-nine-
year-old Mikel Arteta, and thirty-one-year-old Yossi Benayoun shows 
his pressing need at that moment for quick success. In any case, he had 
built up the cashbox to afford it. It didn’t work out well.)

Curiously, precisely the same overvaluation of older players exists in 
baseball, too. The conventional wisdom in the game had always been that 
players peak in their early thirties. Then along came Bill James from his 
small town in Kansas. In his mimeographs, the father of sabermetrics 
showed that the average player peaked not in his early thirties, but at just 
twenty-seven. Beane told us, “Nothing strangulates a sports club more 
than having older players on long contracts, because once they stop per-
forming, they become immoveable. And as they become older, the risk 
of injury becomes exponential. It’s less costly to bring a young player. If 
it doesn’t work, you can go and find the next guy, and the next guy. The 
downside risk is lower, and the upside much higher.”

Finally, Clough and Taylor’s third rule: buy players with personal 
problems (like Burns, or the gambler Stan Bowles) at a discount. Then 
help them deal with their problems.

Clough, a drinker, and Taylor, a gambler, empathized with trou-
bled players. While negotiating with a new player they would ask him a 
stock question, “to which we usually know the answer,” wrote Taylor. It 
was: “Let’s hear your vice before you sign. Is it women, booze, drugs, or 
gambling?”

Clough and Taylor believed that once they knew the vice, they could 
help the player manage it. Clough was so confident of his psychological 
skills that he even thought he could handle Manchester United’s alco-
holic womanizing genius George Best. “I’d sort George out in a week,” 
he boasted. “I’d hide the key to the drinks cabinet and I’d make sure he 
was tucked up with nothing stronger than cocoa for the first six months. 
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Women? I’d let him home to see his mum and his sisters. No one else in 
a skirt is getting within a million miles of him.”

Taylor says he told Bowles, who joined Forest in 1979 (and, as it 
happens, failed there), “Any problem in your private life must be brought 
to us; you may not like that but we’ll prove to you that our way of man-
agement is good for all of us.” After a player confided a problem, wrote 
Taylor, “if we couldn’t find an answer, we would turn to experts: we have 
sought advice for our players from clergymen, doctors and local council-
ors.” Taking much the same approach, Wenger helped Tony Adams and 
Paul Merson combat their addictions.

All this might sound obvious, but the usual attitude in soccer is, “We 
paid a lot of money for you, now get on with it,” as if mental illness, ad-
diction, or homesickness should not exist above a certain level of income.

reloCation, reloCation, reloCation:  
the riCe krisPies Problem

Clough and Taylor understood that many transfers fail because of a play-
er’s problems off the field. In a surprising number of cases, these prob-
lems are the product of the transfer itself.

Moving to a job in another city is always stressful; moving to another 
country is even more so. The challenge of moving from Rio de Janeiro 
to Manchester involves cultural adjustments that just don’t compare with 
moving from Springfield, Missouri, to Springfield, Ohio. An uprooted 
soccer player has to find a home and a new life for his family, and gain 
some grasp of the social rules of his new country. Yet European clubs that 
pay millions of dollars for foreign players are often unwilling to spend a 
few thousand more to help the players settle in their new homes. Instead 
the clubs typically tell them, “Here’s a plane ticket, come over, and play 
brilliantly from day one.” The player fails to adjust to the new country, 
underperforms, and his transfer fee is wasted. “Relocation,” as the in-
dustry of relocation consultants calls it, has long been one of the biggest 
inefficiencies in the transfer market.

All the inefficiencies surrounding relocation could be assuaged. Most 
big businesses know how difficult relocation is and do their best to 
smooth the passage. When a senior Microsoft executive moves between 
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countries, a relocation consultant helps his or her family find schools and 
a house and learn the social rules of the new country. If Luther Blis-
sett had been working for Microsoft, a relocation consultant could have 
found him Rice Krispies. An expensive relocation might cost $25,000, or 
0.1 percent of a large transfer fee. But in soccer, possibly the most global-
ized industry of all, spending anything at all on relocation was until very 
recently regarded as a waste of money.

Boudewijn Zenden, who played in four countries, for clubs including 
Liverpool and Barcelona, told us during his stint in Marseille in 2009:

It’s the weirdest thing ever that you can actually buy a player for 20 
mil, and you don’t do anything to make him feel at home. I think the 
first thing you should do is get him a mobile phone and a house. Get 
him a school for the kids, get something for his missus, get a teacher 
in for both of them straightaway, because obviously everything goes 
with the language. Do they need anything for other family members, 
do they need a driving license, do they need a visa, do they need a 
new passport? Sometimes even at the biggest clubs it’s really badly 
organized.

Milan: best club ever. AC Milan is organized in a way you can’t 
believe. Anything is done for you: you arrive, you get your house, it’s 
fully furnished, you get five cars to choose from, you know the sky’s 
the limit. They really say: we’ll take care of everything else; you make 
sure you play really well. Whereas unfortunately in a lot of clubs, you 
have to get after it yourself.  .  .  . Sometimes you get to a club, and 
you’ve got people actually at the club who take profit from players.

For any foreign player, or even a player who comes in new, they 
could get one man who’s actually there to take care of everything. But 
then again, sometimes players are a bit—I don’t want to say abusive, 
but they might take profit of the situation. They might call in the 
middle of the night, just to say there’s no milk in the fridge. You 
know how they are sometimes.

In soccer, bad relocations have traditionally been the norm. In 1961, 
two fifteen-year-olds from Belfast took the boat across the Irish Sea to 
become apprentices with Manchester United. George Best and Eric 
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McMordie had never left home before. When they landed at Liverpool 
docks, they couldn’t find anyone from the club to meet them. So they 
worked out for themselves how to get a train to Manchester, eventually 
found the stadium, and wound up so lonely and confused that on their 
second day they told the club: “We want to go back on the next boat.” 
And they did, recounts Duncan Hamilton in his biography of Best, Im-
mortal. In the end, Best decided to give Manchester one last try. McMor-
die refused. He became a plasterer in Belfast after leaving school, though 
he did later make a respectable soccer career with Middlesbrough. Just 
imagine how the botched welcome of Best might have changed United’s 
history.

Yet bad relocations remained the norm for decades, like Chelsea sign-
ing Dutch cosmopolitan Ruud Gullit in 1996 and sticking him in a hotel 
in the ugly London dormitory town of Slough, or Ian Rush coming back 
to England from a bad year in Italy marveling, “It was like another coun-
try.” Many players down the decades would have understood that phrase. 
But perhaps the great failed relocation, one that a Spanish relocation 
consultant still cites in her presentations, was Nicolas Anelka’s to Real 
Madrid in 1999.

A half hour of conversation with Anelka is enough to confirm that 
he is self-absorbed, scared of other people, and not someone who makes 
contact easily. Nor does he appear to be good at languages, because after 
well over a decade in England he still speaks very mediocre English. 
Anelka is the sort of expatriate who really needs a relocation consultant.

Real had spent $35 million buying him from Arsenal. The club then 
spent nothing on helping him adjust. On day one the shy, awkward twen-
ty-year-old reported to work and found that there was nobody to show 
him around. He hadn’t even been assigned a locker in the dressing room. 
Several times that first morning, he would take a locker that seemed to be 
unused, only for another player to walk in and claim it.

Anelka doesn’t seem to have talked about his problems to anyone at 
Madrid. Nor did anyone at the club ask him. Instead he talked to France 
Football, a magazine that he treated as his newspaper of record, like a 
1950s British prime minister talking to The Times. “I am alone against the 
rest of the team,” he revealed midway through the season. He claimed 
to possess a video showing his teammates looking gloomy after he had 
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scored his first goal for Real after six months at the club. He had tried to 
give this video to the coach, but the coach hadn’t wanted to see it. Also, 
the other black Francophone players had told Anelka that the other play-
ers wouldn’t pass to him. Madrid ended up giving him a forty-five-day 
ban, essentially for being maladjusted.

Paranoid though Anelka may have been, he had a point. The other 
players really didn’t like him. And they never got to know him, because 
nobody at the club seems ever to have bothered to introduce him to any-
one. As he said later, all that Madrid had told him was, “Look after your-
self.” The club seems to have taken the strangely materialistic view that 
Anelka’s salary should determine his behavior. But even in materialistic 
terms, that was foolish. If you pay $35 million for an immature young 
employee, it is bad management to make him look after himself. Wenger 
at Arsenal knew that, and he had Anelka on the field scoring goals.

Even a player with a normal personality can find emigration tricky. 
Tyrone Mears, an English defender who spent a year at Marseille, where 
his best relocation consultant was his teammate Zenden, said, “Some-
times it’s not a problem of the player adapting. A lot of the times it’s the 
family adapting.” Perhaps the player’s girlfriend is unhappy because she 
can’t find a job in the new town. Or perhaps she’s pregnant and doesn’t 
know how to negotiate the local hospital, or perhaps she can’t find Rice 
Krispies (“or beans on toast,” added Zenden, when told about the Blissett 
drama). The club doesn’t care. It is paying her boyfriend well. He simply 
has to perform.

Soccer clubs never used to bother with anything like an HR depart-
ment. As late as about 2005, there were only a few relocation consultants 
in soccer, and most weren’t called that, and were not hired by clubs. In-
stead they worked either for players’ agents or for sportswear companies. 
If Nike or Adidas is paying a player to wear its shoes, it needs him to 
succeed. If the player moves to a foreign club, the sportswear company—
knowing that the club might not bother—sometimes sends a minder to 
live in that town and look after him.

The minder gives the player occasional presents, acts as his secretary, 
friend, and shrink, and remembers his wife’s birthday. The minder of 
a young midfielder who was struggling in his first weeks at Milan said 
that his main task, when the player came home from training frustrated, 
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lonely, and confused by Italy, was to take him out to dinner. At dinner 
the player would grumble and say, “Tomorrow I’m going to tell the coach 
what I really think of him,” and the minder would say, “That might not 
be such a brilliant idea. Here, have some more linguine alle vongole.” To 
most players, this sort of thing comes as a bonus in a stressful life. To a 
few, it is essential.

Years after international transfers became standard, most clubs still 
did nothing about relocation. Didier Drogba in his autobiography re-
counts joining Chelsea from Olympique Marseille in 2004 for $44 mil-
lion. He writes, “I plunged into problems linked to my situation as an 
expatriate. Chelsea didn’t necessarily help me.” Nobody at the club could 
help him find a school for his children. All Chelsea did to get him a 
house was put him in touch with a real estate agent who tried to sell him 
one for $18 million. For “weeks of irritation” the Drogba family lived in 
a hotel while Drogba, who at that point barely spoke English, went house 
hunting after practice.

All Chelsea’s expensive foreign signings had much the same expe-
rience, Drogba writes. “We sometimes laughed about it with Gallas, 
Makelele, Kezman, Geremi. ‘You too, you’re still living in a hotel?’ After 
all these worries, I didn’t feel like integrating [at Chelsea] or multiplying 
my efforts.”

Chelsea was no worse than other clubs. The same summer Drogba 
arrived in London, Wayne Rooney moved thirty-five miles up the mo-
torway from Everton to Manchester United and had an almost equally 
disorienting experience. United had paid $49 million for him but then 
stuck its eighteen-year-old star asset in a hotel room. “Living in such 
a place I found horrible,” reports Rooney in his My Story So Far. The 
nearest thing to a relocation consultant he found at United seems to have 
been a teammate: “Gary Neville tried to persuade me to buy one of his 
houses. I don’t know how many he has, or whether he was boasting or 
winding me up, but he kept telling me about these properties he had.”

At a conference in Rome in 2008, relocation consultants literally lined 
up to tell their horror stories about soccer. Lots of them had tried to get 
into the sport and been rebuffed. A Danish relocator had been told by 
FC Copenhagen that her services weren’t required because the players’ 
wives always helped one another settle. Many clubs had never even heard 
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of relocation. Moreover, they had never hired relocation consultants be-
fore, so given the logic of soccer, not hiring relocation consultants must 
be the right thing to do. One Swedish relocator surmised, “I guess it 
comes down to the fact that they see the players as merchandise.”

The only relocation consultants who had penetrated soccer happened 
to have a friend inside a club or, in the case of one Greek woman, had 
married a club owner. She had told her husband, “All these guys would 
be happier if you find out what their needs are, and address their needs.”

Another relocator had entered a German club as a language teacher 
and worked her way up. She said, “I was their mother, their nurse, their 
real estate agent, their cleaning lady, their everything. They didn’t have a 
car; they didn’t speak the language.” Did her work help them play better? 
“Absolutely.” The club was happy for her to work as an amateur, but as 
soon as she founded a relocation company, it didn’t want her anymore. 
She had become threatening.

And so countless new signings continued to flop abroad. Clubs often 
anticipated this by avoiding players who seemed particularly ill-equipped 
to adjust. For instance, on average Brazilians are the world’s best play-
ers. Yet historically, English clubs rarely bought them, because Brazilians 
don’t speak English, don’t like cold weather, and don’t tend to under-
stand the core traditions of English soccer, like drinking twenty pints of 
beer in a night. Few Brazilians adjust easily to English soccer.

Instead of Brazilians, English clubs traditionally bought Scandina-
vians. On average, Scandinavians are worse soccer players than Brazilians, 
but they are very familiar with English, cold weather, and twenty pints of 
beer. Scandinavians adapted to England, and so the clubs bought them. 
But the clubs were missing a great opportunity. Anyone who bought a 
great Brazilian player and hired a good relocation consultant to help him 
adjust would be onto a winner. Yet few clubs did. Years used to go by 
without any English club buying a Brazilian.

In 2008 Manchester City took a gamble on Robinho. As a Brazilian 
forward who had had his moments in the World Cup of 2006, he was 
bound to be overvalued, and was also very likely to relocate badly. So it’s 
little wonder that City paid a British record transfer fee of $55 million for 
him, or that eighteen months later it gave up on him and sent him home to 
Santos on loan. Robinho never returned to English soccer. The experience 
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obviously taught City a lesson, because for the next two years the club 
switched to a policy of buying only players who had already established 
themselves in England. It also finally began to take relocation seriously.

Bit by bit in recent years, the soccer business has started to become 
smarter. Way back in the mid-1990s, Liverpool had become one of the 
first clubs to hire some sort of employee to help new players settle. Ajax 
Amsterdam was another pioneer. The woman who first handled relo-
cations at Ajax found that some of the problems of new players were 
absurdly easy to solve. When Steven Pienaar and another young South 
African player came to Amsterdam, they were teenagers, had never lived 
on their own before, and suddenly found themselves sharing an apart-
ment in a cold country at the other end of the earth. Inevitably, they put 
their music speakers on the bare floor and cranked up the volume. Inev-
itably, the neighbors complained. The South Africans had a miserable 
time in their building, until the woman from Ajax came around to see 
what was wrong and suggested they put their speakers on a table instead. 
They did. The noise diminished, their lives got easier, and that might just 
have made them better able to perform for Ajax.

Most clubs in the Premier League now have “player liaison  
officers”—soccer code for relocation consultants. Some of these officers 
are full-timers, others not. Some do a serious job. Manchester City in 
particular learned from Robinho’s failure. When we visited the club’s 
training ground in 2012, on a wall just behind reception we saw a map of 
Manchester’s surroundings, designed to catch the eyes of passing play-
ers. The map highlighted eight recommended wealthy towns and sub-
urbs for them to live; not on the list was Manchester’s city center with 
its vibrant nightlife.

These recommendations are just the start. City’s “player-care depart-
ment” aims to take care of almost every need a new immigrant might 
have, whether it’s a nanny or a “discreet car service.” Even before a new 
player signs, the club has already researched his off-duty habits and his 
girlfriend’s taste in restaurants. When he arrives for preseason training, 
the club might say to him, “Well, you’re going to be busy for a couple 
of weeks, but here’s a little restaurant your girlfriend might like.” It’s not 
true that behind every successful soccer player there is a happy wife, but 
it probably does help. Any Latin players needing additional help could 
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consult City’s Argentine fullback Pablo Zabaleta, who after four Mancu-
nian years was considered practically English by his teammates.

In 2011 City signed Zabaleta’s compatriot Sergio Agüero. Nobody 
doubted the young striker’s talent. However, many doubted whether he 
would adapt to English football and rainy provincial life. His transfer fee 
of $61 million seemed a gamble, even for Manchester City. But Agüero 
scored twice on debut. He finished his first English season with thirty 
goals, including the last-second strike in the last game of the season 
against Queens Park Rangers that won City their first league title since 
1968. In part, Agüero succeeded thanks to City’s excellence at relocation. 
Gavin Fleig, the club’s head of performance analysis, told us: “The nor-
mal transition time for a foreign player is considered in the industry to 
be about a year. Normally those players are in a hotel for the first three 
months. We were able to get from agreeing a fee to Sergio living in his 
house within two weeks, with a Spanish sat-nav [GPS] system in his car, 
linked to the Spanish community in Manchester. We had our prize asset 
ready to go from day one.”

Still, a few clubs continue to neglect relocation. One player liaison 
officer in the Premier League told us, “Some very well-known managers 
have said to me they can’t understand why you can possibly need it. They 
have said, ‘Well, when I moved to a foreign country as a player I had to 
do it myself.’ Well, yes, but that doesn’t mean it’s right. You probably had 
to clean boots, too, but nobody does that now.”

the niCest town in euroPe: how olymPique lyon 
bought anD solD their way to the toP 

If you had to locate the middle-class European dream anywhere, it 
would be in Lyon. It’s a town the size of Oakland, about two-thirds 
of the way down France, nestled between rivers just west of the Alps. 
On a warm January afternoon, drinking coffee outside in the eighteenth- 
century Place Bellecour where the buildings are as pretty as the women, 
you think: nice. Here’s a wealthy town where you can have a good job, 
nice weather, and a big house near the mountains.

Lyon also has some of the best restaurants in Europe, known locally 
as bouchons, or “corks.” Even at the town’s soccer stadium you can have 
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a wonderful three-course pregame meal consisting largely of intestines 
or head cheese, unless you prefer to eat at local boy Paul Bocuse’s bras-
serie across the road and totter into the grounds just before kickoff. And 
then, for a remarkable decade or so, you could watch some very decent 
soccer, too.

Until about 2000 Lyon was known as the birthplace of cinema and 
nouvelle cuisine, but not as a soccer town. It was just too bourgeois. If 
for some reason you wanted soccer, you drove thirty-five miles down the 
highway to gritty proletarian Saint-Étienne. In 1987 Olympique Lyon, 
or OL, or les Gones (the Kids), was playing in France’s second division on 
an annual budget of about $3 million. It was any old backwater provincial 
club in Europe. From 2002 through 2008 Lyon ruled French soccer. The 
club’s ascent was in large part a story of the international transfer market. 
Better than any other club in Europe, for a while Lyon worked out how 
to play the market.

In 1987 Jean-Michel Aulas, a local software entrepreneur with the 
stark, grooved features of a Roman emperor, became club president. 
Aulas had played fairly good handball as a young man and had a season 
ticket at OL.

“I didn’t know the world of soccer well,” he admitted to us in 2007 
over a bottle of OL mineral water in his office beside the stadium (which 
he was aiming to tear down and replace with a bigger one). Had he ex-
pected the transformation that he wrought? “No.”

Aulas set out to improve the club step by step. “We tried to abstract 
the factor ‘time,’” he explained. “Each year we fix as an aim to have sport-
ing progress, and progress of our financial resources. It’s like a cyclist 
riding: you can overtake the people in front of you.” Others in France 
preferred to liken Aulas to “un bulldozer.”

In 1987 even the local Lyonnais didn’t care much about les Gones. You 
could live in Lyon without knowing that soccer existed. The club barely 
had a personality, whereas Saint-Étienne was the “miners’ club” that had 
suffered tragic defeats on great European nights in the 1970s. Saint- 
Étienne’s president at the time said that when it came to soccer, Lyon 
was a suburb of Saint-Étienne, a remark that still rankles. At one derby 
after Lyon’s domination began, les Gones’ fans unfurled a banner that told 
the Saint-Étienne supporters, “We invented cinema when your fathers 
were dying in the mines.”
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Aulas appointed local boy Raymond Domenech as his first coach. In 
Domenech’s first season, OL finished at the top of the second division 
without losing a game. Right after that it qualified for Europe. Aulas 
recalled, “At a stroke the credibility was total. The project was en route.”

It turned out that the second city in France, even if it was a bit bour-
geois, was just hungry enough for a decent soccer club. The Lyonnais 
were willing to buy match tickets if things went well, but if things went 
badly, they weren’t immediately waving white handkerchiefs in the stands 
and demanding that the president or manager or half the team be gotten 
rid of. Nor did the French media track the club’s doings hour by hour. 
It’s much easier to build for the long term in a place like that than in a 
“soccer city” like Marseille or Newcastle. Moreover, players were happy 
to move to a town that is hardly a hardship posting. Almost nothing they 
got into in Lyon made it into the gossip press. Another of Lyon’s ad-
vantages: the locals had money. “It allowed us to have not just a ‘popular 
clientele,’ but also a ‘business clientele,’” said Aulas.

Talking about money is something of a taboo in France. It is consid-
ered a grubby and private topic. Socially, you’re never supposed to ask 
anyone a question that might reveal how much somebody has. Soccer, 
to most French fans, is not supposed to be about money. They find the 
notion of a well-run soccer club humorless, practically American.

It therefore irritated them that Aulas talked about it so unabashedly. 
He might have invented the word moneyball. Aulas’s theme was that over 
time, the more money a club makes, the more matches it will win, and 
the more matches it wins, the more money it will make. In the short term 
you can lose a match, but in the long term there is a rationality even to 
soccer. (And to baseball. As Moneyball describes it, Beane believes that 
winning “is simply a matter of figuring out the odds, and exploiting the 
laws of probability. . . . To get worked up over plays, or even games, is as 
unproductive as a casino manager worrying over the outcomes of individ-
ual pulls of the slot machines.”)

In Aulas’s view, rationality in soccer works more or less like this: if you 
buy good players for less than they are worth, you will win more games. 
You will then have more money to buy better players for less than they 
are worth. The better players will win you more matches, and that will 
attract more fans (and thus more money), because Aulas spotted early 
that most soccer fans everywhere are much more like shoppers than like 
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religious believers: if they can get a better experience somewhere new, 
they will go there. He told us in 2007, “We sold 110,000 replica shirts 
last season. This season we are already at 200,000. I think Olympique 
Lyon has become by far the most beloved club in France.”

Polls suggested he was right: in Sport+Markt’s survey of European 
supporters in 2008, Lyon emerged as the country’s most popular club just 
ahead of Olympique Marseille. This popularity was a new phenomenon. 
In 2002, when Lyon first became champions of France, the overriding 
French emotion toward the club had still been, “Whatever.” The editor of 
France Football magazine complained around that time that when Lyon 
won the title, his magazine didn’t sell. But as the club won the title every 
year from 2002 through 2008—the longest period of domination by any 
club in any of Europe’s five biggest national leagues ever—many French 
fans began to care about them.

With more fans, Lyon made more money. On match days you could 
get a haircut at an official OL salon, drink an OL Beaujolais at an OL 
café, book your holiday at an OL travel agency, and take an OL taxi to 
the game—and many people did. Lyon used that money to buy better 
players.

But for all Aulas’s OL mineral water, what made the club’s rise pos-
sible was the transfer market. On that warm winter’s afternoon in Lyon, 
Aulas told us, “We will invest better than Chelsea, Arsenal, or Real Ma-
drid. We will make different strategic choices. For instance, we won’t try 
to have the best team on paper in terms of brand. We will have the best 
team relative to our investment.” Here are Lyon’s rules of the transfer 
market:

Use the wisdom of crowds. When Lyon was thinking of signing a player, 
a group of men would sit down to debate the transfer. Aulas would be 
there, and Bernard Lacombe, once a bull-like center forward for Lyon 
and France, and for most of the past twenty-five years the club’s technical 
director. Lacombe is known for having the best pair of eyes in French 
soccer. He coached Lyon from 1997 to 2000, but Aulas clearly figured out 
that if you have someone with his knack for spotting the right transfer, 
you want to keep him at the club forever rather than make his job con-
tingent on four lost matches. The same went for Peter Taylor at Forest.
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Whoever happened to be Lyon’s head coach at the moment would sit 
in on the meeting, too, and so would four or five other coaches. “We have 
a group that gives its advice,” Aulas explained. “In England the manager 
often does it alone. In France it’s often the technical director.” Lacombe 
told us that the house rule was that after the group had made the deci-
sion, everyone present would then publicly get behind the transfer.

Like Lyon, the Oakland A’s sidelined their manager, too. Like Lyon, 
the A’s understood that he was merely “a middle manager” obsessed with 
the very short term. The A’s let him watch baseball’s annual draft. They 
didn’t let him say a word about it.

Lyon’s method for choosing players is so obvious and smart that it’s 
surprising all clubs don’t use it. The theory of the “wisdom of crowds” 
says that if you aggregate many different opinions from a diverse group 
of people, you are much more likely to arrive at the best opinion than if 
you just listen to one specialist. For instance, if you ask a diverse crowd to 
guess the weight of an ox, the average of their guesses will be very nearly 
right. If you ask a diverse set of gamblers to bet on, say, the outcome of 
a presidential election, the average of their bets is likely to be right, too. 
(Gambling markets have proved excellent predictors of all sorts of out-
comes.) The wisdom of crowds fails when the components of the crowd 
are not diverse enough. This is often the case in American sports. But in 
European soccer, opinions tend to come from many different countries, 
and that helps ensure diversity.

Clough and Taylor at least were a crowd of two. However, the typical 
decision-making model in English soccer is not “wisdom of crowds,” but 
short-term dictatorship. At most clubs the manager is treated as a sort 
of divinely inspired monarch who gets to decide everything until he is 
sacked. Then the next manager clears out his predecessor’s signings at a 
discount. Lyon, noted a rival French club president with envy, never had 
expensive signings rotting on the bench. It never had revolutions at all. 
It understood that the coach was only a temp. OL won its seven consec-
utive titles with four different coaches—Jacques Santini, Paul Le Guen, 
Gérard Houllier, and Alain Perrin—none of whom, judging by their 
subsequent records, was exactly a Hegelian world-historical individual. 
When a coach left Lyon, not much changed. No matter who happened 
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to be sitting on the bench, the team always played much the same brand 
of attacking soccer (by French standards).

Emmanuel Hembert grew up in Lyon supporting OL when it was 
still in the second division. Later, as head of the sports practice of the 
management consultancy A. T. Kearney in London, he was always citing 
the club as an example to his clients in soccer. “A big secret of a successful 
club is stability,” Hembert explained over coffee in Paris a few years ago. 
“In Lyon, the stability is not with the coach, but with the sports director, 
Lacombe.”

Another Lyon rule: the best time to buy a player is when he is in his early 
twenties. Aulas said, “We buy young players with potential who are con-
sidered the best in their country, between twenty and twenty-two years 
old.” It’s almost as if he has read Moneyball. The book keeps banging 
away about a truth discovered by Bill James, who wrote, “College players 
are a better investment than high school players by a huge, huge, laugh-
ably huge margin.”

Baseball clubs traditionally preferred to draft high school players. But 
how good you are at seventeen or eighteen is a poor predictor of how 
good you will become as an adult. By definition, when a player is that 
young there is still too little information to judge him. Beane himself 
had been probably the hottest baseball prospect in the United States at 
seventeen, but he was already declining in his senior year at high school, 
and he then failed in the major leagues. Watching the 2002 draft as the 
A’s general manager, he “punches his fist in the air” each time rival teams 
draft schoolboys.

It’s the same in soccer, where brilliant teenagers tend to disappear 
soon afterward. Here are a few winners of the Golden Ball for best player 
at the under-seventeen World Cup: Philip Osundo of Nigeria, William 
de Oliveira of Brazil, Nii Lamptey of Ghana, Scottish goalkeeper James 
Will, and Mohammed al-Kathiri of Oman. Once upon a time they must 
have all been brilliant, but none of them made it as adults. (Will ended 
up a policeman in the Scottish Highlands playing for his village team.) 
The most famous case of a teenager who flamed out is American Freddy 
Adu, who at fourteen was the next Pelé and Maradona.

Only a handful of world-class players in each generation, most of 
them creators—Pelé, Maradona, Wayne Rooney, Lionel Messi, Cesc 
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Fabregas—reach the top by the age of eighteen. Most players get there 
considerably later. Almost all defenders and goalkeepers do. You can be 
confident of their potential only when they are more mature.

Beane knows that by the time baseball players are in college—which 
tends to put them in Lyon’s magical age range of twenty to twenty-two—
you have a pretty good idea of what they will become. There is a lot of in-
formation about them. They have grown up a bit. They are old enough to 
be nearly fully formed, but too young to be expensive stars. FIFA TMS 
analyzed international transfers to England in 2013 and found that play-
ers moving at ages twenty to twenty-two were 18 percent cheaper than 
players ages twenty-five to twenty-seven. Better yet, the younger players 
tended to have lower salaries, and higher future resale values.

Lyon always tried to avoid paying a premium for a star player’s “name.” 
Here, again, it was lucky to be a club from a quiet town. Its placid support-
ers and local media didn’t demand stars. By contrast, the former chairman 
of a club in a much more raucous French city recalls, “I ran [the club] with 
the mission to create a spectacle. It wasn’t to build a project for twenty 
years to come.” A team from a big city tends to need big stars.

Soccer being barely distinguishable from baseball, the same split 
between big and small towns operates in that sport, too. “Big-market 
teams,” like the Boston Red Sox and the New York Yankees, hunt play-
ers with names. Their media and fans demand it. In Moneyball, Lewis 
calls this the pathology of “many foolish teams that thought all their 
questions could be answered by a single player.” (It’s a pathology that 
may sound strangely familiar to European soccer fans.) By contrast, the 
Oakland A’s, as a small-market team, were free to forgo stars. As Lewis 
writes, “Billy may not care for the Oakland press but it is really very tame 
next to the Boston press, and it certainly has no effect on his behavior, 
other than to infuriate him once a week or so. Oakland A’s fans, too, 
were apathetic compared to the maniacs in Fenway Park or Yankee Sta-
dium.” But as Beane told us, English soccer is “even more emotional” 
than baseball. “It’s the biggest sport in the world,” he said. “And that’s 
the biggest league in the world, and then you put in sixty million people 
and a four-hour drive from north to south, and that’s what you have.”

That’s why most English soccer clubs are always being pushed by their 
fans to buy stars. Happy is the club that has no need of heroes. Lyon was 
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free to buy young unknowns like Michael Essien, Florent Malouda, or 
Mahamadou Diarra just because they were good. And unknowns accept 
modest salaries. According to the French sports newspaper L’Equipe, in 
the 2007–2008 season Lyon spent only 31 percent of its budget on play-
ers’ pay. The average in the English Premier League was about double 
that. Like Clough’s Forest, Lyon for many years performed the magic 
trick of winning things without paying silly salaries.

Here are a few more of Lyon’s secrets. First, try not to buy center 
forwards. Center forward is the most overpriced position in the transfer 
market. (Goalkeeper is the most underpriced, even though keepers have 
longer careers than outfield players; in baseball the most overpriced posi-
tion pre-Moneyball was pitcher.) Admittedly Lyon “announced” itself to 
soccer by buying the Brazilian center forward Sonny Anderson for $19 
million in 1999, but the club mostly scrimped on the position afterward. 
Houllier left OL in 2007 grumbling that even after the club sold Ma-
louda and Eric Abidal for a combined total of $45 million, Aulas still 
wouldn’t buy him a center forward.

Second, help your foreign signings relocate. All sorts of great Bra-
zilians have passed through Lyon: Sonny Anderson; the longtime club 
captain, Cris; the future internationals Juninho and Fred; and the world 
champion Edmilson. Most were barely known when they joined the club. 
Aulas explained the secret: “We sent one of our old players, Marcelo, to 
Brazil. He was an extraordinary man, because he was both an engineer 
and a professional soccer player. He was captain of Lyon for five years. 
Then he became an agent, but he works quasi-exclusively for OL. He 
indicates all market opportunities to us.” As a judge of players, Marcelo 
was clearly in the Lacombe or Peter Taylor class.

Marcelo said he scouted only “serious boys.” Or as the former presi-
dent of a rival French club puts it, “They don’t select players just for their 
quality but for their ability to adapt. I can’t see Lyon recruiting an Anelka 
or a Ronaldinho.”

After Lyon signed the serious boys, it made sure they settled. Drogba 
noted enviously, “At Lyon, a translator takes care of the Brazilians, helps 
them to find a house, get their bearings, tries to reduce as much as pos-
sible the negative effects of moving. . . . Even at a place of the calibre of 
Chelsea, that didn’t exist.”
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Lyon’s “translator,” who worked full-time for the club, sorted out the 
players’ homesickness, bank accounts, nouvelle cuisine, and whatever else. 
Other people at the club taught the newcomers Lyon’s culture: no stars 
or showoffs. By concentrating on Brazilians, the club could offer them a 
tailor-made relocation service. Almost all the other foreign players Lyon 
bought spoke French.

Finally, sell any player if another club offers more than he is worth. 
This is what Aulas meant when he said, “Buying and selling players is not 
an activity for improving the soccer performance. It’s a trading activity, in 
which we produce gross margin. If an offer for a player is greatly superior 
to his market value, you must not keep him.” The ghost of Peter Taylor 
would approve.

Like Clough and Taylor, and like Billy Beane, Lyon never got senti-
mental about players. In the club’s annual accounts, it booked each player 
for a certain transfer value. (Beane says, “Know exactly what every player 
in baseball is worth to you. You can put a dollar figure on it.”) Lyon 
knew that sooner or later its best players would attract somebody else’s 
attention. Because the club expected to sell them, it replaced them even 
before they went. Ferguson at United also pursued a strategy of early 
replacement: “I did feel sentimental about great players leaving us. At 
the same time, my eye would always be on a player who was coming to 
an end. An internal voice would always ask, ‘When’s he going to leave, 
how long will he last?’ Experience taught me to stockpile young players 
in important positions.”

Bringing in replacements before they are needed avoids a transition 
period or a panic purchase after the player’s departure. Aulas explained, 
“We will replace the player in the squad six months or a year before. So 
when Michael Essien goes [to Chelsea for $43 million], we already have 
a certain number of players who are ready to replace him. Then, when 
the opportunity to buy Tiago arises, for 25 percent of the price of Essien, 
you take him.”

Before Essien’s transfer in 2005, Aulas spent weeks proclaiming that 
the Ghanaian was “untransferable.” He always said that when he was 
about to transfer a player, because it drove up the price. In his words, 
“Every international at Lyon is untransferable. Until the offer surpasses 
by far the amount we had expected.”
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abstinenCe: Just say no to transfers

There’s one other kind of mastery of the transfer market to discuss:  
abstinence. Some clubs—notably Barcelona for most of this century—
understand the inefficiencies of the transfer market and therefore avoid 
buying players wherever possible. These clubs try to just say no.

One Saturday lunchtime in July 2009 we caught up with Joan Oliver 
in his office at the Nou Camp. Barcelona’s then CEO had escaped there 
for a rare bit of peace and quiet, away from the madness of the summer 
transfer market.

Barça’s aim, Oliver told us, was “to have one of the best, perhaps the 
best, team in the world, without having to spend X million on players. The 
image of that is the final in Rome this year [against Manchester United], 
with a team of seven players from our academy. The total acquisition 
cost of our team has been—I don’t remember, but something below 70 
million euros.” (In 2011 Barça again won the Champions League final, 
having started the game with seven homegrown players.)

It may seem odd that a big-city club like Barcelona can mostly abstain 
from the market—buying one great player for a large fee every year or so 
rather than constantly overhauling its team. After all, we have seen that 
other big clubs with a frenzied local fan base and media are practically 
forced to keep buying “stars.” Barcelona for decades did the same thing. 
But then, under President Joan Laporta from 2003, the club began to 
make greater use of its peculiar profile. Barça presents itself as “the un-
armed army of Catalonia.” That image means a lot to the club’s fans. It 
means they are as happy to see local boys like Sergio Busquets (son of a 
Barça goalkeeper) or Gerard Piqué (grandson of a Barça director) break 
into the team as they are to see a foreign star brandishing his new shirt 
at the flashbulbs of the local newspapers. And so Barcelona discovered 
that it could please its fans by avoiding transfers and bringing in kids in-
stead. The club’s most successful coach, Josep Guardiola, was praised for 
his willingness to throw teenagers into the first team, but he could do it 
because the crowd supported the policy. Oliver said of the reliance on the 
club’s academy, the Masia, “It’s not only an economic strategy. It’s part 
of the identity of the club.” Growing its own players boosts Barcelona’s 
brand, and the brand makes the club money.
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There’s another advantage to shunning the transfer market, Oliver 
added. He called it the “one-second rule.” The success of a move on 
the pitch is decided in less than a second. If a player needs a few extra 
fractions of a second to work out where his teammate is going, because 
he doesn’t know the other guy’s game well, the move will usually break 
down. You can therefore lose a match in under a second. A corollary of 
that, thought Oliver, is that a new signing is likely to underperform in his 
first season. The new man is still working out what his role in the team 
is, and what everyone else is trying to do. That means that if you do buy 
a player, it’s only worth it if you keep him around for the longer term.

All this sounds worthy, and easy to say when things are going well. 
However, Barcelona in recent years has largely stuck to these principles 
even in bad times. After the failed 2007–2008 season, when another club 
might have loaded up on stars, Barcelona did buy Dani Alves for $50 
million, but it also sold two of its biggest names, Ronaldinho and Deco. 
When the club does buy, it rightly tends to focus on “top ten” players: men 
who are arguably among the ten best footballers on earth, such as Zlatan 
Ibrahimovic, David Villa, Fabregas, or Neymar. Those players cost a lot, 
but the risk of their failing is small (unless you buy them when they are 
getting old, like Thierry Henry). Part of being one of the ten best players 
on earth is that you perform almost whatever the circumstances.

Oliver and Laporta have since been ousted, but Barcelona still tries 
to field an unchanging homegrown core supplemented only by rare (and 
usually expensive) transfers. Abstinence works for Barça. Other big clubs 
like Manchester United and Chelsea have also recently tried to keep the 
cores of their teams together for years at a time. This may be a new trend 
in soccer. Nonetheless, many other clubs are still with Saint Augustine: 
“Give me chastity and continence, Lord, but not yet.”

“The problem with the football business,” said Oliver, “is that usually 
it is managed with very, very short-term goals. After a bad year, it’s very 
difficult not to fall in the temptation of buying a lot of people. Clubs 
spend irrationally and compulsively on players. And that’s very difficult to 
restrain. You have always the temptation of thinking that if you buy two 
or three players, perhaps you will reverse the situation. That was perhaps 
the case of Chelsea in the past, and the case of Manchester City or, I 
think, of Real Madrid now.”
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If clubs feel bound to continue to buy players, we can at least offer 
them a free service. Here are the twelve main secrets of the transfer mar-
ket in full:

A new manager wastes money on transfers; don’t let him.
Use the wisdom of crowds.
Stars of recent World Cups or European championships are overval-

ued; ignore them.
Certain nationalities are overvalued.
Older players are overvalued.
Center forwards are overvalued; goalkeepers are undervalued.
Gentlemen prefer blonds: identify and abandon “sight-based prejudices.”
The best time to buy a player is when he is in his early twenties.
Sell any player when another club offers more than he is worth.
Replace your best players even before you sell them.
Buy players with personal problems, and then help them deal with 

their problems.
Help your players relocate.

Alternatively, clubs could just stick with the conventional wisdom.
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the worst business  
in the worlD

Why Soccer Clubs Don’t (and Shouldn’t)  
Make Money

A man we know once tried to do business with a revered institution of 
English soccer. “I can do business with stupid people,” he said afterward, 
“and I can do business with crooks. But I can’t do business with stupid 
people who want to be crooks.”

It was a decent summary of the soccer business, if you can call soccer 
a business. People often do. William McGregor, the Scottish draper who 
founded the English Football League in 1888, was probably the first per-
son to describe soccer as “big business,” but the phrase has since become 
one of the game’s great clichés. In fact, McGregor was wrong. Soccer is 
neither big business nor good business. It arguably isn’t even business at all.

“big business”

Few people have heard of United Natural Foods. The company was 
formed out of a merger of two food distributors in 1996. Today it dis-
tributes natural, organic, and specialty foods, and it has done well out of 
the rise of foodies in North America. Still, it hasn’t quite made its way 
onto the list of the five hundred big publicly traded American companies 
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that make up the S&P 500. Its annual revenues for the year to August 
2013 were $6.06 billion, for net income of $108 million. United Natu-
ral Foods, whose headquarters are on Iron Horse Way in Providence, 
Rhode Island, is not big business. For comparison: in 2012–2013 the 
biggest company in the S&P 500, Wal-Mart Stores, had revenues that 
were more than seventy-five times bigger.

But United Natural Foods is a much larger business than any soccer 
club on earth. In September 2013 Real Madrid reported record revenues 
of €520.9 million (or $688 million) for the fiscal year 2012–2013. That’s 
a tidy sum, more than any other club in any sport has ever achieved. 
However, it’s just one-eighth of United Natural Foods’ revenues, and 
barely 0.2 percent the size of Wal-Mart’s. To put it very starkly: the 
Finnish financial analyst Matias Möttölä calculates that in terms of reve-
nue, Real Madrid would still only be the 120th largest company in Fin-
land (a country with a population of just 5.4 million people, or about the 
same as Minnesota).

It’s worth noting, too, that Deloitte’s “Football Money League” ranks 
clubs based on how much they sell. When business analysts judge nor-
mal companies, they usually focus on profits, or the company’s value if it 
were sold on the market. However, neither of those methods works with 
soccer clubs. Because hardly any clubs are quoted on the stock market 
anymore, for extremely good reasons, it is hard to work out their value. 
We can certainly say that not even Real Madrid or Barcelona—Deloitte’s 
top two in 2013—would get anywhere near the S&P 500.

And if Deloitte ranked clubs by their profits, the results would be 
embarrassing. Not only do most clubs make losses and fail to pay any 
dividends to their shareholders, but many of the “bigger” clubs would 
rank near the bottom of the list. Chasing prizes, they spend themselves 
into the red.

Whichever way you measure it, no soccer club is a big business. Even 
Madrid, Barcelona, and Manchester United are dwarfed by United Nat-
ural Foods. As for all the rest, the author Alex Fynn noted in the 1990s 
that the average English Premier League club had about the same reve-
nue as a British supermarket—not a chain of supermarkets, but one sin-
gle large Tesco store. True, soccer clubs have grown since then: by 2012 
the average club in the Premier League had a turnover of nearly $190 
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million. However, Tesco has around twenty superstores that each gen-
erate more revenue than this. Remember also that Premier League clubs 
are the giants of global soccer. UEFA’s most recent annual club licensing 
report found that the average revenue of the 235 clubs that play in UEFA 
competitions was a mere €33 million ($44 million).

A good way to visualize the size of the soccer industry is to visit the 
headquarters of UEFA, the European soccer association, in the Swiss 
town of Nyon. The building has a lovely view of Lake Geneva, but it looks 
like the offices of a small insurance company. Soccer is small business.

This feels like a contradiction. We all know that soccer is huge. Some 
of the most famous people on earth are soccer players, and the most 
watched television program in history is generally the most recent World 
Cup final. Nonetheless, soccer clubs are puny businesses. This is partly a 
problem of what economists call appropriability: soccer clubs can’t make 
money out of (can’t appropriate) more than a tiny share of our love of 
soccer.

It may be that season tickets are expensive and replica shirts overpriced, 
but buying these things once a year represents the extravagant extreme of 
soccer fanaticism. Most soccer is watched not from $1,500 seats in the 
stadium but on TV—sometimes at the price of a subscription, often at the 
price of watching a few commercials, or for the price of a couple of beers 
in a bar. Compare the cost of watching a game in a bar with the cost of 
eating out or watching a movie, let alone going on vacation.

Worse still, soccer generates little income from reruns of matches or 
transfers to DVD. And watching soccer (even on TV) is only a tiny part 
of the fan’s engagement with the game. There are newspaper reports to 
be read, Internet sites to be trawled, and a growing array of computer 
games to keep up with. Then there is the soccer banter that passes time 
at the dinner table, work, or the bus stop. All this entertainment is made 
possible by soccer clubs, but they usually cannot appropriate a penny of 
the value we attach to it. Chelsea cannot charge us for talking or read-
ing or thinking about Chelsea. As the Dutch international Demy de 
Zeeuw says, “There are complaints that we [players] earn too much, but 
the whole world earns money from your success as a player: newspapers, 
television, companies.” In fact, the world earns more from soccer than the 
soccer industry itself does.
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baD business

Soccer is not merely a small business. It’s also a bad one. Until very re-
cently, and to some degree still today, anyone who spent any time inside 
soccer soon discovered that just as oil was part of the oil business, stupid-
ity was part of the soccer business.

This became obvious when people in soccer encountered people in 
other industries. Generally the soccer people got exploited because people 
in other industries understood business better. In 1997 Peter Kenyon, 
then chief executive of the sportswear company Umbro, invited a few 
guests to watch a European game at Chelsea, the club he would end up 
running a few years later. After the game, Kenyon took his guests out 
for dinner. Over curry he reminisced about how the sportswear industry 
used to treat soccer clubs. Before the 1980s, he said, big English clubs 
used to pay companies like Umbro to supply their clothing. It was ob-
viously great advertising for the gear makers to have some of England’s 
best players running around in their clothes, but the clubs had not yet 
figured that out. And so sportswear companies used to get paid to adver-
tise themselves.

In fact, when England hosted the World Cup in 1966, it hoped 
merely that its usual supplier would give it a discount on shoes and shirts, 
“particularly in the opening ceremony  .  .  . with the Queen present,” 
writes Mihir Bose in The Spirit of the Game. As it happened, the English 
did even better: Umbro offered to supply the team for free. The company 
must have been pleased when England became world champion.

Ricky George saw the ignorance of soccer in those days from point-
blank range. In 1972, when George scored the famous goal for little 
semiprofessional Hereford that knocked Newcastle out of the FA Cup, 
he was working for Adidas as a “soccer PR.” His job was to represent 
Adidas to England players, former world champions like Bobby Moore, 
Bobby Charlton, and Gordon Banks. There was little need to persuade 
them to choose Adidas. Most of them wore the three stripes for free any-
way. George says, “It is quite a fascinating thing if you compare it with 
today. There were no great sponsorship deals going on. All that happened 
is that you would give the players boots. But even then, at the beginning 
of every season the clubs would go to their local sports retailer and just 
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buy twenty, thirty pairs of boots and hand them out. For a company like 
Adidas, it was the cheapest type of PR you could imagine.”

Only on special occasions did George have to pay players. “When it 
came to a big international, and the game was going to be televised, my 
job was to go to the team hotel, hang around there, make myself known, 
and a couple of hours before the game I would go into the players’ rooms 
and paint the white stripes on their boots with luminous paint so it was 
more visible. My bosses used to be keenly watching the television to 
make sure the stripes were visible, and if they weren’t I would be in for 
bollocking.”

For this service, an England player would receive seventy-five pounds 
per match, which was then about two hundred dollars—not a princely 
sum even in 1972. George recalls, “Bobby [Moore], the most charming 
of people, didn’t take the money on the day of the game. He just used to 
say to me, ‘Let it build up for a few games, and I’ll ring you when I need 
it.’ And that’s what he did.” Then the most famous defender of the era 
would pocket a cumulative few hundred dollars for having advertised an 
international brand to a cumulative audience of tens of millions.

Only in the late 1980s did English soccer clubs discover that people 
were willing to buy replicas of their team shirts. That made it plain even 
to them that their gear must have some value. They had already stopped 
paying sportswear companies for the stuff; now they started to charge 
them.

Gradually over time, soccer clubs have found new ways of making 
money. However, the ideas almost never came from the clubs them-
selves. Whether it was branded clothing, or the gambling pools, or tele-
vision, it was usually people in other industries who first saw there might 
be profits to be made. It was Rupert Murdoch who went to English 
clubs and suggested putting them on satellite TV; the clubs would never 
have thought of going to him. In fact, the clubs often fought against 
new moneymaking schemes. Until 1982 they refused to allow any league 
games to be shown live on TV, fearing that it might deter fans from 
coming to the stadium. They couldn’t grasp that games on television 
meant both free money and free advertising. There is now a good deal 
of research into the question of how many fans are lost when a game is 
shown on TV. Almost all the evidence shows that the number is tiny, 
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and that the gate revenue that would be lost is usually well below the 
amount that would be made from selling extra matches for television 
coverage.

It took clubs a long time to realize just how much soccer was worth 
to television. When Greg Dyke was chairman of the UK’s ITV Sport 
in the 1980s, he offered five big clubs £1 million each for the TV rights 
for English soccer. Dyke, who today is chairman of England’s Football 
Association, fondly recalls: “It’s funny now, when you look at the money 
that’s involved: these chairmen had eyes bulging. They couldn’t believe 
it.” In total, Dyke bought the entire TV rights for English professional 
soccer for £12 million a year—a bit under $20 million at the time. Soon 
afterward, he went up to Nottingham to try to talk Brian Clough, For-
est’s then manager, into coming back on TV as a pundit. When Dyke 
arrived at the club, Clough came up to him and said: “Thank you. I want 
to shake your hand, Mr. Dyke, because you’re the first person that’s given 
football what it’s due: twelve million quid.”

In 1992 Rupert Murdoch began paying about $100 million a sea-
son for the television rights to the new Premier League. Now the league 
gets nearly thirty times as much a season from worldwide TV. “I’ve been 
screwed by television,” admitted Sir John Hall, then the Newcastle chair-
man, one rowdy night at Trinity College Dublin in 1995. “But I’ll tell 
you one thing: I won’t be screwed again.”

Or take the renovation of English stadiums in the early 1990s. It was 
an obvious business idea. Supermarkets don’t receive customers in sheds 
built in the Victorian era and gone to seed since. They are forever reno-
vating their stores. Yet soccer clubs never seem to have thought of spend-
ing money on their grounds until the Taylor Report of 1990 forced them 
to. They did up their stadiums, and bingo: more customers came.

All this proves how much like consumers soccer fans are. It’s not that 
they come running when a team does well. Rather, it seems that soccer 
can quickly become popular across a whole country. All teams then ben-
efit, but particularly those that build nice new stadiums where specta-
tors feel comfortable and safe. That would explain why the three English 
clubs whose crowds grew fastest over the 1990s were Manchester United, 
Sunderland, and Newcastle. Later, when Arsenal moved from Highbury 
to the much larger Emirates, the new stadium filled up despite the fact 

9781568584812-text.indd   54 2/20/14   11:35 AM



t h e  w o r s t  b u s i n e s s  i n  t h e  w o r l D   55

that the club stopped winning prizes. In other leagues, clubs such as  
Juventus, Ajax, and Celtic have also drawn big new crowds to their new 
grounds. There is such a close link between building a nice stadium and 
drawing more spectators that the traditional fans’ chant of “Where were 
you when you were shit?” should be revised to “Where were you when 
your stadium was shit?”

Yet like almost all good business ideas in soccer, the Taylor Report was 
imposed on the game from outside. Soccer clubs are classic late adopters 
of new ideas. Several years after the Internet emerged, Liverpool, a club 
with millions of fans around the world, still did not have a website. It’s 
no wonder that from 1992 through May 2008, even before the financial 
crisis struck, forty of England’s ninety-two professional clubs had been 
involved in insolvency proceedings, some of them more than once. The 
proportions have been even higher in Spanish soccer in recent years.

how the tribe Chooses its Chiefs

Rather than stack up endless examples of the dimness of soccer clubs, 
let’s take one contemporary case study: how clubs hire the person they 
believe to be their key employee, the manager. English fans are still ask-
ing themselves how Steve McClaren ever got to be appointed England 
manager in 2006, but in fact it is unfair to single him out. The profusion 
of fantasy soccer leagues, in which office workers masquerade as coaches, 
indicates the widely held suspicion that any fool could do as well as the 
people who actually get the jobs. The incompetence of soccer managers 
may have something to do with the nonsensical and illegal methods by 
which they are typically recruited.

Soccer “is a sad business,” says Bjørn Johansson, who runs a head-
hunting firm in Zurich. Like his colleagues in headhunting, Johansson 
is never consulted by clubs seeking managers. Instead a club typically 
chooses its man based on the following factors.

the new manager is hired in a mad rush

In a panel at the International Football Arena conference in Zurich 
in 2006, Johansson said that in “normal” business, “an average search 
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process takes four to five months.” In soccer, a club usually finds a coach 
within a couple of days of sacking his predecessor. “Hesitation is regarded 
as weak leadership,” explained another panelist in Zurich, Ilja Kaenzig, 
then general manager of the German club Hannover 96. Brian Barwick, 
the English Football Association’s former chief executive, has noted that 
McClaren’s recruitment “took from beginning to end nine weeks,” yet 
the media accused the FA of being “sluggish.” If only it had been more 
sluggish.

A rare slow hire in soccer became perhaps the most inspired choice of 
the past two decades: Arsenal’s appointment of Arsène Wenger in 1996. 
Wenger, working in Japan, was not free immediately. Arsenal waited for 
him, operating under caretaker managers for weeks, and was inevitably 
accused of being sluggish. Similarly, in 1990 Manchester United’s chair-
man, Martin Edwards, was derided as sluggish when he refused to sack 
his losing manager, Alex Ferguson. Edwards thought that in the long 
term, Ferguson might improve.

the new manager is interviewed only very Cursorily

In “normal” business, a wannabe chief executive writes a business plan, 
gives a presentation, and undergoes several interviews. In soccer, a club 
calls an agent’s cell phone and offers the job.

the new manager is always a man

The entire industry discriminates illegally against women. The new man-
ager is also almost always white, with a conservative haircut, aged be-
tween thirty-five and sixty, and a former professional player. Clubs know 
that if they choose someone with that profile, then even if the appoint-
ment turns out to be terrible they won’t be blamed too much, because 
at least they will have failed in the traditional way. As the old business 
saying went, “Nobody ever got fired for buying IBM.”

The idea is that there is something mystical about managing a team, 
something that only former players can truly understand. Naturally, for-
mer players like this idea. Once in the 1980s, when Kenny Dalglish was 
in his first spell managing Liverpool, a journalist at a press conference 
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questioned one of his tactical decisions. Dalglish deadpanned, in his 
almost impenetrable Scots accent, “Who did you play for, then?” The 
whole room laughed. Dalglish had come up with the killer retort: if you 
didn’t play, you couldn’t know.

A former chairman of a Premier League club told us that the manag-
ers he employed would often make that argument. The chairman (a rich 
businessman who hadn’t played) never knew how to respond. He hadn’t 
played, so if there really was some kind of mystical knowledge you gained 
from playing, he wouldn’t know. Usually he would back down.

“Who did you play for, then?” is best understood as a job protection 
scheme. Ex-players have used it to corner the market in managerial jobs.

But in truth, their argument never made sense. There is no evidence 
that having been a good player (or being white and of conservative ap-
pearance) is an advantage for a soccer manager. Way back in 1995 Stefan 
Szymanski did a study of 209 managers in English football from 1974 
to 1994, looking at which ones consistently finished higher in the league 
than their teams’ wage bills predicted. He reported:

I looked at each manager’s football career, first as a player (including 
number of games played, goals scored, position on the field, interna-
tional appearances, number of clubs played for) and then as a man-
ager (years of experience, number of clubs played for, and age while in 
management). Playing history provides almost no guide, except that 
defenders and goalkeepers in particular do not do well (most managers 
were midfielders, forwards are slightly more successful than average).

Dalglish finished at the top of Stefan’s sample of 209 managers, just 
ahead of John Duncan, Bob Paisley, George Curtis, Ken Furphy, and 
Bill Shankly. (Clough wasn’t in the sample because no good financial 
data existed for his clubs, Derby County and Nottingham Forest, or else 
he’d have surely won. Stefan recently updated his study, and we’ll say 
more about his new findings in Chapter 6.)

Dalglish was a great player and an overperforming manager. How-
ever, Bobby Moore, another great player, was 193rd on the managers’ 
list. Taken overall, a good career as a player predicted neither success nor 
failure as a manager. The two jobs just didn’t seem to have much to do 
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with each other. As Arrigo Sacchi, a terrible player turned great manager 
of Milan, phrased it, “You don’t need to have been a horse to be a jockey.”

A horse’s knowledge doesn’t help a jockey. Here is one player- turned-
manager testifying anonymously in Football Management, an insightful 
book by Sue Bridgewater of Warwick Business School:

I got the job and on the first day I showed up and the secretary let me 
into my office, the manager’s office with a phone in and I didn’t know 
where I was supposed to start. I knew about football, I could do the on-
pitch things, but I had never worked in an office and I just sat there and 
I waited for something to happen but no one came in so after a while I 
picked up the phone and rang my Mum.

Even this man’s claim that “I knew about football, I could do the 
on-pitch things” is dubious. Does Diego Maradona know more about 
the game than Jose Mourinho? Did Roy Keane’s knack for geeing up 
teammates on the field translate once he had become a jockey?

Playing and coaching are different skill sets. Mourinho, who barely 
ever kicked a ball for money, is match for match among the most success-
ful coaches in soccer’s history. When Milan’s then coach Carlo Ancelotti 
noted his almost nonexistent record as a player, the Portuguese replied,  
“I don’t see the connection. My dentist is the best in the world, and yet 
he’s never had a particularly bad toothache.” Asked why failed players 
often become good coaches, Mourinho said, “More time to study.”

The problem with ex-pros may be precisely their experience. Having 
been steeped in the game for decades, they just know what to do: how 
to train, who to buy, how to talk to their players. They don’t need to 
investigate whether these inherited prejudices are in fact correct. Rare 
is the ex-pro who realizes, like Billy Beane at the Oakland A’s, that he 
needs to jettison what he learned along the way. Michael Lewis writes 
in Moneyball, “Billy had played pro ball, and regarded it as an experi-
ence he needed to overcome if he wanted to do his job well. ‘A reformed 
alcoholic,’ is how he described himself.” Even Ancelotti seems to have 
changed his mind about the usefulness of a playing career. Once a canny 
midfielder with Milan, and now coach of Real Madrid, he told us in 
2013: “Experience as a player can help you just in one situation: I can 
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understand what the players are thinking. But the job is different. You 
have to study to be a manager.”

There are some recent signs that ex-players are losing their monopoly 
on managerial jobs. By early 2014, three men who never played pro-
fessionally were managing Premier League clubs: Mourinho at Chelsea, 
Brendan Rodgers at Liverpool, and Rene Meulensteen at Fulham. The 
Premier League’s historical average is just one nonplaying manager out of 
twenty. Moreover, Roy Hodgson—whose career peaked in Crystal Pal-
ace’s youth team—was the England manager. Meanwhile, former great 
players like Roy Keane, Ruud Gullit, Marco van Basten, Paul Ince, Tony 
Adams, and Diego Maradona no longer seem to be in demand as manag-
ers of serious clubs. This looks like another indication that soccer is slowly 
becoming less stupid.

managers Don’t need Professional qualifications

Only in 2003 did UEFA insist that new managers in the Premier League 
pass the Pro Licence course. In England’s lower divisions this remains 
unnecessary. Yet Sue Bridgewater showed that managers with the Pro 
Licence won significantly more matches than managers without it. She 
also showed that experienced managers outperformed novices. That qual-
ifications and experience are useful is understood in every industry except 
soccer, where a manager is expected to work the magic he acquired as a 
superhero player.

the new manager is often underqualified even if he  
has qualifications

Chris Brady, a business school professor, has taught finance and account-
ing in the Pro Licence course. He told us his entire module took half a 
day. No wonder some English managers mismanage money: they don’t 
understand it. Clubs are ceasing to entrust their finances to managers, 
giving them instead to more qualified executives like Kaenzig, who guar-
antee stability by staying longer than the club manager’s average two-year 
tenure. That at least is the theory: the week after that conference in Zu-
rich, Hannover released Kaenzig.
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immediate availability

The new manager is appointed either because he is able to start work 
immediately (often as a result of having just been sacked), or because 
he has achieved good results over his career, or, failing that, because 
he achieved good results in the weeks preceding the appointment. Mc-
Claren became England manager only because his team, Middlesbrough, 
reached the UEFA Cup final in 2006 and avoided relegation just as the 
English Football Association was deciding who to pick. By the time 
Middlesbrough was waxed 4–0 by Sevilla in the final, McClaren already 
had the job.

His period under review was so short as to be a random walk. The 
same went for the main candidates to manage England in 1996: Bryan 
Robson, Frank Clark, Gerry Francis, and the eventual choice, Glenn 
Hoddle. Today none of them works as a manager, none had his last job 
in the Premier League, and none will probably work that high again. 
They were in the frame in 1996 because they had had good results re-
cently, had been good players, and were English—another illegal consid-
eration in hiring.

star Power

The new manager is generally chosen not for his alleged managerial 
skills but because his name, appearance, and skills at public relations 
are expected to impress the club’s fans, its players, and the media. That 
is why no club hires a woman—stupid fans and players would object—
and why it was so brave of Milan to appoint the unknown Sacchi, and 
Arsenal the unknown Wenger. Tony Adams, Arsenal’s then captain, 
doubted the obscure foreigner on first sight. In his autobiography,  
Addicted, the player recalls thinking, “What does this Frenchman know 
about soccer? He wears glasses and looks more like a schoolteacher. 
He’s not going to be as good as George. Does he even speak English 
properly?”

A manager must above all look like a manager. Clubs would rather 
use traditional methods to appoint incompetents than risk doing any-
thing that looks odd.
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baD staff

The most obvious reason soccer is such an incompetent business is that 
soccer clubs have historically tended to hire incompetent staff. The man-
ager is only the start of it. Years ago one of us requested an interview 
with the chairman of an English club quoted on the stock market. The 
press officer asked me to send a fax (a 1980s technology revered by soccer 
clubs). I sent it. She said she never got it. On request I sent three more 
faxes to different officials. She said none arrived. This is quite a common 
experience for soccer journalists. Because soccer clubs are the only busi-
nesses that get daily publicity without trying to, they treat journalists as 
humble supplicants instead of as unpaid marketers of the clubs’ brands. 
The media often retaliate by being mean. This is not very clever of the 
clubs, because almost all their fans follow them through the media rather 
than by going to the stadiums.

A month after all the faxes, I was granted permission to send my re-
quest by e-mail. When I arrived at the club for the interview, I met the 
press officer. She was beautiful. Of course she was. Traditionally, soccer 
clubs recruit the women on their office staff for their looks, and the men 
because they played professional soccer or are somebody’s friend.

If soccer clubs wanted to, they could recruit excellent executives. Pro-
fessors at business schools report that many of their MBA students, who 
pay on average about $40,000 a year in tuition fees, dream of working 
in soccer for a pitiful salary. Often the students beg clubs to let them 
work for free as summer interns. The clubs seldom want them (though 
here again, as the soccer business gradually gets smarter, more MBAs are 
creeping in). If you work for a soccer club, your goal is generally to keep 
working there, not to be shown up by some overeducated young thing 
who has actually learned something about business.

In part this is because much of the traditionally working-class soc-
cer industry distrusts education. In part, says Emmanuel Hembert of  
A. T. Kearney, it is because many clubs are dominated by a vain owner- 
manager: “Lots of them invested for ego reasons, which is never a good 
thing in business. They prefer not to have strong people around them, 
except the coach. They really pay low salaries.” If you work for a soccer 
club as anything but a player or manager, you get paid in stardust.
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Historically, only Manchester United recruited respected executives 
from normal industries (such as Peter Kenyon from Umbro), though now 
a few other big clubs like Barcelona have started to do so, too.

Baseball for a long time was just as incompetent. In Moneyball Lewis 
asked why, among baseball executives and scouts, “there really is no level 
of incompetence that won’t be tolerated.” He thought the main reason 
was “that baseball has structured itself less as a business than as a social 
club. . . . There are many ways to embarrass the Club, but being bad at 
your job isn’t one of them. The greatest offense a Club member can com-
mit is not ineptitude but disloyalty.” Club members—and this applies in 
soccer as much as in baseball—are selected for clubbability. Clever out-
siders are not clubbable, because they talk funny, and go around pointing 
out the things that people inside the Club are doing wrong. “It wasn’t as 
simple as the unease of jocks in the presence of nerds,” wrote Lewis—but 
that unease does have a lot to do with it.

The staff of soccer clubs tends not merely to be incompetent. They 
are also often novices. This is because staff turnover is rapid. Whenever 
a new owner arrives, he generally brings in his cronies. The departing 
staff rarely joins a new club, because that is considered disloyal (Kenyon, 
an exception, was persecuted for moving from United to Chelsea), even 
though players change clubs all the time. So soccer executives are always 
having to reinvent the wheel.

Worse, the media and fans often make it impossible for clubs to 
take sensible decisions. They are always hassling the club to do some-
thing immediately. If the team loses three games, fans start chanting 
for the club to sack the coach or buy a new player, in short tear up 
the plans it might have made a month ago. Tony Fernandes, the Ma-
laysian businessman who had run a tight ship at his airline AirAsia, 
couldn’t do the same after taking over QPR in 2011. “Two things are 
different from AirAsia,” he told us in 2013. “One is I can control al-
most everything in AirAsia. You can do whatever you want in football, 
but it’s up to the eleven guys on the pitch at the end of the day, right? 
The second thing is, you have a very vocal bunch of shareholders—
called fans. Everyone has an opinion. The plans get thrown out of the 
window when you start losing. The excitement you get when you win a 
football game is unbelievable. The downside is that when you lose you 
want to kill yourself.”
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“Consumer activism in this industry is extreme,” agreed A. T. Kear-
ney in its report Playing for Profits. Hembert says, “The business plan—as 
soon as you sign a player for £10 million, you blow up your business plan. 
Commercial employees have to fight for £100,000 of spending here or 
there, but then suddenly the club spends £10 million.”

Or more. Sven Goran Eriksson once flew into Zurich to tell the In-
ternational Football Arena a “good story” about his time managing Lazio. 
“The chairman I had was very good,” Eriksson recalled for an audience of 
mostly Swiss businessmen. “If I wanted a player, he would try to get that 
player. One day I phoned him up and I said: ‘Vieri.’”

Christian Vieri was then playing for Atletico Madrid. Eriksson and 
Lazio’s chairman, Sergio Cragnotti, flew to Spain to bid for him. Atletico 
told them Vieri would cost 50 billion Italian lire. At the time, in 1998, 
that was nearly $29 million. Eriksson reminisced, “That was the biggest 
sum in the world. No player had been involved for that.” He said the 
talks then went more or less as follows:

Cragnotti: That’s a lot of money.
Eriksson: I know.

At this point Atletico mentioned that it might accept some Lazio 
players in partial payment for Vieri.

Cragnotti: Can we do that?
Eriksson: No, we can’t give away these players.
Cragnotti: What shall we do then?
Eriksson: Buy him.
Cragnotti: Okay.

Eriksson recalled in Zurich: “He didn’t even try to pay 49. He just 
paid 50.”

Nine months after Vieri joined Lazio, Inter Milan wanted to buy 
him. Once again, Eriksson reported the conversation:

Cragnotti: What shall I ask for him?
Eriksson: Ask for double. Ask 100.
Cragnotti: I can’t do that.

9781568584812-text.indd   63 2/20/14   11:35 AM



64 S o c c e r n o m i c S

Eriksson recalled: “So he asked 90. And he got 90. That’s good busi-
ness.” (Or the ultimate example of the greater-fool principle.)

Someone in the audience in Zurich asked Eriksson whether such 
behavior was healthy. After all, Lazio ran out of money in 2002 when 
Cragnotti’s food company, Cirio, went belly-up. Cragnotti later spent 
time in prison, which even by the standards of Italian soccer is going a 
bit far.

Eriksson replied, “It’s not healthy. And if you see Lazio, it was not 
healthy. But we won the league. And we won the Cupwinners Cup. We 
won everything.”

The point is that soccer clubs, prompted by media and fans, are always 
making financially irrational decisions in an instant. They would like to 
think long term, but because they are in the news every day they end up 
fixating on the short term. As the British writer Arthur Hopcraft wrote in 
his book The Football Man in 1968, “It is the first characteristic of football 
that it is always urgent.” An executive with an American entertainment 
corporation tells a story about his long-arranged business meeting with 
Real Madrid. His company was hoping to build a relationship with the 
club. But on the day of the meeting, Madrid ritually sacked its manager. 
The usual chaos ensued. Two of the club officials scheduled to attend the 
meeting with the American executive did not show up. That’s soccer.

not businesses at all

When businesspeople look at soccer, they are often astonished at how 
unbusinesslike the clubs are. Every now and then one of them takes over 
a club and promises to run it “like a business.” Alan Sugar, who made his 
money in computers, became chairman of Tottenham Hotspur in 1991. 
His brilliant wheeze was to make Spurs live within its means. Never 
would he fork out 50 billion lire for a Vieri. After Newcastle bought Alan 
Shearer for $23 million in 1996, Sugar remarked, “I’ve slapped myself 
around the face a couple of times, but I still can’t believe it.”

He more or less kept his word. In the ten years that he ran Spurs, the 
team lived within its means. But most of the fans hated it. The only thing 
Spurs won in that decade was a solitary League Cup. It spent most of its 
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time in midtable of the Premier League, falling far behind its neighbor 
Arsenal. Nor did it even make much money: about $3 million a year in 
profits in Sugar’s first six years, which was much less than Arsenal and 
not very good for a company its size. Sugar’s Spurs disappointed both 
on and off the field, and its experience also illustrated a paradox: when 
businesspeople try to run a soccer club as a business, then not only does 
the soccer suffer, but so does the business.

Other businessmen pursue a different strategy than Sugar’s. They as-
sume that if they can get their clubs to win prizes, profits will inevitably 
follow. But they too are wrong. Even the best teams seldom generate 
profits. We plotted the league positions and profits of all the clubs that 
have played in the Premier League from its inaugural season of 1992–
1993 until the 2011–2012 season in Figure 3.1.

The figure shows how spectacularly unprofitable the soccer business 
is. Each point on the chart represents the combination of profit and 
position for a club in a particular year. One obvious point to note is 
that most of the dots fall below zero on the profit axis: these clubs 
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FigUre 3.1. Pretax profit/loss of Premier League clubs by league position: 1993–2012
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were making losses. But the figure also shows that there was barely 
any connection between finishing high and making money. Although 
there is some suggestion that a few clubs at the top of the table make 
more money than other clubs, the chart also shows that other clubs in 
these positions can make huge losses. Manchester United’s profitability 
is clearly the exception. In the thirty years before being taken over by 
the Glazer family in 2005, the club generated more than £250 million 
(about $400 million) in pretax profits while also winning eight league 
titles. Indeed, other American owners might never have bothered buy-
ing into English soccer without United’s example. But no other club 
could replicate its success.

For most English clubs, our graph shows that there is not even a 
connection between changing league position and changing profits. In 
45 percent of all cases, when a club changed its league position, its prof-
its moved in the opposite direction: higher position, lower profits or 
lower position, higher profits. Only 55 percent of the time did profits 
and position move in the same direction. Had there been no correlation 
at all between winning and making profits, that figure would have been 
much the same, namely, 50 percent. Clearly, winning games is not the 
route to making money. As Francisco Pérez Cutiño notes in an unpub-
lished MBA thesis at Judge Business School in Cambridge, it’s not that 
winning matches can help a club make profits. Rather, the effect works 
the other way around: if a club finds new revenues, that can help it win 
matches.

It has in fact proved almost impossible to run a soccer club like a 
solid, profit-making business. This is because there are always rival own-
ers—the Cragnottis, the Abramoviches, or the Gadhafis, who owned a 
chunk of Juventus—who don’t care about profits and will spend whatever 
it takes in the hope of winning prizes. All other club owners are forced to 
keep up with them. If one owner won’t pay large transfer fees and sala-
ries, somebody else will, and that somebody else will get the best players 
and win prizes. The consequence is that the biggest slice of money that 
soccer makes gets handed over to the best players. As A. T. Kearney says, 
you could even argue that soccer clubs are nothing more than vessels for 
transporting soccer’s income to players. “The players are completely free 
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to move,” explains Hembert. “They are a key factor in winning, and also 
in the ego, in pleasing the fans. And they all have pretty savvy agents who 
are able to maximize their bargaining power.”

It means that even the cautious Sugar type cannot make decent prof-
its in soccer. In fact, because his team will win fewer matches than its 
free-spending rivals, some fans will desert him. That will eat further into 
his profits. From 1991 to 1998 average attendance in the Premier League 
rose 29 percent, but Tottenham’s crowds fell 5 percent.

“I thought we could make it [QPR] profitable, definitely,” Fer-
nandes admitted to us. “I haven’t yet,” he added, laughing. Even in 
the 2011–2012 season, when the club survived in the Premier League, 
it lost £22.6 million. The next season, when it kept buying players but 
got relegated regardless, it lost a lot more. “On the pitch it was just a 
disaster,” said Fernandes. He mused: “Football has survived on benefac-
tors. Shareholders coming in and pumping money in, and then the next 
sucker comes in and pumps money in.” Did he consider himself a sucker, 
a benefactor, or a businessman in soccer? “Now I would define myself 
as a sucker,” he replied. “And benefactor. And I hope I will become a 
benefactor-stroke-businessman.”

Good luck to him. So far in soccer’s history, running a club as a profit- 
making business has looked like a lost cause. Stefan and the Spanish 
economist Pedro Garcia del Barrio (of the Universidad Internacional de 
Cataluña) were curious to know whether anyone even aspired to do it. 
They studied the behavior of Spanish and English clubs between 1993 
and 2005 to see whether the clubs were chiefly pursuing profits off the 
field or victories on it.

If a club wanted to make profits, clearly it would have to spend less 
than it earned. That would mean limiting its players’ wages. Any club that 
paid players less would suffer on the field, because as we have seen, paying 
high wages wins soccer matches. It’s a trade-off: if you want glory, you 
have to forget maximizing profits. If you want maximum profits, give up 
hope of glory. Stefan and Pedro estimated, for instance, that if Barcelona 
wanted to maximize profits, it would have to aim to finish fifteenth in the 
league, because it would need to slash its wages. A profit-driven Real Ma-
drid should expect to finish a mere seventeenth, just above the relegation 
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spots. Most other teams—such as Atletico Madrid, Athletic Bilbao, Se-
villa, or Villareal—would maximize their profit potential by playing in the 
second division. There they could save a lot of money on players’ wages.

On the other hand, if a club’s main aim was to win matches, it would 
have to spend every cent it earned (and borrow more besides). So what 
were clubs chasing, profits or wins?

Stefan and Pedro estimated how each club in the top two Spanish 
divisions would have behaved on average in the 1994–2005 period if it 
were pursuing profits, and how it would have behaved if it wanted wins. 
Then they looked at how clubs behaved in real life. Their unambiguous 
finding: clubs didn’t care about profits. They were spending what it took 
to win games. “On average,” Stefan and Pedro concluded, looking at ten 
years of league tables, “the Spanish teams were twelve places above their 
profit-maximizing position over the sample period, but less than half a 
place below their win-maximizing position.” In short, club presidents 
were spending way more than they would have done if they were hard-
headed businessmen out to make profits. Though many of the presidents 
were in fact hardheaded businessmen in real life, they weren’t treating 
their soccer clubs as businesses. Nor was there any sign that any other 
actors—lending banks, say—were pressuring them to make profits.

Building magnates like Florentino Pérez and Jesús Gil y Gil seemed 
especially prone to blowing what looked like absurd sums of money on 
players. Possibly they were pursuing a business logic after all: they may 
have reasoned that making a name in local soccer would help them be-
friend bankers and get planning permission from local government for 
their construction projects. That would have boosted their non-soccer 
businesses. Fred Wilpon, the real estate developer who took over the 
New York Mets, discovered that a similar effect operated in baseball. 
Jeffrey Toobin wrote in a profile of Wilpon in the New Yorker magazine:

He didn’t anticipate that owning the Mets would boost his seemingly 
unrelated business interests. “No one had heard of us before we bought 
the Mets, and afterward the change was dramatic,” Wilpon told me. 
“I don’t think someone has not returned one of my telephone calls in 
thirty years. It’s a small club, owning a baseball team, and people want 
to be near it.”

9781568584812-text.indd   68 2/20/14   11:35 AM



t h e  w o r s t  b u s i n e s s  i n  t h e  w o r l D   69

Owning a soccer team might help the owner’s other businesses. But 
all Spanish soccer clubs tended to pursue wins rather than profits. In a 
sense, they had to. If your rivals are spending whatever it takes to win, 
then you must as well. Any team that pursued the highest possible profits 
would probably end up being relegated, because it wouldn’t be spending 
enough to hire good players. And if the club got relegated, it would lose 
much of its revenues. So soccer becomes an arms race: every club over-
spends for fear of the neighbors.

No matter how much money Spanish clubs got their hands on, they 
spent it. In the decade that Stefan and Pedro studied, the average reve-
nues of a club in the Spanish first division (Primera División) rose nearly 
fourteenfold, from €4.3 million in 1994 to €59 million in 2004. (By 2011 
the figure was €85 million.) Yet the share of revenue that clubs spent on 
player wages didn’t drop much throughout the period: in that decade, 
first-division clubs paid over an average of 62 percent of their revenues 
to their players. In other words, the clubs weren’t able to save all the 
additional money or do much else with it, such as build new stadiums or 
cut ticket prices. Most of the money that came in just went straight out 
again into players’ bank accounts. In the second division, a whopping 93 
percent of clubs’ revenues went to the players. These clubs really were just 
vessels for transporting money to players.

The clubs weren’t content with giving the players what money they 
had. They also gave them money they didn’t have. According to the Span-
ish economists Angel Barajas Alonso and Plácido Rodriguez Guerrero, in 
the 2007–2008 season clubs including Real Murcia, Real Zaragoza, Real 
Betis, Valencia, La Coruña, and Atletico Madrid were spending more 
than their entire annual operating revenues on players. The consequences 
of this sort of arms race, pursued over many years, are predictable. Profes-
sor José Maria Gay de Liébana of the University of Barcelona compiled 
this authoritative list of the debts of clubs in the Primera División at the 
end of the 2009–2010 season:
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All this added up to a total debt of €3.43 billion, or about $4.7 billion. 
It must be said that this figure includes a lot of unpaid interclub debt, 
which therefore inflates the data. Still, it’s an astonishing figure. Clearly 
Atletico Madrid and Valencia, in particular, are never going to repay their 
creditors. In effect, banks and local governments and therefore the poor 
Spanish treasury (and possibly European taxpayers too) are subsidizing 
these clubs. Ordinary citizens are paying for the center forward’s Ferrari.

By the standards of a normal business, this sort of debt spending is 
nuts. But for soccer clubs, it makes sense: the only way to win matches 
is to overspend. Nobody runs a soccer club to turn a tidy annual profit.

Nor, it might be argued, should anyone attempt it. Most of a club’s 
customers (its fans) and employees (its players and coaches) and even 

 Club                                                     Total Debt in Millions of Euros

 FC Barcelona 548.6
 Real Madrid 659.9
 Valencia 470.6
 Sevilla FC 112.3
 RCD Mallorca   85.2
 Getafe   51.9
 Villareal 267.4
 Athletic Bilbao   51.2
 Atletico Madrid 452.0
 Deportivo La Coruña 107.0
 Espanyol 173.7
 Osasuna   59.2
 Almería   27.3
 Real Zaragoza 142.2
 Sporting Gijón   28.8
 Racing CS   74.8
 Málaga   37.5
 Real Valladolid   48.5
 Tenerife   31.0
 Xerez CD     0.0

9781568584812-text.indd   70 2/20/14   11:35 AM



t h e  w o r s t  b u s i n e s s  i n  t h e  w o r l D   71

usually its owners would say that the club exists to play good soccer and 
win things, not to turn a profit. That’s why a 1974 report by the British 
Commission on Industrial Relations quoted an anonymous club chair-
man as saying, “Any club management which allows the club to make 
a profit is behaving foolishly.” Traditionally soccer clubs have behaved 
more like charitable trusts than like businesses. In the not-so-distant past 
the English Football Association used to forbid club owners from prof-
iting from their investment. Directors couldn’t get paid, and dividends 
were capped. The aim was to ensure that clubs were run by “the right 
class of men who love football for its own sake.” These rules were abol-
ished in the early 1980s. If they still existed, they might have stopped 
the businessmen Tom Hicks and George Gillett at Liverpool and the 
Glazer family at Manchester United from burdening these clubs with a 
combined $1.5 billion in debt simply to finance their takeovers.

Making profits deprives a club of money that it could spend on the 
team. The business of soccer is soccer. Almost all soccer clubs that are not 
Manchester United should ditch the fantasy of making a profit. But that 
doesn’t mean they should continue to be badly run. The weight of money 
that now washes through soccer demands a more businesslike approach 
to managing cash. Bungs might have been no big deal when transfer fees 
were measured in the hundreds of thousands of dollars, but they become 
a problem when they run into the tens of millions.

Soccer clubs need to know what they are. They shouldn’t kid them-
selves that they are United Natural Foods. Rather, they are like muse-
ums: public-spirited organizations that aim to serve the community while 
remaining reasonably solvent. It sounds like a modest goal, but few of 
them achieve even that.
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safer than the  
bank of englanD

Why Soccer Clubs Almost Never Disappear

On September 15, 2008, the investment bank Lehman Brothers col-
lapsed, followed almost immediately by the world’s stock markets.

Any soccer club on earth was a midget next to Lehman. In the fiscal 
year ending in September 2007, the bank had income of $59 billion (148 
times Manchester United’s at the time) and profits of $6 billion (fifty 
times Manchester United’s), and was valued by the stock market at $34 
billion. If United’s shares had been traded on the market at the time, they 
probably would have been worth less than 5 percent of Lehman’s. Yet 
Lehman no longer exists, while United very much does.

In the years before the global economic crisis, people worried a lot 
more about the survival of soccer clubs than that of banks. Yet it was 
many of the world’s largest banks that disappeared. Then, after the re-
cession began, worries about soccer clubs increased again. Many people 
pointed out that when Chelsea met Manchester United in the final of the 
Champions League in 2008, the two clubs had a combined debt of about 
$3 billion. Michel Platini, president of UEFA, warned in 2009 that half 
of Europe’s professional clubs had financial troubles of some kind. “If this 
situation goes on,” he added, “it will not be long before even some major 
clubs face going out of business.”
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Yet the notion that soccer clubs are inherently unstable businesses is 
wrong. They virtually never go bust. Despite being incompetently run, 
they are some of the most stable businesses on earth. Not only do the 
soccer authorities worry far too much about clubs going out of business, 
but they worry about the wrong clubs.

First, some facts. In 1923 the English Football League consisted of 
eighty-eight teams spread over four divisions. In the 2011–2012 season, 
eighty-five of these clubs still existed (97 percent),* and eighty remained 
in the top four divisions (91 percent). Forty were in the same division as 
they had been in 1923. And only six teams still in the top four divisions 
were two or more divisions away from where they had been in 1923. (No 
team that was in the First Division in 1923 was placed lower than the 
third tier in 2012.) It is a history of remarkable stability.

You would have expected the Great Depression of the 1930s, in par-
ticular, to pose the clubs something of a threat. After all, the Depression 
bit deepest in the North of England, where most of the country’s profes-
sional clubs were based, and all romantic rhetoric aside, you would think 
that when people cannot afford to buy bread they would stop going to 
soccer matches.

Crowds in the Football League did indeed fall 12 percent between 
1929 and 1931. However, by 1932 they were growing again, even though 
the British economy was not. And clubs helped one another through the 
hard times. When Orient in east London hit trouble in 1931, Arsenal 
wrote its tiny neighbor a check for £3,450 to tide it over. Clubs know 
they cannot operate without opponents, and so unlike in most businesses, 
the collapse of a rival is not cause for celebration.

The Depression culled only a couple of clubs. Merthyr Town, after 
failing to be reelected to the league in 1930, folded a few years later, the 
victim of economic hardship in the Welsh valleys (as well as competi-
tion from far more popular rugby). Wigan Borough went bankrupt a few 
games into the 1931–1932 season. It left the league, and its remaining 
fixtures were never played. Aldershot was elected to replace it, and sixty 

* The three lost clubs are Aberdare (disbanded 1928), New Brighton (which folded in 1983, 
was reborn, then folded again in 2012), and South Shields (taken over by Gateshead in 1930). 
Several other clubs have folded and been reborn, such as Accrington Stanley, Bradford Park 
Avenue, Durham City, Halifax Town, Merthyr Town, Nelson, and Newport County.

9781568584812-text.indd   73 2/20/14   11:35 AM



74 S o c c e r n o m i c S

years later, in another recession, it became only the second English club 
in history to withdraw from the league with fixtures unplayed.

Almost equally hard as the Depression for English clubs was the 
“Thatcher recession” of the early 1980s. Again many working-class fans 
lost their factory jobs. The league’s attendance dropped from 24.6 million 
to 16.5 million between 1980 and 1986. Soccer seemed to be in terminal 
decline. As Ken Friar, then managing director of Arsenal, put it, “Foot-
ball is the oddest of industries. It sells one product and has ninety-two 
outlets for it. In any other business, if not all ninety-two outlets were 
doing well, there would be some talk of closing some of them down. But 
in football, all ninety-two outlets claim an equal right to survive.”

Many clubs in the early 1980s seemed to be dicing with death. Look-
ing at one of the diciest, Bristol City, will help us understand just how 
soccer clubs almost always survive.

Bristol City is one of two professional teams that share the midsize 
town of Bristol in western England. City got into trouble in the same 
way a lot of clubs do. In 1976 it had been promoted to the old first 
division, then the highest tier in English soccer, a status the club had 
last enjoyed before World War I. The fans were excited: attendance 
jumped from 14,000 per game in 1974–1975 to 24,500 in 1976–1977. 
The average ticket then cost less than £1, but the higher ticket sales still 
boosted the club’s income from around £250,000 per year to £665,000. 
City survived three seasons in the top flight. As we’ve already seen, 
that took money. The club paid handsomely in the transfer market, and 
its wage bill doubled: all City’s extra income was channeled straight to 
players.

Sadly, the money didn’t do the trick. In the 1979–1980 season, the 
club was relegated just as Britain, in the first year of the new Thatcher 
government, was entering recession. First-division attendances dropped 
5 percent that season, but Bristol City’s gates fell 15 percent while its 
wage costs rose 20 percent.

Clearly the club needed to lose some of its expensive players. Un-
fortunately, the manager, Alan Dicks, who had just overseen the most 
successful period in Bristol City’s modern history, had signed many of 
them on extraordinarily lengthy contracts—some as long as eleven years. 
Soon after relegation, Dicks was sacked. But by the end of the next 
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season, 1980–1981, City’s average attendance had collapsed to 9,700 per 
game (half the level of the previous season) and the club was relegated 
to the third division. Income was tumbling, yet most of the squad was 
still drawing first-division wages. When City’s accounts were published 
on October 15, 1981, it was apparent that the club was in deep trouble, 
but the best the club’s new chairman could say in his report was that “so 
much of this depends on success on the playing field.”

It is doubtful that promotion back to the second division would have 
improved the club’s financial position materially in 1981–1982, but that’s 
a purely academic question, since by the end of 1981 Bristol City was 
heading for the fourth division. By then only 6,500 fans were showing 
up each week, about a quarter the number from four years earlier. An 
independent financial report produced that December showed that the 
club owed far more (over £1 million) than it could realistically repay in 
the foreseeable future. Early in 1982 Bristol City Football Club PLC—
the limited company that owned the stadium at Ashton Gate, the play-
ers’ contracts, and a share in the Football League—was on the verge of 
appointing a trustee to liquidate the company. That would have meant 
the end. In a liquidation all the players’ contracts would have been void, 
the share in the league would have been returned to the league, and the 
stadium would have been sold, probably to a property developer, with any 
proceeds used to pay creditors. Like so many British companies at the 
time, Bristol City seemed headed for extinction.

But soccer clubs command more love than widget makers. Just before 
Bristol City could fold, Deryn Coller and some other local businessmen 
who were also fans offered to take over the club. It was at this point that 
the “phoenixing” plan emerged.

Coller and his associates created a new company, BCFC (1982) PLC, 
which was to be a new Bristol City: a phoenix from the ashes of the old 
club. The Coller group aimed to sell shares in the new company to fans. 
With the money, the group would buy Ashton Gate from the trustee. 
The group also asked the Football League to acquire the old club’s share 
in the league. Then the new Bristol City could “replace” the old one in 
the fourth division. In short, the new company would take over almost 
everything of the old club—except, crucially, its debts and unaffordable 
players. Coller’s group intended to ask City’s most expensive players, left 
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over from the club’s first-division days, to tear up their contracts. You can 
see the appeal of the plan, as long as you were not one of those players.

The Football League said the plan was fine as long as Gordon Taylor, 
head of the Professional Football Association (PFA), would agree to the 
deal on the players. Taylor was by no means sure that things were as bad 
at Bristol City as the directors said (after all, directors are always com-
plaining about wages), but eventually he was convinced that the deal was 
the only way to save the club. No union wants to see an employer go bust, 
especially not an ancient employer loved by thousands of people.

The final decision was down to the players. Naturally they were re-
luctant martyrs. But the pressure on them was intense, including some 
threats from fans. In the end, after a few sweeteners were thrown in, 
the players agreed. Peter Aitken, Chris Garland, Jimmy Mann, Julian 
Marshall, Geoff Merrick, David Rodgers, Gerry Sweeney, and Trevor 
Tainton are not the biggest names in soccer’s history, but few players 
can claim to have given more for their clubs. On February 3, 1982, the 
“Ashton Gate Eight” agreed to tear up contracts worth £290,000 (the 
better part of $1.5 million in today’s money) and accept redundancy to 
save their employer. By the standards of the time, they were on very good 
pay. Most of them, nearing the end of their careers, would never earn as 
much again. They got a miserly payoff of two weeks’ wages, and afterward 
they retired from soccer, moved abroad, or joined lower-division clubs. 
The eight really deserve statues outside Ashton Gate. They gave Bristol 
City a future.

The phoenix rose from the ashes: the club was transferred as an entity 
from the ownership of Bristol City PLC, a company heading for liquida-
tion, to BCFC (1982) PLC. The directors of the new business still faced 
the formidable task of finding the money to buy Ashton Gate. They had 
negotiated a price with the trustee of just over £590,000. They raised 
£330,000 by selling shares in the new club to fans and well-wishers. They 
might have raised more, but they felt obliged to close the share offer early 
when rumors emerged that an unknown bidder was considering buying 
a majority of the shares on offer, possibly with the aim of selling off the 
ground to property developers. (Ashton Gate is handily located close to 
downtown.) The rest of the cash was raised from short-term loans.
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Today Bristol City still plays at Ashton Gate, in League One, the 
third tier of the English game. (And Ashton Gate is now much more 
than a mere soccer stadium. “Ashton Gate Stadium, Bristol’s premier 
conference and events venue, features a wide range of function rooms 
available for both corporate and private hire,” proclaims its website, Ash-
tongatestadium.co.uk.) The “phoenixing” of Bristol City was the first of 
its kind in English soccer and established a template that, like the club 
itself, survives to this day.

Other clubs quickly cottoned onto the joy of phoenixing. Between 
1982 and 1984 Hereford, Hull, Wolves, Derby, Bradford, and Charlton 
went through much the same experience as Bristol City. All these trou-
bled clubs survived either by creating a new “phoenix” company (Wolves, 
Bradford, and Charlton) or by getting creditors to agree to suspend their 
claims (a moratorium), under the threat that a phoenix might be the 
alternative. In all cases, the bankrupt company was ditched, but the im-
mortal club inside it salvaged.

Phoenixing—the creation of a new company—turned out to be a 
brilliant wheeze to escape creditors. Clearly there is something suspect 
about the method. Phoenixing allowed disastrous directors to escape the 
consequences of their decisions. Their clubs survived, but at the expense 
of creditors (often players, banks, and the taxman), who never saw their 
money again.

Still, this was just what hapless soccer clubs needed. Many of them 
struggled during the Thatcher recession, and several survived only thanks 
to a “sub”—financial support—from the PFA. Charlton and Bristol 
City’s neighbor Bristol Rovers had to move grounds because they could 
not pay the rent. However, nobody resigned from the league.

Soon after that recession, a new law made it even easier for British 
clubs to survive. The UK’s traditional method of liquidation—the bank-
rupt company’s assets were sold, the debts repaid as far as possible, and 
the company liquidated—had become discredited. Critics said it gave 
stricken companies little chance to recover. They praised the American 
approach, which treated failure as a frequently necessary precursor to 
eventual success. In 1979 the US had introduced the now famous Chap-
ter 11 provisions. These protect a firm from its creditors, while it tries to 
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work out a solution that saves the business. Britain—where insolvencies 
hit an all-time high during the Thatcher recession—wanted some of that.

The British Insolvency Act of 1986 introduced a new procedure called 
“administration.” Now when a company went into administration, an in-
dependent insolvency practitioner was called in, and charged with finding 
a way to keep the business running while repaying as much money as 
possible to the creditors. After the new law came in, stricken soccer clubs 
typically entered administration, struck deals with creditors, and then 
swiftly emerged from administration. That’s what Tranmere and Rother-
ham did in spring 1987, for instance. For most clubs, financial collapse 
was becoming something of a breeze.

True, Aldershot FC was liquidated in 1992, but supporters simply 
started a new club almost identical to the old one. The “new” Aldershot 
Town AFC has a badge that shows a phoenix rising from the ashes. Al-
dershot reentered the Football League in 2008. Other tiny British clubs 
that folded—Maidstone United, Newport County, Accrington Stanley—
also were eventually resuscitated and now stumble on somewhere in the 
semiprofessional or professional game. Accrington Stanley’s rebirth was 
surely the most drawn-out: it resigned from the Football League in 1962 
with debts of £63,000, got liquidated in 1966, was newly created by fans 
in 1968, and returned to the Football League in 2006, its brand still very 
much alive, probably even enhanced by the drama. “Above the turnstiles 
now, the welcoming sign is, ‘The Club that Wouldn’t Die,’” Accrington’s 
then chairman, Ilyas Khan, told us proudly in 2012.

The new British law was so kind to insolvent companies that ever more 
companies decided to enter insolvency. Some did it just to wipe off their 
debts. The method became more popular even as the economy improved. 
Company insolvencies in the recession of the early 1980s had run at an 
average of around 10,000 per year. In the boom period between 1994 
and 2001 they ran at 16,000 per year. Soccer clubs, too, loved the new 
law: more of them went insolvent in the 1990s boom than in the early 
1980s bust. They rarely even needed to bother to create a new “phoenix” 
company anymore. Clubs would run up unpayable debts, go insolvent, 
and hey presto, months later would be fine and signing expensive players 
again. Better-run rivals complained that insolvency and phoenixing were 
giving the culprits an unfair advantage. In 2004 this argument prompted 
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the league to introduce a ten-point penalty for clubs that went into ad-
ministration. Still, it hasn’t proved a huge deterrent.

There’s something else to note about these near-death experiences: 
they almost always happen only to small clubs. There was a great kerfuffle 
in England in early 2010 when Portsmouth FC of the mighty Premier 
League entered administration. The club had been on much the same 
journey as Bristol City thirty years earlier, just with larger sums. It had 
overspent on good players, won an FA Cup, and ended up in trouble.

On the one hand, Portsmouth’s story was all too familiar: soccer club 
goes bust and after many premature reports of its demise is reborn. The 
shared fan angst about their club disappearing has a useful psychological 
function: it’s a communal ritual that gives supporters a chance to join to-
gether to affirm their love of the club. As we write, Portsmouth is bump-
ing along in League Two, the bottom tier of English soccer. It has had 
a miserable few years, but like every other professional club in England, 
it’s still around.

Yet in another way, Portsmouth’s story was exceptional. No club in 
the Premier League had ever gone into administration before. The other 
sixty-six cases of insolvency in English soccer from 1982 through 2010 
involved teams in the lower divisions. That is something that doomsayers 
like Platini should note. They often complain about the debts of rich 
clubs: the hundreds of millions of dollars owed by the likes of Real Ma-
drid, Barcelona, and Manchester United. They ask how Chelsea would 
survive if Roman Abramovich falls under a bus.

In fact, though, big clubs are not the problem. Across Europe, low-
er-tier teams live on the edge of insolvency, while the top-tier teams, even 
though they too mostly lose money, seldom become insolvent. The high-
est risk of all is for recently relegated teams. We have been able to iden-
tify about a dozen European clubs that have disappeared since the start of 
the economic crisis in 2008: UD Salamanca, Lorca, and CD Badajoz in 
Spain; Haarlem, Veendam, AGOVV, and RBC Roosendaal in Holland; 
Beerschot in Belgium; Gretna in Scotland; Arsenal Kyiv in Ukraine; and 
Unirea Urziceni in Romania. There is not a single big name among them. 
Admittedly Unirea played in the Champions League in 2009–2010, but 
historically it was a tiny club from a small town. It owed its brief rise to a 
passing sugar daddy. When he lost interest, Unirea expired.
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None of these clubs got into trouble by gambling tens of millions to 
compete with the big boys. Rather, they were tiny outfits (Badajoz in its 
107 years of existence never once made it to Spain’s top division) who 
had soldiered on gamely through the years. When the crisis hit, their 
relatively puny debts overwhelmed them. Haarlem, for instance, owed 
a fairly manageable $2.5 million. It’s just that hardly anybody was inter-
ested enough to fight for the club’s life. Anyway, several of the defunct 
clubs were immediately refounded in a slightly different form. Gretna 
2008 now plays amateur soccer in Scotland, as do RBC and AGOVV 
in Holland. Salamanca actually has three successor clubs, each claiming 
the mantle.

Perhaps because English professional clubs are older established 
brands than most continental teams, even the littlest among them sur-
vived the crisis. But if Platini is determined to worry about clubs going 
bust, it’s the Salamancas he should worry about, not the Real Madrids. 
And he probably shouldn’t worry too much about the issue at all. If Eu-
ropean soccer clubs really did collapse beneath their debts, there would 
now be virtually no European soccer clubs left. “We must be sustainable,” 
clubs say nowadays, parroting the latest business cliché. In fact, they are 
fantastically sustainable. They survive even when they go bust. You can’t 
get more sustainable than that. Match-fixing, say, is a much bigger prob-
lem for European soccer than bankruptcy. The near immortality of soccer 
clubs makes you wonder exactly what problem UEFA’s rules on “finan-
cial fair play” are meant to solve.

Platini worries about clubs’ debts. But it’s precisely because clubs are 
practically immortal that they have such large debts. They know from 
experience that they can take on whatever debt they like, and survive. 
If things go wrong, they simply don’t repay their debt, the old directors 
walk away, and new ones come in promising to sweep up the mess (while 
also buying shiny new Brazilian center forwards). A club like Bayern Mu-
nich, which shuns debt, is in fact missing a trick. Bayern could easily 
borrow a few hundred million dollars to make itself invincible against 
human opposition on the long term. Even if it flushed the money down 
the toilet and then said “Nanananana” to the lenders, the club would sur-
vive. Right now Bayern is a marvelous self-sustaining debt-free business, 
whereas most English clubs aren’t. But the point of a soccer club isn’t to 
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have nice accounts—after all, the clubs with horrible accounts survive, 
too. The point of a soccer club is to win trophies. Bayern won the Cham-
pions League in 2013, but in the previous thirty-six years it had won the 
trophy only once. That’s a meager return for the biggest club of Western 
Europe’s biggest country.

Once again, the comparison between soccer clubs and “real” busi-
nesses breaks down. When clubs get into trouble, they generally “do a 
Leeds,” a maneuver named in honor of the spectacularly badly run Leeds 
United of the early 2000s. “Doing a Leeds” means cutting your wages, 
getting relegated, and competing at a lower level. Imagine if other busi-
nesses could do this. Suppose that Ford could sack skilled workers and 
hire unskilled ones to produce worse cars, or that American Airlines 
could replace all its pilots with people who weren’t as well qualified to fly 
planes. The government would stop it, and in any case, consumers would 
not put up with terrible products. (President Ronald Reagan did sack 
striking air-traffic controllers in 1981 and replaced them with new hires, 
but that was something of a one-off.)

Soccer clubs have it easy. Recall that almost every English professional 
club has survived the Great Depression, the Second World War, reces-
sions, corrupt chairmen, appalling managers, and the current economic 
crisis. By contrast, economic historian Les Hannah made a list of the top 
one hundred global companies in 1912, and researched what had become 
of them by 1995. Nearly half the companies—forty-nine—had ceased to 
exist. Five of these had gone bankrupt, six were nationalized, and thir-
ty-eight were taken over by other firms. Even among the businesses that 
survived, many had gone into new sectors or moved to new locations.

What made these non-soccer businesses so unstable was, above all, 
competition. There is such a thing as brand loyalty, but when a better 
product turns up, most people will switch sooner or later. So normal 
businesses keep having to innovate or die. They face endless pitfalls: com-
petitors pull ahead, consumers’ tastes change, new technologies make en-
tire industries obsolete, cheap goods arrive from abroad, the government 
interferes, recessions hit, companies overinvest and go bust or simply get 
unlucky.

By contrast, soccer clubs are immune from almost all these effects: a 
club that fails to keep up with the competition might get relegated, but it 
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can always survive at a lower level. Some fans lose interest, but clubs have 
geographical roots. A bad team might find its catchment area shrinking, 
but not disappearing completely. The “technology” of soccer can never 
become obsolete, because the technology is the game itself. At worst soc-
cer might become less popular.

Foreign rivals cannot enter the market and supply soccer at a lower 
price. The rules of soccer protect domestic clubs by forbidding foreign 
competitors from joining their league. English clubs as a whole could fall 
behind foreign competitors and lose their best players, but foreign clubs 
have financial problems and incompetent management of their own.

The government is not about to nationalize soccer.
Clubs often overinvest, but this almost never destroys the club, only 

the wealth of the investor. At worst, the club gets relegated.
A club’s revenues might decline in a recession, but it can always live 

with lower revenues.
In most industries a bad business goes bankrupt, but soccer clubs al-

most never do. No matter how much money they waste, someone will 
always bail them out. This is what is known in finance as “moral hazard”: 
when you know you will be saved no matter how much money you lose, 
you are free to lose money.

There is a strange parallel here between professional soccer and com-
munism. When we ask, “Why do soccer clubs almost always survive?” we 
are echoing the great question asked about communism by one of our 
favorite economists, the Hungarian János Kornai. He grew up in Hun-
gary, briefly worked for a communist newspaper despite knowing that the 
system was all nonsense, and after making his way to the West tried to 
answer the question: Why exactly did communism not work?

Kornai’s answer could be summed up in four words: “the soft-budget 
constraint.” Imagine that you are a tractor factory in communist Hun-
gary. Each year the state gives you a budget. But if at the end of the year 
you’ve overspent the budget and haven’t made any profits, the state just 
gives you a bit more money to make up the difference. In communism, 
bad companies were propped up forever. In other words, the “budget 
constraint” on communist firms was soft. If they wanted to overspend 
their budgets, they could. The obvious consequence: unprofitable over-
spending became rife.
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As scholars such as Wladimir Andreff and Rasmus Storm have noted, 
Kornai’s “soft-budget constraint” applies beautifully to soccer clubs. Like 
tractor factories in communism, clubs lose money because they can. They 
have no need to be competent. The professional investors who briefly 
bought club shares in the 1990s got out as soon as they discovered this.

Luckily, as we’ve seen, society can keep unprofitable soccer clubs 
going fairly cheaply. The total revenues of European professional clubs 
for the 2011–2012 season were $24.6 billion, according to Deloitte. 
That’s just one-fifth of the revenues of McKesson, the US pharmaceutical 
supply-chain company. The two-bit losses of soccer clubs hardly matter 
when set beside the enormous love they command. These tiny businesses 
are great enduring brands. Creditors dare not push them under. No bank 
manager or tax collector wants to say, “The century-old local club is clos-
ing. I’m turning off the lights.” Society swallows the losses and lets even a 
Bristol City soldier on. In a sense, these clubs are too small to fail.

Unlike most businesses, soccer clubs survive crises because some of 
their customers stick with them no matter how lousy the product. Calling 
this brand loyalty is not quite respectful enough of the sentiment in-
volved. To quote Rogan Taylor, a Liverpool fan and Liverpool University 
professor, “Soccer is more than just a business. No one has their ashes 
scattered down the aisle at Tesco.”
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in Praise of sugar DaDDies

Why “Financial Fair Play” Is Bad for Soccer

When the Russian oligarch Roman Abramovich decided to buy a soc-
cer club, he had a look around in Spain and Italy. But ownership there 
seemed complicated. In Italy, many of the families who owned clubs had 
been doing business with each other for generations. In Spain, horror of 
horrors, the fans themselves owned the biggest clubs. As for the Bunde-
sliga, Abramovich never seems to have considered it.

And so in April 2002 he flew to Manchester to watch United. After 
the game, write Dominic Midgley and Chris Hutchins in their biogra-
phy Abramovich, Rio Ferdinand drove him to Manchester airport, and 
the Russian charmed the player by joining in a sing-along with a fellow 
passenger, Ferdinand’s four-year-old half-brother.

Not long after that, the story goes, Abramovich was flying in a he-
licopter over London when he spotted a soccer stadium handily located 
near his house in west London. “What’s that?” he reportedly asked. It 
was Chelsea. He bought the club, sealing the deal with the departing 
owner, Ken Bates, over a bottle of Evian water in London’s Dorches-
ter Hotel. The Russian was then still happy to talk to journalists. When 
the Financial Times rang to ask about his purchase, he revealed that his 
favorite player was Thierry Henry (then at Arsenal), and explained why 
he had bought Chelsea: “I’m looking at it as something to have fun with 
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rather than having to realise a return. I don’t look at this as a financial 
investment.” He has barely spoken another word in public since, but two 
things have become clear: (1) Buying a soccer club made this unknown 
billionaire world-famous. (2) As he predicted, the purchase hasn’t been 
a “financial investment.” In his first eight years as owner, Chelsea lost a 
total of about $1 billion.

Despite the losses, Abramovich seems to have inspired the era of bil-
lionaire sugar daddies in global soccer. Men like him have taken over 
Manchester City, Paris Saint-Germain, Monaco, and most big Russian 
clubs. Sugar daddies in soccer aren’t like investors in normal businesses. 
They are willing to lose money just to be part of the game. They have 
helped drive up wages and salaries for the best players to unprecedented 
levels. Now UEFA is trying to end that. In 2010 the European soc-
cer association introduced rules on “financial fair play” that aim, above 
all, to stop clubs spending more than they earn. If a club’s annual reve-
nues are $400 million, say, it won’t be able to spend $500 million even 
if an Abramovich wants to give it the money. Any offending club can be 
banned from European competition.

UEFA seems to have come up with FFP largely out of a sense that 
soccer’s debt had gotten out of hand, and that what was needed was a 
dose of austerity. In that sense, FFP mirrors the “austerity” policies im-
posed by European governments at about the same time. The “FFP rules” 
are full of loopholes, and take full effect only in 2018, but they do seem 
aimed at the sugar daddies. The idea seems to be, if not to drive the 
Abramoviches out of soccer, at least to curb their spending. That would 
allow rival clubs to spend less, and let them make profits at last. Arsenal’s 
Arsène Wenger, for one, has welcomed the new rules. “Financial fair 
play will make a big difference,” he says, “because you cannot imagine 
the world will go on just splashing money out without any return.” Many 
fans, too, seem to regard “FFP” as soccer’s long-needed dose of sanity. 
We disagree. We don’t think financial fair play will be fully implemented, 
but if it is, we think it will be bad for soccer. And we don’t think clubs 
should make profits. On balance, we think the Abramoviches are good 
for the game.

| |

9781568584812-text.indd   85 2/20/14   11:35 AM



86 S o c c e r n o m i c S

FFP itself has two dimensions, one of which is uncontroversial: that 
every club must be solvent. Solvency means the capacity to pay your 
debts—that is, the reasonable expectation that your future income will 
be enough to pay what you owe. In most European countries, solvency 
is a basic requirement for doing business. If the directors of a company 
know it is insolvent, then legally they should stop doing business until 
either solvency is restored or the company is shut down. Solvency can 
be restored if the creditors agree to write off some of their debts. If the 
creditors won’t do that, then the business can be closed, the assets sold, 
and the creditors paid off to the greatest extent possible.

Insolvency is a very common business problem. There are thousands 
of cases across Europe every year. Generally the problem affects small 
businesses, and so these events go unnoticed by most of us. Occasionally, 
though, very large companies go insolvent, and it becomes headline news. 
But as we’ve already shown, soccer clubs almost never close down. They 
are practically always bailed out. This appears to be one reason European 
clubs seem forever to be in financial trouble: they overspend because they 
can. In the past many clubs have restored their finances by refusing to pay 
small creditors, banks, and the taxman—daring any of them to take on 
the label of the creditor that destroyed a soccer club. Very few creditors 
have chosen to tread this path. And perhaps in the days when there was 
almost no money in soccer it didn’t matter. Local banks can usually write 
off a debt that might be no more than a few tens of thousands of dollars 
(a lot to an individual perhaps, but not much for a modestly sized bank).

Now, though, the income generated by European soccer is starting to 
add up to something. These days, when a club can’t pay, a lot of creditors 
get hurt. Often the victims are small local businesses, or even charities—
notably St. John’s Ambulance, which provides emergency medical aid 
to fans in British soccer grounds. Clearly it’s wrong for a club to pay its 
players millions and then try to get out of paying its creditors. So we 
applaud FFP for demanding solvency. The solvency rule mostly affects 
smaller clubs—which, as we have seen, are the ones that tend to become 
insolvent. In the big countries smaller clubs tend to play in the lower 
divisions, which means UEFA’s rules are irrelevant to them anyway. Fi-
nancial fair play applies only to teams entering UEFA competitions. The 
requirement for solvency would therefore mostly impact clubs qualifying 
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for European competitions from smaller or poorer countries: Finland, 
Romania, and the like. It shouldn’t affect the Chelseas and Real Madrids.

The second, controversial element of FFP is the breakeven rule. This 
requires that, averaged over a three-year period, a club’s “relevant income” 
must match its “relevant expenses.” In other words, clubs can spend only 
what they earn. This rule will exclusively impact big clubs. That is because 
the breakeven rules allow a financial loss of €5 million (nearly $7 million). 
According to UEFA, in 2011 only 77 out of 726 top-division clubs in 
Europe had annual income over €50 million, and were therefore likely 
to make losses of over €5 million. Hardly any club outside the elite will 
notice the effect of breakeven.

The chief target of breakeven seems to be the sugar daddies. This is 
because UEFA’s definition of “relevant income” includes gate money, 
broadcast income, and income from sponsorship and merchandising, but 
excludes the owner’s own money. Breakeven is not a solvency issue—it’s 
not as if Chelsea faces any real risk that Abramovich will be unwilling or 
unable to cover losses as long as he owns the club. Indeed, in 2009 he 
converted the hundreds of millions of dollars that Chelsea theoretically 
owed him into shares in the club. That means that if he walks away to-
morrow, he can’t ask Chelsea for his money back.

UEFA presumably isn’t worried about Chelsea’s solvency. Rather, it 
seems to think that money from an owner somehow gives a club an unfair 
competitive advantage. The FFP rules allow a club owner to put money 
into the stadium or youth academy, but not into buying stars for the first 
team.

The breakeven rules shouldn’t hurt the old “aristocrats” of soccer, the 
likes of Manchester United, Arsenal, and Bayern Munich. These clubs 
generate plenty of income from “relevant” sources—chiefly fans, spon-
sors, and TV companies. No wonder, then, that the aristocrats support 
financial fair play. FFP would tend to weaken their rivals, who can com-
pete with the aristocrats only by borrowing fortunes (something banned 
under the insolvency rule) or by getting fortunes from a sugar daddy 
(something banned under the breakeven rule). If FFP works, the aristo-
crats will celebrate.

Let’s compare the breakeven rule to the salary cap, widely used in 
American major-league sports. A salary cap generally restricts teams’ 
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spending on players to a fixed percentage of average club income (55 per-
cent, say). UEFA’s breakeven rule restricts player spending to the level of 
club income defined as “relevant.” The key difference is that the US cap 
is the same for all clubs, whereas breakeven caps each club at the level of 
its own resources—a lot for the larger clubs, not so much for the smaller 
clubs. So while the American salary cap encourages competitive balance 
between clubs (it stops the Dallas Cowboys from spending infinitely more 
than the Jacksonville Jaguars), UEFA’s breakeven rule cements inequality 
by making it harder for smaller clubs to compete with the aristocrats. This 
hardly seems fair, unless by “fair” you mean the idea that big clubs should 
be protected from competition from upstarts.

Jean-Louis Dupont, a lawyer who helped bring about the Bosman 
ruling in 1995, decided in 2013 to challenge the FFP rules under Eu-
ropean competition law. His main argument was not that FFP is un-
fair to smaller clubs. Rather, he said it was unfair on players and their 
agents. FFP will surely put downward pressure on players’ salaries, since 
it aims to stop at least some clubs (such as Chelsea and Manchester City) 
from spending as much as they want. Stefan and the Flemish economist 
Thomas Peeters developed a model to estimate the effect the breakeven 
rule will have. Note that the rule puts indirect as well as direct downward 
pressure on wages. The direct pressure would work like this: Manchester 
City complies with breakeven by spending less on players’ salaries. But on 
top of that comes the indirect effect: by spending less, City becomes less 
of a competitive threat to other clubs. The cost of winning for these other 
clubs falls, and so they need to spend less on wages to achieve success.

If the FFP rules have enough bite, clubs will be able to choose their 
strategy. Either they can continue to spend the same proportion of their 
“relevant income,” even though they need to spend less now to win, or 
they can aim for the same level of on-field performance as before FFP, 
and pocket the surplus as profits. Either way, Stefan and Peeters pre-
dicted a very large fall in spending on players as a result of FFP. Using 
2010 as a benchmark, and using data from the top divisions of England, 
France, Italy, and Spain (financial data for individual German clubs is 
not available), the model suggests that player spending would have been 
between €400 million and €800 million lower in those four leagues had 
the FFP rules applied. That would represent a fall in wage spending of 
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up to 15 percent. The higher spending the league, the larger the fall in 
wages—so FFP would be worst news of all for players trying to earn a 
crust in the Premier League.

Some people might think lower players’ wages would be justification 
enough for FFP. But remember two things: First, FFP makes soccer at 
the top less competitive. Imagine if FFP had been in force since 2003, 
and Abramovich at Chelsea and Sheikh Mansour at Manchester City 
hadn’t been allowed to spend their fortunes to buy English titles. What 
would have happened instead? Quite likely, Manchester United would 
have won the Premier League ten years running. With FFP, as Gabriele 
Marcotti warned in the Wall Street Journal, “instead of soccer having a 1 
percent lording it over everyone else, it could become a 0.1 percent.”

Second, if FFP does cut players’ wages, there is no promise that the 
money saved will go back into soccer. More probably, the money will go 
into the pockets of billionaire owners.

We should say at this point that FFP might not actually take force 
as planned. More likely, clubs and UEFA will both give a bit. UEFA’s 
main concern will be to stop penniless clubs risking insolvency, and so 
it will enforce the solvency rule hard. Any Bulgarian club that has lost 
over €5 million in three years will find itself chucked out of European 
competition. By contrast, big clubs with sugar daddies may be cut more 
slack if they fail to break even. In any case, some of these clubs are already 
finding ways around FFP. Manchester City, for instance, has signed a 
ten-year deal believed to be worth a flabbergasting $550 million with 
Etihad Airways for stadium naming rights and shirt sponsorship. Skep-
tics note that Etihad, like City’s owners, comes from Abu Dhabi. They 
hint that the deal is a trick to allow City to inject outside money while 
evading the FFP rules.

However, UEFA might struggle to prove in court that the $550 mil-
lion was excessive, or that Etihad’s owners had anything to do with City’s 
owners (beyond both sets of people coming from the elite of the same 
tiny emirate). The sugar-daddy clubs will hire expensive lawyers to defend 
them, and will dare UEFA to ban teams full of great players from the 
Champions League. That will give UEFA pause. It doesn’t want to stage 
a Champions League without Paris’s Zlatan Ibrahimovic or Manchester 
City’s Sergio Agüero. It must also worry that any excluded clubs might 
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try to start their own rival competition. UEFA president Michel Platini 
sounded cautious when telling the London Evening Standard in 2013, 
“Sanctions will be decided upon. Do not think we are going to take five 
to ten clubs out of the European competition. Definitely that would be 
the very, very last straw. If we have repeat offenders, okay, yes, they will 
have to be punished severely—possibly. We are not out to kill the clubs.”

Presumably, then, deals like City’s with Etihad will be left to stand. 
FFP may not transform soccer. Ivan Gazidis, chief executive of Arsenal, 
told us, “Are there loopholes in the way FFP works? Quite possibly. FFP 
is not part of our strategy.”

Still, our question is: What if FFP actually happens, and works? If 
UEFA does manage to force clubs to spend only what they earn, then 
sugar daddies would drift out of the game. After all, there wouldn’t be 
much point in buying Chelsea if you couldn’t spend any money to win 
trophies. You might still want to buy a huge club like Manchester United 
that can challenge for trophies without your cash, but there aren’t many 
clubs like that. If FFP triumphs, the Abramovich era ends. We think that 
would be bad news for soccer.

Sugar daddies are often depicted as a curse on the game. It’s easy 
to see why a Manchester United fan, or an Arsenal fan, would dislike 
Manchester City or Chelsea. Setting aside local rivalry, it’s the age-old 
disdain of the aristocracy for the nouveaux riches. City and Chelsea are 
upstarts who have used wallets full of foreign currency to barge their way 
onto the top table. When City won the Premier League in 2012, it did so 
with several players bought from Arsenal, and at the expense of United. 
Of course United fans oppose sugar daddies.

What’s less clear is why fans of smaller clubs should care. It’s not as 
if the sugar daddy clubs are taking their places. Smaller clubs never win 
anything anymore anyway. In twenty-plus years of the Premier League, 
only the sugar-daddy clubs Manchester City, Chelsea, and Blackburn 
(when funded by Jack Walker in 1995) have wrested titles from the vise-
like grip of Manchester United and Arsenal. Sugar daddies threaten the 
strong, but they hardly threaten the already weak.

In most other walks of life we welcome the outsider who comes in 
and shakes up the existing order. Taking the aristocrats down a notch 
is the plot of endless feel-good movies. Why should it be different for 
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soccer? It certainly seems that when fans of a particular club learn that a 
sugar daddy is in the offing, they perk up. Soon after Abramovich bought 
Chelsea and began buying expensive players, the club’s fans came up with 
a song in his honor (more or less):

He’s got Veron in his pocket
We got Johnson from West Ham
If you want the best
Then don’t ask questions
Cos Roman, he’s our man
Where it all comes from is a mystery
Is it guns? Is it drugs?

The sentiment of the song is clear: finding a sugar daddy is like win-
ning the lottery. For most clubs, it’s their only hope of competing with 
the aristocrats.

Some argue that the “excessive” spending of sugar daddies drives 
smaller clubs into bankruptcy. In fact, if anything, the opposite is true. 
Sugar daddies buy players in the transfer market and then pay them very 
high wages. The usual argument is that this forces other clubs to pay their 
players higher salaries to stay. However, (a) this will apply only to a small 
number of players, and (b) no club can be forced to pay more than it can 
afford. Certainly if clubs without a sugar daddy try to match the ambi-
tions of the sugar daddies, that will end in tears, but then that must also 
be the case for clubs that try to compete with aristocrats. Whether you 
want to be a Manchester United or an Abramovich-funded Chelsea, if 
you have no sugar daddy, you will fail. The problem for small clubs is that 
they just don’t have the resources to compete with the dominant clubs, 
and have not had them for half a century or more. This has very little to 
do with sugar daddies.

But sugar daddies are good for the soccer economy for one big reason: 
the cash they inject supports other clubs. In Sheikh Mansour’s first five 
years of owning Manchester City, from 2008 through 2013, the club 
spent £505 million net on acquiring players (around $800 million). This 
money was pumped into a European market where top-division clubs in 
2011 alone lost a cumulative €1.6 billion (over $2 billion). Some of the 
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sheikh’s money ended up with agents, but by far the biggest chunk of 
transfer fees went to clubs. Deloitte calculates that the Premier League 
benefited from a total of £2 billion ($3.2 billion) of additional finance 
coming from wealthy owners from 2006 through 2013. And of course 
the new transfer spending didn’t all go to other Premier League clubs. 
Some of it went to clubs playing in lower divisions in England, or in 
leagues abroad. Some of that money was spent on players, and some on 
improving training facilities or building better stadiums.

We lament the seizing of so much of the world’s wealth by a small 
number of billionaires—many of them heirs, criminals, or tax dodgers—
but it has been good news for soccer. After someone becomes a billion-
aire, he tends to want to convert some of that money into excitement and 
prestige. Perhaps the best way to do that is by buying a soccer club. If 
Abramovich ever wanted to sell Chelsea, sugar daddies would probably 
be lining up trying to buy it from him. Ehud Olmert, the former Israeli 
prime minister who has supported Manchester United since the Munich 
air crash of 1958, told us a story about the “eastern investor” who sent 
him to visit the Glazer family with an offer to buy United. For the many 
people wanting to buy United, an early obstacle is the difficulty of actu-
ally meeting the Glazers. They don’t get out much. But they are great 
friends of Israel, and were delighted to meet Olmert. At their country 
club in Palm Beach, he handed them a check for about $1.6 billion to 
take over United. The Glazers said no straight away. “This is the strongest 
brand name in the sports world,” they explained. Still, if they ever decide 
to sell, we think that a few of the 1,426 billionaires on Forbes magazine’s 
list for 2013 might be interested.

To understand how sugar daddies help soccer, it’s instructive to study 
the Glazers, because they are the opposite of sugar daddies. Most United 
fans blame them for sucking cash out of the club. It has been estimated 
that the net cost of the Glazers to the club since their takeover in 2005 is 
more than £500 million (over $800 million). So if sucking money out of 
clubs is a bad thing, then putting money into them is surely a good thing.

If FFP succeeds, sugar daddies might fade out of soccer. If that happens, 
there must be a real danger that investment in European clubs will dry up. 
If so, more clubs will probably go insolvent. In the nightmare scenario, the 
sugar daddies’ money might be channeled into emerging leagues elsewhere 
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(the United States, China, the Gulf?). That could undermine Europe’s 
dominance. It’s hard to think of any other activity in which organizations 
actively seek to stop wealthy people from investing. Not many universities, 
art galleries, opera houses, or aid agencies say no to sugar daddies.

horror of horrors:  
might big soCCer Clubs beCome Profitable?

We’ve shown in the previous chapters that soccer clubs almost never 
make profits. However, in part because of FFP, that may soon change, at 
least for some of the biggest clubs.

Losses were always a fact of life in soccer, and as more money came 
into the game, the losses just kept growing. Every year, UEFA’s “club li-
censing benchmark report” summarizes financial information for around 
650 clubs playing in the top divisions of Europe’s national leagues. Be-
tween the financial year 2008 and 2012, revenues grew 15 percent (pretty 
impressive in an economic crisis), yet the number of clubs declaring an 
operating loss rose from 54 percent to 63 percent.

Then something changed. Late in 2013, UEFA trailed some figures 
from its as yet unpublished report for the financial year 2012 (to appear 
early in 2014). The message: losses were down by 36 percent. Various 
factors probably contributed to that decline. FFP may already be starting 
to curb clubs’ spending. The jump in global broadcast income for Bunde-
sliga and Premier League clubs presumably helped too. And with the 
widespread panic about clubs’ losses, the Spanish government in particu-
lar has cracked down on clubs’ spending.

All this may sound like good news. The opposite of a loss is a profit, 
so if losses are bad, then profits must be good, right? But that takes us 
back to the Glazers: they make sure United makes a very large profit. 
Yet that profit represents money that the owners can then take out of 
the business. That’s precisely why most United fans resent the Glazers. 
United’s profits would have been more welcome had they been reinvested 
in buying players, or building a bigger stadium, or even funding a cut in 
ticket prices—but then of course they would have ceased to be profits.

We expect more owners of European clubs to follow the Glazers’ lead. 
Six of the twenty Premier League clubs are now owned by Americans. 
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These people come from a country where many sports franchises actually 
make money. Most of these people didn’t buy into soccer because they 
love the game, but as a business proposition. They think soccer has the 
power to capture foreign markets in a way that American sports don’t. 
They see the ceaseless rise in the Premier League’s broadcast income. 
They believe FFP will stop sugar daddies from driving up wages and 
transfer fees. No doubt encouraged by the American owners, the Premier 
League has backed FFP, and is even considering introducing its own 
version of FFP in England. FFP could turn into a blunt instrument to 
make soccer more capitalist. In the end, these profit-driven owners hope 
to take money out of the game.

To imagine what the future might look like, think of Arsenal. Wenger, 
the club’s manager, doesn’t like spending money. His austerity won zero 
trophies from 2006 to 2013, but it probably pleased Arsenal’s American 
majority owner, Stan Kroenke. From 2002 through early 2013, Arsenal’s 
share price jumped nearly 1,200 percent, compared with a rise of just 60 
percent for British shares in general.

Arsenal hasn’t been a great soccer club lately, but it has been a good 
business. This is what a soccer club run as a business looks like: high 
ticket prices, little desire to win trophies, and respectable profits. If FFP 
takes force, and other big clubs end up being run like Arsenal rather than 
like Abramovich’s Chelsea, then we predict:

• A fall in players’ wages
• A fall in transfer fees, which would mean less money trickling down 

from big clubs to the rest
• A rise in club profits, which would mean more money being taken 

out of the game by people like the Glazers

It’s often said, in current jargon, that a profitable soccer club is “sus-
tainable.” We disagree. Fans shouldn’t want their clubs to make profits. 
If soccer becomes a hard-nosed profit-making industry, supporters may 
end up pining for the days when it was the worst business in the world.
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neeD not aPPly

Does English Soccer Discriminate  
Against Black People?

In 1991 Ron Noades, chairman of Crystal Palace, popped up on British 
TV talking about blacks. “The problem with black players,” explained 
Noades, whose heavily black team had just finished third in England, 
“is they’ve great pace, great athletes, love to play with the ball in front 
of them. .  .  . When it’s behind them it’s chaos. I don’t think too many 
of them can read the game. When you’re getting into the midwinter 
you need a few of the hard white men to carry the athletic black players 
through.”

Noades’s interview was one of the last flourishes of unashamed racism 
in British soccer. Through the 1980s racism had been more or less taken 
for granted in the game. Fans threw bananas at black players. Pundits 
like Emlyn Hughes explained the curious absence of black players at Liv-
erpool and Everton by saying, “They haven’t got the bottle.” The writer 
Dave Hill summed up the stereotypes: “‘No bottle’ is a particular favorite, 
lack of concentration another. ‘You don’t want too many of them in your 
defense,’ one backroom bod told me, ‘they cave in under pressure.’ Then 
there is the curious conviction that blacks are susceptible to the cold and 
won’t go out when it rains.”

It’s clear that English soccer in those days was shot through with rac-
ism: prejudice based on skin color. But what we want to know is whether 
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that racism translated into discrimination: unfair treatment of people. 
People like Noades may have been prejudiced against black players, but 
did they make it harder for these players to get jobs in soccer? The ’80s 
black striker Garth Crooks thought they did: “I always felt I had to be 
15 percent better than the white person to get the same chance,” he said.

Yet the notion of discrimination against blacks clashes with some-
thing we think we know about soccer: that on the field at least, the game 
is ruthlessly fair. In soccer good players of whatever color perform better 
than bad ones. Fans and chairmen and managers may walk around with 
Noadesian fantasies in their heads, but when a black player plays well, 
everyone can see it. Nick Hornby writes in Fever Pitch, in his famous riff 
on Gus Caesar, “One of the great things about sport is its cruel clarity; 
there is no such thing, for example, as a bad one-hundred-metre runner, 
or a hopeless center-half who got lucky; in sport, you get found out. Nor 
is there such a thing as an unknown genius striker starving in a garret 
somewhere.”

In short, it would seem that in soccer there is no room for ideologies. 
You have to be right, and results on the field will tell you very quickly 
whether you are. So would clubs really discriminate against blacks at the 
cost of winning matches? After all, even Ron Noades employed black 
players. (He seems to have known something about soccer, too: after 
leaving Palace he bought Brentford, appointed himself manager, won 
promotion, and was voted manager of the year in the second division.) 
In fact, the very success of blacks on the field might be taken as evidence 
that the opportunities were there.

It’s also often hard to prove objectively that discrimination exists. 
How can you show that you failed to get the job because of prejudice 
rather than just because you weren’t good enough? Liverpool and Ever-
ton might argue that they employed white players in the 1980s simply 
because the whites were better.

Luckily, there is no need to get into a “he said, she said” argument. 
We have data to prove that English soccer discriminated against black 
players. We can show when this particular kind of discrimination ended. 
And we can predict that the new forms of discrimination that pervade 
English soccer today will be harder to shift.

| |
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The first black person to set foot in the British Isles was probably a soldier 
in Julius Caesar’s invading army, in 55 BC. The “indigenous” English 
themselves arrived only about four hundred years later, during the col-
lapse of the Roman Empire.

Much later, under Victoria, Britain’s own empire ruled a large share 
of the world’s black people. A few of the better-educated or entrepre-
neurial ones made their way from the British Raj in India, the Caribbean, 
or Africa to Britain. Arthur Wharton, born in 1865 in the Gold Coast 
(now Ghana), became the world’s first black professional soccer player. 
As well as keeping goal for Preston, he set the world record of ten sec-
onds for the one hundred–yard sprint.

But until the 1950s most Britons had probably never seen a black 
person. Unlike Americans, they never developed any kind of relationship 
with blacks, whether positive or negative. Then, after the Second World 
War, hundreds of thousands of colonial immigrants began arriving. The 
influx was small enough—less than 5 percent of Britain’s total popula-
tion, spread over a quarter of a century—to pose little threat to the con-
cepts of Englishness, Scottishness, or Welshness. Nonetheless, the signs 
went up in the windows of boardinghouses:

No CoLoureds

One of the authors of this book, Stefan Szymanski, is the son of an 
immigrant from Poland who had escaped to London in 1940 and joined 
the British army to fight the Nazis. Stefan remembers his father telling 
him about looking for lodging in London in the early 1950s and finding 
signs in the windows saying

rooms To LeT—No PoLes, No HuNgariaNs

Not only was this kind of discrimination legal, but Stefan’s father 
accepted it. In his mind, he was the immigrant, and it was his job to fit 
in. Luckily for him (and for Stefan), he was an educated man, able to find 
a reasonable job and make a reasonable living. He was also a racist. This 
might sound harsh, but by today’s standards most British adults seemed 
to be racist in the 1970s, when Stefan was growing up. In the popular 

9781568584812-text.indd   97 2/20/14   11:35 AM



98 S o c c e r n o m i c S

comedy series of the time, Till Death Us Do Part, the hero, Alf Garnett, 
was a ludicrously prejudiced Londoner who favored labels like “coon,” 
“nig-nog,” “darky,” “Paki,” and “the Jews up at Spurs” (Garnett supported 
West Ham). Not only were these words used on the BBC, but they were 
accompanied by canned laughter. Admittedly the joke of the series was 
ultimately on Garnett, who was regularly exposed to the falsity of his own 
prejudices. But Stefan used to argue that these labels were offensive. His 
father took this as evidence of a lack of a sense of humor.

It was against this 1970s background of instinctive racism that black 
players began arriving in English soccer. Most were the British-born chil-
dren of immigrants. That didn’t stop them from being treated to monkey 
noises and bananas. (As Hornby notes in Fever Pitch, “There may well be 
attractive, articulate and elegant racists, but they certainly never come to 
soccer matches.”) For a while, neo-Nazi parties even imagined that they 
could lead a revolution from the soccer terraces.

Given the abuse the early black players received, it would have been 
easy for them to give up on soccer. It was thinkable that they would be 
driven out of the game. Instead they stayed, played, and triumphed. In 
1978, when Viv Anderson became the first black man to play for En-
gland, it became apparent that children of Caribbean immigrants might 
have something of a role to play in English soccer. Still, even after the 
black winger John Barnes scored his solo goal to beat Brazil in Rio in 
1984, the Football Association’s chairman was harangued by England 
fans on the flight back home: “You fucking wanker, you prefer sambos 
to us.”

As late as 1993 you could still witness the following scene: a crowd 
of people in a pub in London’s business district, the “City,” is watching 
England-Holland on TV. Every time Barnes gets the ball, one man—in 
shirtsleeves and a tie, just out of his City office—makes monkey noises. 
Every time, his coworkers laugh. If anyone had complained, let alone 
gone off to find a policeman and asked him to arrest the man, the re-
sponse would have been: “Where’s your sense of humor?” (Hornby’s line 
on this sort of problem: “I wish I were enormous and of a violent dis-
position, so that I could deal with any problem that arises near me in a 
fashion commensurate with the anger I feel.”)
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Whenever people reminisce about the good old days, when ordinary 
working people could afford to go to soccer matches, it’s worth scanning 
the photographs of the cloth-capped masses standing on the terraces 
for the faces you don’t see: blacks, Asians, women. It’s true that today’s 
all-seaters in the Premier League exclude poor people. However, the ter-
races before the 1990s probably excluded rather more varieties of people. 
In the 1970s and 1980s, when soccer grew scary, the violence forced out 
even many older white men.

| |

In the late 1980s Stefan began thinking about the economics of soccer. 
He was then working for the Centre for Business Strategy at London 
Business School. Everyone in the center was an economist, and therefore 
tempted to think that markets more or less “worked.” The theory was that 
any businessperson who came up with a brilliant innovation—inventing 
the telephone, say—would not keep his advantage for long, because  
others would imitate him and compete.

But the economists were interested in the few companies that stayed 
successful despite competition. Clearly there must be something to learn 
from them. Stefan suggested looking for these paragons in soccer. It 
was obviously a highly competitive industry, yet some clubs succeeded 
in dominating for years on end. How did they manage to stay ahead for 
so long?

Stefan enlisted the support of Ron Smith, who had taught him when 
he was writing his PhD. Smith, as well as being an expert on Marxist 
economics and the economics of defense, is a well-known econometri-
cian. Econometrics is essentially the art of finding statistical methods to 
extract information from data—or, as a lawyer friend of Stefan’s likes to 
put it, taking the data down into the basement and torturing them until 
they confess. Studying the accounts of soccer clubs, Stefan and Ron could 
see how much each club spent on salaries. The two discovered that this 
spending alone explained almost all the variation in positions in the En-
glish Football League. When Stefan analyzed the accounts of forty clubs 
for 1978 through 1997, he found that their wage spending accounted for 
92 percent of the variation in their league positions.
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Clearly the market in players’ pay was highly efficient: the better a 
player, the more he earned. And this made sense, because soccer is one of 
the few markets that indisputably meets the conditions in which compe-
tition can work efficiently: there are large numbers of buyers and sellers, 
all of whom have plenty of information about the quality of the players 
being bought and sold. If a player got paid less than he was worth, he 
could move to another club. If he got paid more, he would soon find 
himself being sold off again.

But what about the variation in league position that remained un-
explained after adjusting for players’ pay? If buying talent was generally 
enough to win titles—as rich club chairmen like Jack Walker at Black-
burn Rovers and Roman Abramovich at Chelsea would soon demon-
strate—what else accounted for a team’s success? If it was something that 
was easy to copy—a new tactic, for instance—then other teams would 
copy it, and the advantage would disappear. That got Stefan thinking 
about discrimination. What if owners were simply not willing to copy 
the secret of others’ success, because they didn’t want to hire the kinds of 
players who brought that success? He began to search for discrimination 
against black players.

In most industries, there is a way to demonstrate that discrimina-
tion exists. Suppose you could construct a sample of all applicants for a 
job, and also of all their relevant qualifications. If you then found that a 
much larger proportion of relevantly qualified white applicants received 
job offers than relevantly qualified black applicants, you could reasonably 
infer the presence of discrimination. For example, if 50 percent of whites 
with doctorates in philosophy got job offers from university philosophy 
departments but only 10 percent of their black equivalents did, then you 
should suspect discrimination.

This is essentially how economists have tried to identify job discrim-
ination. The method also works for wage discrimination. If equivalently 
qualified blacks (or women, or left-handers, or whoever) get lower wages 
for equivalent jobs, then there is probably discrimination going on. Re-
searchers have put together databases of thousands of workers, each iden-
tified by dozens of relevant qualifications, to test whether discrimination 
exists. When it comes to ethnic minorities and women, the evidence usu-
ally shows that it does.

9781568584812-text.indd   100 2/20/14   11:35 AM



n e e D  n o t  a P P ly  101

The problem is that there are few measurable qualifications that make 
someone a great soccer player. When a company is accused of racism, 
it often says that while the black (or purple, or female) candidates may 
possess some of the relevant characteristics, there are other, less quantifi-
able characteristics that they don’t have. Intellectually, this point is hard 
to overturn. Hundreds of cases of racial discrimination have been fought 
in American courts, and evidence based on the kinds of studies we have 
mentioned has often run into trouble.

Happily, there is another way to test for discrimination in soccer. 
Once again, it relies on evidence from the market. As a general rule, the 
best way to find out what people are up to is to see how they behave when 
faced with a price. Don’t know whether you prefer Coke to Pepsi? Well, 
let’s see what you choose when they both cost the same. (Most people 
choose Coke.) Do managers prefer white players to blacks? Well, let’s see 
how they spend their clubs’ money.

If clubs discriminate, then they will prefer to hire a white player to an 
equivalently talented black player. If they do that, then blacks will find 
it harder to get jobs as professional soccer players. The blacks will then 
be willing to accept lower wages than equivalently talented whites. After 
all, when demand for what we sell is lower, we tend to lower our asking 
price. So black players become cheaper than white players. If there is 
discrimination, we would expect to find black players earning less than 
equally talented whites.

If black players are being discriminated against, that creates an eco-
nomic opportunity for unprejudiced clubs. By hiring black players they 
can do just as well in the league as an equivalently talented (but more 
expensive) team of whites. That means that a simple experiment will re-
veal whether discrimination exists: if teams with more black players achieve 
higher average league positions for a given sum of wage spending, then the 
teams with fewer black players must have been discriminating. Otherwise, 
the whiter teams would have seen that black players were good value for 
the money and would have tried to hire them. Then black players’ wages 
would have risen due to increased competition for their services, and the 
relative advantage of hiring black players would have disappeared.

Note that the argument is not that some teams hire more black play-
ers than others. That could happen for many reasons. Rather, we can 
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infer discrimination if (a) some teams have more black players than oth-
ers and (b) those same teams consistently outperform their competitors 
for a given level of wage spending.

After Stefan figured this out, he had the luck of running into just the 
right person. Around that time he was also researching the relationship 
between the pay of senior executives in the biggest British companies 
and the performance of their companies. (Very unlike soccer players’ 
wages, there turned out to be almost no correlation between the pay of 
senior executives and the performance of a company’s share price, until 
share options became common in the 1990s.) Stefan was interviewed for 
a BBC program by the political journalist Michael Crick. Over time he 
and Crick got to talking about soccer.

Crick is a famously thorough researcher. Book reviewers delight in 
finding errors, no matter how trivial, but they never succeed with Crick’s 
political biographies. And as it happens, Crick supports Manchester 
United. In 1989 he wrote a fascinating history of the club with David 
Smith, describing how United packaged its legend for commercial gain. 
About this time Crick became interested in whether soccer clubs dis-
criminated in their hiring. Everyone knew of the suspicious cases of the 
day, chiefly Liverpool and Everton.

Crick began collecting data from the 1970s onward to see which clubs 
had hired black players. This was no easy task. How do you decide who 
is “black”? Crick took a commonsense approach. He started with the old 
Rothmans Football Yearbooks, which published a photograph of every 
English league team. From this he made a judgment as to which players 
“looked black.” He then followed up by asking clubs and supporters’ clubs 
to fill in any gaps. It took him months to come up with a list of players 
who, to most fans, would have appeared to be black. This sounds arbi-
trary, but it is precisely what was required. Prejudice is based on appear-
ance. For example, several years after Crick did his research, it emerged 
that Ryan Giggs’s father was black. Giggs even spoke publicly about his 
pride in his Caribbean ancestry. However, until that point, most people 
would not have considered Giggs a black player. He didn’t look black, and 
for that reason he would have been unlikely to face discrimination. So 
Crick was right not to count Giggs as black.
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When Crick told Stefan about his list of black players, it was a cinch 
to create a test for discrimination. All that was necessary was to count 
how many times each black player had played for his club in a given 
season. It would then be clear which teams employed a larger proportion 
of black players.

Stefan then matched these data with figures on each team’s league 
position and its spending on wages. If there were no discrimination in the 
market, then wages alone would almost entirely explain league perfor-
mance. Everything else would just be random noise—”luck.” But if black 
players were systematically being paid less than equally talented white 
players, then logically the teams that hired an above-average proportion 
of black players would do systematically better than their wage bill alone 
would predict.

Back in the 1970s, there were very few black players in English soccer. 
Combining our data on wages with Crick’s database had given us a sam-
ple of thirty-nine out of the ninety-two professional league teams. In the 
1973–1974 season only two of these clubs had fielded any black players 
at all. By 1983–1984 there were still twenty teams in our sample that did 
not field a black player all season. However, at this point there seems to 
have been a major breakthrough. By 1989 every team in the sample had 
fielded at least one black player at some point. By 1992, when the Pre-
mier League was founded, only five teams in the sample did not field a 
black player that season. This implied that about 90 percent of clubs were 
putting blacks in the first team. Attitudes were changing. Bananas left 
the game. When Noades voiced his theories on black players in 1991, he 
was widely mocked.

It is interesting to look at the characteristics of the black players 
in the English game in these years. For purposes of comparison, Ste-
fan constructed a random sample of an equal number of white players 
with similar age profiles. Almost all the black players (89 percent) were 
born in Britain, not very different from the white players (95 percent). 
Most of the black players were strikers (58 percent), compared with 
only 33 percent of white players. There were no black goalkeepers at 
the time. Noades would have noted the fact that black players seemed 
underrepresented in defense. But then strikers always carry a premium 
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to defenders in the market: it takes more talent to score than to stop 
other people from scoring.

Certain facts about the sample stood out: the careers of the black 
players averaged more than six years, compared to less than four for the 
whites. And 36 percent of the blacks had played for their countries, com-
pared with only 23 percent of the whites. On this evidence, it looked 
suspiciously as if the black players were better than the whites.

The proof came when Stefan deployed the economist’s favorite tool, 
regression analysis. He used it to isolate the distinct effects of wages and 
the share of black players on each club’s league performance. What he 
found was discrimination. The data showed that clubs with more black 
players really did have a better record in the league than clubs with fewer 
blacks, after allowing for wage spending. If two teams had identical an-
nual wage budgets, the team with more blacks would finish higher in the 
league. The test implied that black players were systematically better value 
for money than whites. Certain teams of the 1980s like Arsenal, Noades’s 
Palace, and Ron Atkinson’s West Bromwich Albion (this was years be-
fore Atkinson called Marcel Desailly “a fucking lazy thick nigger” on air) 
benefited from fielding blacks.

The clubs with fewer blacks were not suffering from a lack of informa-
tion. Anyone who knew soccer could judge fairly easily how good most 
players were just by watching them play. So the only credible reason clubs 
would deny themselves the opportunity to hire these players was preju-
dice. Clubs didn’t like the look of black players, or they thought their fans 
wouldn’t, either simply because of skin hue or because they perceived weak-
nesses that just were not there. By testing the behavior of managers against 
the market, it proved possible to uncover evidence of discrimination.

In soccer you can judge someone’s performance only against other 
competitors. This means that I lose nothing by being inefficient if my 
competitors are inefficient in the same way as I am. I can go on hiring 
mediocre players as long as other clubs do, too. As long as all clubs re-
fused to hire talented black players, the cost of discriminating was low. 
What the data showed was that by the beginning of the 1980s, so many 
teams were hiring talented blacks that the cost of discriminating had be-
come quite high. Teams that refused to field black players were over-
paying for white players and losing more matches as a consequence. Yet 
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some level of discrimination persisted. Even by the end of the 1980s, 
an all-white team like Everton would cost around 5 percent more than 
an equally good team that fielded merely an average proportion of black 
players. As Dave Hill wrote in the fanzine When Saturday Comes in 1989, 
“Half a century after Jesse Owens, a quarter of a century after Martin 
Luther King, and 21 years after two American sprinters gave the Black 
Power salute from the Olympic medal rostrum, some of these dickheads 
don’t even know what a black person is.” But by the time Hill wrote 
that, precisely because soccer is so competitive, more and more clubs had 
begun to hire black players. In 1995 even Everton signed the Nigerian 
Daniel Amokachi. The economic forces of competition drove white men 
to ditch their prejudices.

Quite soon, enough clubs were hiring blacks that black players came 
to be statistically overrepresented in English soccer. Only about 1.6 per-
cent of people in the 1991 British census described themselves as black. 
Yet in the early 1990s about 10 percent of all players in English profes-
sional soccer were black. By the end of the decade, after the influx of 
foreign players, the share was nearer 20 percent.

So did clubs learn to overcome their prejudices? A few years after Ste-
fan ran his first test for discrimination, he badgered some students who 
were looking for undergraduate projects into compiling a list of black 
players for another six seasons. That took the data set up to the 1998–
1999 season. Once again Stefan merged the data with figures on wages 
and league performances. Now he could run the regression to the end of 
the 1990s. For these six additional years, there was no evidence that the 
share of black players in a team had any effect on team performance, after 
allowing for the team’s wage bill. In other words, by then black players 
were on average paid what they were worth to a team.

Perhaps the best witness to the acceptance of blacks in soccer is Lil-
ian Thuram. A black man born on the Caribbean island of Guadeloupe 
and raised in a town just outside Paris, Thuram played professionally 
from 1991 to 2008 and became France’s most capped player. He won 
the World Cup of 1998 with that famous multicolored French team. 
He is also a French intellectual, possibly the only soccer player ever to 
have spoken the words, “There’s an interesting young ethnographer at the 
Musée de l’Homme . . . “
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Thuram is acutely sensitive to racism. He now runs an antiracism 
foundation. Nonetheless, in 2008, in the final months of his long play-
ing career, he insisted to us that soccer was innocent of the sin. Over 
late-night pasta in an Italian restaurant in Barcelona, he explained, “In 
soccer it’s harder to have discrimination, because we are judged on very 
specific performances. There are not really subjective criteria. Sincerely, 
I’ve never met a racist person in soccer. Maybe they were there, but I 
didn’t see it.” In fact, he added, “In sport, prejudices favor the blacks. 
In the popular imagination, the black is in his place in sport. For exam-
ple, recently in Barcelona, the fitness coach said about Abidal [the black 
French defender], ‘He’s an athlete of the black race.’ It’s not because he 
stays behind after training to run. No, it’s because he’s black.”

So by the 1990s discrimination against black players had disappeared. 
Gradually they came to feel at home in the industry. Here is a scene 
from inside the marble halls of the old Arsenal stadium, after a game 
in 1995: Arsenal’s black Dutch winger Glenn Helder is introducing 
his black teammate Ian Wright (one of Ron Noades’s former players) 
to some Dutch people. Then Helder says, “Ian, show these guys what I 
taught you.” A look of intense concentration appears on Wright’s face, 
and he begins jumping up and down and shouting in Dutch, “Buzz off! 
Dirty ape! Dirty ape!” He and Helder then collapse laughing. There was 
still racism in soccer, but by then blacks could mock it from the inner 
sanctums of the game’s establishment.

The story of racism in American sports followed much the same arc. 
Right through the Second World War, baseball and basketball had seg-
regated blacks into Negro Leagues. In 1947 Branch Rickey of the Brook-
lyn Dodgers broke an unspoken rule among baseball owners and hired 
black infielder Jackie Robinson to play for his team. Robinson eventually 
became an American hero. However, the costar of his story was econom-
ics. The Dodgers had less money than their crosstown rivals, the New 
York Yankees. If Rickey wanted a winning team, he had to tap talent that 
the other owners overlooked. Racism gave him an opportunity.

Of course, discrimination against black players persisted in Ameri-
can sports long after Robinson. Lawrence Kahn, an economist at Cornell 
University, surveyed the data and found little evidence that before the 
1990s baseball teams were withholding jobs or pay from blacks. But he 
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did think they were giving black players unduly short careers, and using 
them only in certain positions. In basketball, Kahn did find wage dis-
crimination. When he repeated his study in 2000, he discovered, like 
Stefan the second time around, that discrimination was fading. British 
and American sports were becoming fair to black athletes.

We suspect that discrimination still exists in some other soccer leagues. 
In Russia in 2012 for instance, fans from Zenit St. Petersburg’s largest 
supporters’ group, Landscrona, wrote to their club demanding that black 
and gay players be excluded from the team. They said that black players 
were “forced down Zenit’s throat,” while gay players were “unworthy of 
our great city.” These views are pretty common in Russian soccer, and in 
eastern Europe more generally. In that kind of atmosphere, a club brave 
enough not to practice racial discrimination can still expect to pick up 
good players cheaply.

We had thought that in western Europe at least, this kind of discrim-
ination had died out. But there is a strange postscript to our story. In 
April 2011, the French website Mediapart leaked the minutes of a secret 
meeting at France’s soccer federation.

The meeting, held in November 2010, had begun fairly innocuously. 
At first the officials had mused about admitting fewer youngsters of dou-
ble nationality (often French plus African) into the federation’s acade-
mies. It bothered the officials that some of these youngsters eventually 
chose to play for Algeria, say, rather than for France. However, the dis-
cussion quickly spread to scarier territory: complaints about black players 
per se.

France’s coach, Laurent “Le Président” Blanc (a French hero who had 
played alongside Thuram in the black-white-Arab French team of ‘98), 
was quoted as telling the meeting, “You have the feeling that we are pro-
ducing really only one prototype of player: big, strong, fast . . . and who 
are the big, strong, fast players? The blacks. That’s the way it is. That’s the 
way things are today.”

According to the leaked minutes, Blanc continued, “I think we need 
to refocus, above all for boys of thirteen-fourteen, twelve-thirteen— 
introduce other parameters, adjusted to our own culture. . . . The Span-
ish say to me: ‘We don’t have this problem. We don’t have any blacks.’” 
Blanc did add that he was talking about soccer qualities, not color. He 
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wouldn’t mind if the whole French team was black, he said, as long as 
there was a balance of size and skill.

Even so, it’s difficult to know where to start with a critique of his po-
sition. Most obviously, Blanc seemed to be conflating the dull uncreative 
physical French style of recent years with the presence of black players. 
Second, the issue of double nationality scarcely mattered: a player of Af-
rican origin good enough to play for France, like the Senegalese-born 
Patrick Vieira, will choose France. It’s generally only French-raised play-
ers rejected by France, such as Marouane Chamakh (Morocco) or Benoit 
Assou-Ekotto (Cameroon), who will represent another country.

Yet some inside the French federation seemed to want to let fewer 
boys of African origin into the academies. Blocking the pipeline to pro-
fessional soccer would mean job discrimination against blacks. It would 
be a return to the practices of English soccer of the 1980s. Nobody—we 
had previously thought—was barred from top-class soccer in western 
Europe anymore because of his skin color. Whereas ordinary Arabs and 
blacks in France struggled to find jobs, we had imagined that Arab and 
black soccer players in France did not.

But even before the federation’s secret meeting, many French soccer 
fans had started to call for discrimination. There had long been pop-
ular grumbling about the number of nonwhite players in the national 
team. Every year France’s National Consultative Commission on Human 
Rights publishes a big survey on racist attitudes. In 1999 a new ques-
tion was inserted into the survey: Were there “too many players of for-
eign origin in the French soccer team?” You would not have imagined 
anyone thought so. The players of foreign origin had just made les Bleus 
world champions. Yet in 1999, 31 percent of respondents either totally 
or mostly agreed with this statement. In 2000, 36 percent agreed. More 
than a third of French people did not want this team even when it was 
the best on earth. Jean-Marie Le Pen, then leader of France’s racist Front 
National party, knew exactly what he was doing when he led the grum-
bles about France’s black players.

As the team began playing worse after 2000 and became blacker, pub-
lic disquiet only grew. The philosopher Alain Finkielkraut (and in France, 
philosophers are heard) voiced the thoughts of many French people when 
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he complained that the “black-black-black” team had become an inter-
national joke.

In 2010 France’s then coach, Raymond Domenech, omitted three 
gifted young men of north African origin from his squad for the World 
Cup: Samir Nasri, Karim Benzema, and Hatem Ben Arfa. We are sure 
that Domenech made his choices without any racist intention. There 
were soccer-based arguments against each of the trio. Nevertheless, says 
the French sociologist Stéphane Beaud, author of Traîtres à la Nation? 
(“Traitors of the Nation?”), a book on les Bleus and ethnicity, Domenech 
seemed unable to deal with a new, more assertive generation of north 
African youth.

The Bleus of 2010 were different from those of 1998, explains Beaud. 
The ’98 team had come mostly from stable, fairly comfortably off  
working-class families not all that far from the French mainstream. Thu-
ram, for instance, had grown up playing for an ethnically Portuguese 
team in the far-from-deprived Parisian suburb of Fontainebleu. But the 
2010 team reflected the later wave of immigration to France: many play-
ers were from poorer and broken immigrant families who lived in the 
ghettos outside France’s big cities. These men had grown up at a distance 
from the French mainstream. And whereas most of the heroes of ‘98 had 
spent many years earning relatively modest salaries in the French league, 
getting married, and raising children, the new lot tended to have moved 
abroad very young, had spent their whole careers playing for top-level 
teams amid huge stress, and often had chaotic private lives, says Beaud.

The new generation can be harder to deal with for an older white 
Frenchman like Domenech (himself of Spanish descent). He was furious 
when Benzema (of Tunisian descent) said he didn’t want to come on as a 
sub in a game against Romania. In the minds of many white Frenchmen, 
the image of les Bleus became that of spoiled young globalized multimil-
lionaires slouched on the team bus wearing massive headphones, ignor-
ing fans who had waited hours to see them. And of course, these Bleus 
weren’t white.

Popular anger erupted one Sunday night during the World Cup of 
2010. French TV showed live how the players, angry with Domenech 
at their training ground in the South African tourist town of Knysna, 
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reached for an authentically French remedy: they went on strike. They 
got onto their bus refusing to train. Nicolas Anelka swore at Domenech. 
The phrase “the bus of shame” entered the French language. Knysna was 
“a national affair, a political affair,” says Beaud. These mostly black and 
brown players were perceived as rejecting France. Worse than losing to 
Mexico and South Africa, they had (briefly) refused to sweat the blue 
shirt. France’s national anger against the young black players echoed the 
national anger of 2005 against the young black rioters in the ethnic ghet-
tos. “Scum,” then interior minister Nicolas Sarkozy had called the rioters. 
In 2010 President Sarkozy instituted an inquiry into the football team.

A few months later came the federation’s meeting in Paris. In a hor-
rible way it made sense that officials of a national federation should be 
tempted by discrimination. Clubs are all about winning. National teams, 
however, have an additional function: to incarnate the nation. Many 
white French people—and of course the federation’s officials were over-
whelmingly white—seemed to feel that their nation could not be incar-
nated by a nonwhite team. If the officials had complained about black 
players publicly rather than in secret, a lot of French people would have 
been delighted.

After Mediapart leaked the minutes of the meeting, Thuram broke 
the unwritten social code of soccer to attack his old teammate Blanc. 
Three years earlier Thuram had told us that discrimination in soccer was 
impossible. Now he argued that Blanc had been guilty at least of “uncon-
scious racism” and promoting “racial stereotypes.” If you say that blacks 
are stronger and faster than whites, Thuram argued, you open the door to 
saying that whites are more intelligent than blacks. Vieira, another black 
hero of 1998, complained, too. “I know Laurent Blanc and I don’t think 
he is racist,” he said. “But I don’t understand how any of the officials 
present at that meeting can stay in their job.”

In the end, Blanc and the others did stay in their jobs, cleared by a 
government inquiry, to the joy of most French fans.

The secret meeting, and the scandal that followed it, had changed 
nothing. Even the black players stayed on the team. They were the best, 
and that is still (almost always) what matters in soccer.
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Do CoaChes matter?

The Cult of the White Manager

Trevor Phillips points a finger at his own shaven black head: “Excuse 
me, here I am: bull’s-eye!” The son of an early Caribbean immigrant to 
Britain, Phillips was raised in London and has supported Chelsea for 
over fifty years. But in the 1970s, when throwing darts was the favorite 
sport of Chelsea’s Shed Stand, he didn’t go to matches. His head felt like 
an obvious target. Hardly any black people went to Chelsea then. “Now 
I can take my daughters,” he marvels.

Yet the longtime head of Britain’s Equality and Human Rights 
Commission (he held the post until 2012) doesn’t think soccer has slain 
discrimination yet. Over breakfast one snowy morning a few years ago, 
Phillips identified an enduring type of discrimination in British soccer: 
“Loads of black players on the field and none in the dugout.”

You might think this form of discrimination would eventually dis-
appear, that just as competition pushed clubs into buying black players, 
it will push them into hiring black managers. But in fact, the prejudice 
against black managers has proved harder to shift. As soon as you get to 
thinking about what it will take to get more black people into coaching 
jobs, you are brought face to face with the great question about the soccer 
coach: Does he really matter? It turns out that coaches or managers (call 
them what you like) simply don’t make that much difference. Conse-
quently, the market in soccer managers is much less efficient than the 
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market in soccer players. That means blacks will continue to have a hard 
time finding coaching jobs.

Like discrimination against black players, discrimination against black 
managers first became visible in American sports. As early as 1969 Jackie 
Robinson, who had become quite rebellious as he grew older, refused 
to attend Old Timers’ Day at Yankee Stadium, in protest of baseball’s 
shunning of black coaches and managers.

The issue hit Britain only when the first generation of black players 
began to retire (it being a long-standing article of faith in soccer that only 
ex-players had what it took to become managers). The former England 
international Luther Blissett, who as a player had made that ill-fated 
transfer to Milan, applied for twenty-two jobs as a manager in the 1990s. 
He did not get a single interview. Stella Orakwue, who recounts his story 
in her 1998 book, Pitch Invaders, concludes, “I feel a British black man-
aging a Premiership team could be a very long way off.” Indeed, only 
in 2008, ten years after she wrote this, did Blackburn give Paul Ince a 
chance. After Ince’s appointment, John Barnes, who himself had strug-
gled to get work as a manager in Britain, still maintained, “I believe the 
situation for black managers is like it was for black players back in the 
1970s.” Ince lasted less than six months at Blackburn. He hasn’t had a 
chance in the Premier League since.

Not even good results with Newcastle could save the black manager 
Chris Hughton in 2010: he had won the club promotion to the Premier 
League the season before, but four months into the new season, with 
Newcastle safely in eleventh place in the top division, he was sacked. 
“Regrettably the board now feels that an individual with more managerial 
experience is needed to take the club forward,” the club explained. New-
castle finished the season in twelfth place.

True, the black managers Ruud Gullit and Jean Tigana did get longer 
stints in the Premier League. But as Orakwue notes, the crucial point is 
that they were foreigners. They were perceived in Britain first of all as 
Dutch or French, and only secondarily as black. Gullit was cast as a typi-
cal sophisticated Dutch manager, not as an untried “black” one.

At the time of writing, in early 2014, Hughton at Norwich is the only 
black manager in the Premier League. The “Rooney Rule” in the NFL—
which requires teams to interview at least one minority candidate when 
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recruiting a head coach or other senior officials—has no equivalent in 
European soccer. That’s a shame, as the rule has made quite a difference 
in the NFL.

You would think that given this discrimination, unprejudiced soccer 
clubs could clean up by hiring the best black (or female) managers at low 
salaries. A small club like Tranmere Rovers, say, could probably take its 
pick of the world’s black managers. It could get the best female manager 
in history. Yet it probably won’t. That’s because the market in soccer 
managers is so different from the market in players. Markets tend to 
work when they are transparent—when you can see who is doing what 
and place a value on it. That is preeminently true of soccer players, who 
do their work in public. When you can’t see what people do, it’s very hard 
to assign a value to their work. Efficient markets punish discrimination 
in plain view of everyone, and so discrimination tends to get rooted out. 
Inefficient markets can maintain discrimination almost indefinitely.

Black soccer players became accepted because the market in players is 
transparent. It is pretty obvious who can play and who can’t, who’s “got 
bottle” and who hasn’t. The market in players’ salaries, as we have seen, 
is so efficient that it explains about 90 percent of the variation in clubs’ 
league positions in the long run. Typically the club with the best-paid 
players finishes at the top, and the one with the worst-paid finishes in 
the cellar. However, the market in managers doesn’t work nearly as well. 
If players’ salaries determine results almost by themselves, then it follows 
that the vast majority of managers are not very relevant.

Still, there is an important caveat: players’ wages don’t explain every-
thing—merely almost everything at most clubs. That leaves some room 
for a few good managers to make a difference. The question then is: 
Which elite managers finish consistently higher with their teams than 
their wage bills would predict? In other words, to borrow a phrase from 
José Mourinho: Who are the special ones? Stefan has tried to answer that 
question.

First he got ahold of the financial accounts of English clubs in all four 
divisions from 1973–1974 through 2009–2010. This is not as hard as it 
sounds. All clubs except one were limited companies during this period, 
and therefore obliged by law to file annual accounts with Companies 
House. You can obtain copies online for a small fee (if you want to buy 
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your club’s accounts for last year, it will cost you all of $1.50). Going back 
thirty-seven years is a bit more complicated. Five percent of accounts 
were missing, while 15 percent of clubs had filed abbreviated accounts 
that didn’t reveal wage spending. That left Stefan with wage data for 80 
percent of clubs for the thirty-seven-year period.

Stefan began by identifying all managers who had been with a club for 
at least a full season. There were 699 of them in the database. However, 
it’s unfair to judge a manager on just a couple of seasons, because in such 
a short period, luck plays a big role. So Stefan ranked only managers who 
had worked in the game for five or more full seasons: 251 men. It must 
be said that few of the other 448 managers, the ones who worked fewer 
than five seasons, looked like overachievers. Indeed, most of them had 
drifted out of the game early because of their poor records. Some of the 
worst performers exited the profession fastest.

Stefan then examined how our 251 survivors had performed relative 
to their players’ wage bills. The telling stat is the size of a club’s wages rel-
ative to those of its rivals. There are twenty clubs in the Premier League, 
which means that the average club spends 5 percent of the league’s total 
wages. Roughly speaking, if a club spending 5 percent finished in the 
top half of the table, the manager appeared to have been overachieving. 
If it finished in the bottom half, he appeared to be underachieving. One 
season of overachievement doesn’t make a star. That could be due to any 
number of things, above all luck. What counted was the manager’s record 
measured over five years or more.

Only a very few of these 251 managers were underachievers: men who 
consistently finished lower with their teams than the players’ wage bill 
would have predicted. Malcolm Allison (a fêted assistant manager with 
Manchester City in the late 1960s, but a failure as a go-it-alone manager 
afterward) made our list of shame, as did Alan Mullery, Harry Gregg, 
and a few lesser-known names it would be kindest not to mention. How-
ever, even this handful of failures didn’t seem to be terrible managers. 
Their underachievement was not what statisticians call “statistically sig-
nificant.” In simple English: it could have been due simply to chance.

Stefan didn’t treat all divisions equally. There are ninety-two profes-
sional teams in England, spread over the four divisions. A manager in 
the bottom tier, League Two, who has the ninetieth budget in England 
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but manages to finish eightieth in the country is doing well. However, 
a manager with the third-highest budget in England who succeeds in 
winning the Premier League is probably doing even better. At the top 
of soccer, competition is fiercer, the amount of money typically required 
to jump a place is much higher, and so Stefan’s model gave more credit 
to overachieving managers in the Premier League than to overachievers 
lower down. Still, his model does allow some lower-division managers to 
make it to the top of our rankings.

All in all, he estimated that somewhere between forty and seventy of 
the managers in our sample seemed to make a positive difference: that is, 
they usually overachieved with their teams. Note that that’s at most 28 
percent of the 251 survivors in our database—and these survivors would 
themselves tend to be the elite, because underachieving managers rarely 
survive five years in the game. In other words, at best 10 percent of the 699 
managers we have observed since 1973 look like overachievers. These man-
agers tend to have stayed in their posts relatively long, which makes sense.

We ended up with two lists of overachievers. For our first list, we put 
all English clubs together and ranked each club’s wage spending relative 
to the other ninety-one. The second list separated the clubs into four divi-
sions, and measured each club’s spending relative to the other clubs in its 
division. We mention this because each method produced a slightly dif-
ferent list of overachieving managers. (Please see Figure 7.1 on page 116.)

It should be noted that the great Brian Clough, who appears on one 
of our lists, undoubtedly would have ranked somewhere in the top on 
both if only we’d had financial data for his glory years with Notting-
ham Forest in the 1970s. Uniquely within the (then) Football League, 
Forest was not a limited company at the time. It was a members’ club, 
and therefore didn’t lodge annual accounts at Companies House. Our 
list shows that even in his declining alcoholic years from 1982 onward, 
Clough was among the elite.

Our final ranking of managers who made both lists can be found on 
page 117.

This list of nineteen names must stand as our best stab at identifying 
the best managers in England in these years. Paisley, for those who are 
new to soccer, won six league titles and three European Cups with Liv-
erpool from 1974 to 1983.
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“Total wage” method “Divisional wage” method
Rank Manager Rank Manager
1 Bob Paisley 1 Bob Paisley
2 Alex Ferguson 2 Bobby Robson
3 Kenny Dalglish 3 Alex Ferguson
4 Arsène Wenger 4 Arsène Wenger
5 Rafael Benitez 5 David Moyes
6 Bobby Robson 6 Kenny Dalglish
7 Gérard Houllier 7 John Beck
8 Steve Parkin 8 Dave Mackay
9 Dave Mackay 9 Howard Kendall
10 Roy Evans 10 Steve Tilson
11 Howard Kendall 11 Rafael Benitez
12 Steve Tilson 12 Ronnie Moore
13 George Graham 13 Lou Macari
14 Martin Allen 14 Paul Sturrock
15 Martin Ling 15 Steve Coppell
16 Paul Simpson 16 George Graham
17 Ronnie Moore 17 Martin Allen
18 David Hodgson 18 Ray Mathias
19 Steve Wignal 19 Dave Stringer
20 Ian Atkins 20 Sam Allardyce
21 John Beck 21 Martin O’Neill
22 Sean O’Driscoll 22 Mel Machin
23 Leroy Rosenior 23 Jimmy Sirrel
24 Brian Clough 24 Keith Peacock
25 David Moyes 25 Tony Pulis
26 Russell Slade 26 Dave Smith
27 Steve Cotterill 27 Jack Charlton
28 Gary Peters 28 Paul Simpson
29 Micky Adams 29 Bobby Gould
30 Brian Laws 30 Gary Megson
31 Kevin Keegan 31 Terry Venables
32 Ron Atkinson 32 Danny Wilson
33 Dave Stringer 33 David O'Leary
34 David O’Leary 34 Trevor Francis
35 Paul Sturrock 35 Joe Kinnear
36 Keith Alexander 36 Graham Taylor
37 Gary Johnson 37 John Neal
38 Terry Neill 38 Steve Parkin
39 Barry Fry 39 Mike Buxton
40 Roy McFarland 40 Dave Bassett

FigUre 7.1. Overachieving managers in England, 1974–2010
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Of course, there are all sorts of caveats to attach. First, our valuations 
are by no means precise. Wenger ranks a touch higher than Dalglish in 
our table, but please don’t read that as saying that Wenger is the bet-
ter manager. Our list cannot be that exact. Working at Arsenal in the 
1990s and 2000s was a different experience from working at Liverpool, 
Blackburn, and Newcastle in the 1980s and 1990s. Many other factors 
besides the manager might have caused each club’s overachievement. It’s 
notable that Paisley and Benitez also overachieved with Liverpool relative 
to wages, and George Graham with Arsenal. Perhaps it’s easier to over-
achieve at Arsenal and Liverpool than at other clubs because these two 
have produced many excellent youth players, allowing managers to do 
well without spending a fortune on wages. Perhaps Liverpool’s famous 
“boot room” of the 1970s and 1980s—the gang of old-time coaches and 
scouts who would sit around drinking whiskey and scheming for games 
together—gave Paisley and Dalglish the wisdom of crowds. Quite likely 

Rank Rank 
Name (“divisional wage” method) (“total wage” method)
Bob Paisley 1 1
Alex Ferguson 3 2
Bobby Robson 2 6
Arsène Wenger 4 4
Kenny Dalglish 6 3
Rafael Benitez 11 5
Dave Mackay 8 9
Howard Kendall 9 11
Steve Tilson 10 12
John Beck 7 21
Ronnie Moore 12 17
George Graham 16 13
David Moyes 5 25
Martin Allen 17 14
Paul Simpson 28 16
Steve Parkin 38 8
Paul Sturrock 14 35
Dave Stringer 19 33
David O’Leary 33 34

FigUre 7.2. The special ones
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Paisley, Dalglish, Wenger, and Graham landed in helpful settings. Yet 
they do seem to have been good managers, too.

There’s another caveat to make. Our table measures only spending on 
wages, not on transfers. We saw in Chapter 2 that Wenger and Fergu-
son had relatively low net spending on transfers, which makes their high 
rankings in our list even more impressive. But we also saw that Benitez 
(likewise high on our list) blew fortunes on transfers at Liverpool. So 
even though he economized on wages, he didn’t get his league positions 
cheaply.

In fact, every manager in this table requires closer analysis. Just as 
you cannot sign a player simply on the basis of his match data, you 
cannot simply hire a manager from our list and sit back and wait for the 
trophies to roll in (although it would certainly be a much better method 
than hiring a guy because he was a good player). Some managers on our 
list succeeded in circumstances that might not be repeatable elsewhere. 
For instance, we suspect Bobby Robson did so well for Ipswich in the 
1970s because he was one of the few managers of the time to strive for 
passing soccer and to scout on the Continent. Today he’d have had to 
find new tricks.

Critics will ask why such a high proportion of our highest-ranked 
managers work for giant clubs. Well, for a start, the best managers tend 
to end up at the best clubs. Arsenal hired Wenger after he’d excelled 
at Monaco; Manchester United signed Ferguson after he’d broken the 
Celtic-Rangers duopoly with Aberdeen in Scotland. In fact, Ferguson 
might have ranked even higher in our table had we been able to include 
his brilliant Aberdeen years. Unfortunately, we had to omit Scottish clubs 
because the financial data wasn’t detailed enough.

A second reason that managers of giant clubs dominate our list: by 
definition, more overachieving clubs will end up at the top of the league 
than at the bottom. And third, as we’ve said, the top of soccer is more 
competitive than the bottom, and so we have given extra credit to man-
agers who overachieve at the summit.

Some may wonder whether a manager of Manchester United and 
Arsenal can overachieve by much. After all, United has the highest rev-
enues in English soccer, and Arsenal isn’t far behind. Surely clubs that 
rich ought to be winning league titles? (Indeed, we must admit that we 
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used to think so ourselves. Simon now blushes with shame to think that 
he once wrote that if he managed United, with all its money, he would 
probably do about as well as Ferguson did.)

Certainly, even if United’s squad were to operate as an anarchist 
workers’ collective without a manager, it would probably do very well. 
But Ferguson and Wenger do seem to have added value. Once you look 
at the numbers, it turns out that for many years Ferguson’s United and 
Wenger’s Arsenal spent little or no more on wages than did some of their 
frustrated rivals. Both clubs habitually live within their means. Manches-
ter United almost always makes operating profits, used to pay dividends 
to shareholders, and now forks out large sums each year to repay the 
debts of its owners, the Glazer family. That didn’t leave Ferguson for-
tunes to spend on players’ wages. He didn’t seem to need it.

We’ve seen that the average club in the Premier League spends 5 
percent of the division’s total wage bill. Of course Manchester United 
is always above that 5 percent line, but especially in the 1990s it wasn’t 
above it by very much. In 1995–1996, for instance, the club spent just 
5.8 percent of the Premier League’s total wages yet won the title. From 
1991 through 2000, United’s average league position was 1.8 (i.e., some-
where between first and second place) and yet in that decade the club 
spent only 6.8 percent of the Premier League’s average on wages. Fer-
guson was getting immense bang for his buck. In part, he owed this to 
the Beckham generation. Beckham, the Neville brothers, Paul Scholes, 
Nicky Butt, and Ryan Giggs were excellent players who performed with 
great maturity almost as soon as they entered the first team, but given 
their youth they would then have been earning less than established stars. 
Furthermore, because Ferguson was at Old Trafford from 1986 until 
2013, he had chosen every player at the club himself. He wasn’t paying 
the unwanted signings of his predecessors large sums to rot in the stands. 
That helped keep United’s wages down.

Ferguson continued to overachieve in the 2000s, even after the Beck-
ham generation had become big names earning top dollar. Admittedly 
his overperformance was less striking than in the 1990s. From 2001 
through 2010 United’s average league position was again 1.8, but in this 
decade he spent nearly 9 percent of the Premier League’s total on wages. 
Another way of putting it: in the 1990s he spent only 35 percent more 
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than the division average, whereas in the 2000s he spent 80 percent more 
than the average to achieve the same result. No wonder, because life had 
become ever more competitive at the top, with Chelsea and Manchester 
City getting shots of oil money and Arsenal and Liverpool receiving ever 
more income from the Champions League. None of that had happened 
in the 1990s.

The amount of money Ferguson required to dominate seemed to 
keep rising. In 2010, the last year in our database, United’s share of the 
Premier League’s wage spending peaked at just over 10 percent. Yet 
even that wasn’t outsize. Manchester City that year spent about the 
same proportion, and Chelsea accounted for 14 percent of the Premier 
League’s total outlay on wages from 2004 through 2010—the largest 
share for any top-division club in the thirty-seven years of our data-
base. Other clubs, too, have exceeded 10 percent of the division’s total 
spending in the past, notably Leeds United, which was at nearly 12 
percent when Clough spent his infamous forty-four days there in 1974. 
In short, Ferguson was a phenomenon for most of his time at Old Traf-
ford. From 2003 through 2013 he consistently had to compete against 
clubs with higher wages. Mostly he won. Even so, it’s hard to work 
out exactly what he was doing right. If it were obvious, other managers 
would simply have copied him.

Wenger’s record is almost as awesome. In his first seven seasons at 
Arsenal, from 1996–1997 onward, the Frenchman achieved an average 
league position of 1.6 while accounting for 7.5 percent of the Premier 
League’s wages. That was a bigger share than Ferguson was spending 
then, but hardly plutocratic. Admittedly Wenger’s performance has de-
clined slightly in recent years. In the six seasons to 2009–2010, Arsenal 
had an average league position of 3.3 while spending 8.8 percent of the 
Premier League’s wages. That’s still overachievement, but less striking 
than before.

We can explain why he might have declined. When Wenger arrived 
in insular England in 1996, there were still knowledge gaps to exploit. 
He brought knowledge that nobody else in the country possessed at that 
point. He was one of the only managers already using statistics to analyze 
players’ performance; he knew what food soccer players should eat; and 
above all, he knew foreign transfer markets. He seems to have been the 
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only manager in England to realize that Milan’s reserve Patrick Vieira 
and Juventus’s reserve Thierry Henry were great players. Spotting that 
didn’t require mystical insight—Vieira convinced the Highbury crowd 
of the same fact inside forty-five minutes on his debut against Sheffield 
Wednesday—but none of Wenger’s British rivals appeared to have even 
watched Vieira before. And so Wenger overachieved magnificently.

His problem was that he was too successful for his own good. Other 
managers began to study what he was doing. They copied his innovations 
in diet, scouting, and statistics. Meanwhile, like many brilliant pioneers, 
Wenger seems to have fallen into the trap of becoming more like him-
self—less willing to learn new tricks or listen to intelligent criticism—as 
he got older.

Eventually, when everyone had more or less the same knowledge, Ar-
senal was overtaken by clubs with bigger wage bills. That is what happens 
to knowledge gaps inside a league: they close fast. This would explain 
why Wenger’s Arsenal won nothing from 2005 through 2013.

Yet during his worst moments, especially after the 8–2 defeat at Old 
Trafford in August 2011, his critics were much too harsh on him. Given 
that he was up against several richer clubs, and against another great 
overachieving manager in Ferguson, it would have been astonishing 
had Arsenal continued to win titles. It was particularly unfair to casti-
gate Wenger for fielding teams that kept getting outmuscled by Chelsea. 
There is a common belief that Wenger actively doesn’t want players who 
are both brilliant and strong, such as Didier Drogba, Cristiano Ronaldo, 
and Vieira himself. In fact, Wenger built his first Arsenal team around 
Vieira, and privately regrets that he never managed to sign Drogba and 
Ronaldo when he could afford them. It’s just that he knows that nowa-
days Arsenal cannot afford players who have it all. The club has to econo-
mize on one quality or another, and forced to choose, Wenger has tended 
to prefer players who are gifted and fast but not strong. Chelsea hasn’t 
had to make that choice.

Arsenal’s board cannot very well tell the fans, “Forget it. We probably 
can’t compete with United, Chelsea, and City over a whole season.” But 
the board knows that this is true. It doesn’t expect Wenger to win titles 
anymore. That’s why, even in the darkest moments of 2011, the board 
never even considered sacking him.
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As we’ve seen, since Abramovich took over Chelsea in 2003, he has 
thrown money at the problem. In the 1970s Chelsea was still spending a 
touch less than the average in the top division. Only from the mid-1990s 
did the club’s spending start to rise, and at the end of the 1990s it hit 8 
percent of the Premier League’s total. By about 2000 the Italian man-
ager Gianluca Vialli was spending more than 10 percent of the Premier 
League’s wage bill, yet Ferguson repeatedly won the league on less.

When Abramovich bought Chelsea, he gave his manager Claudio 
Ranieri a mammoth 16 percent of the Premier League’s wage spending 
for 2003–2004. Of course, Ranieri ought to have won the league that sea-
son. However, we shouldn’t be too harsh on him. Even with the highest 
wage bill, it’s tricky to finish on top, because you are competing against 
both bad luck and the well-funded overachievers Wenger and Ferguson. 
Though José Mourinho’s Chelsea outspent its rivals, he deserves credit 
for winning two straight titles. But Mourinho spent only three full sea-
sons in England before his return in 2013, and therefore doesn’t figure 
in our rankings.

Chelsea was the country’s biggest-spending club for six or seven years 
until the rise of Manchester City, and Abramovich’s money bought him 
three league titles. By 2013, City almost certainly had the highest wage 
bill in England. Yet Ferguson kept his neighbor from a title, confound-
ing the odds one last time.

So far we’ve discussed only overperforming managers of giant clubs. 
However, several of our best managers of the past thirty-seven years—
men such as Paul Sturrock, Steve Parkin, Ronnie Moore, and John 
Beck—have spent their careers in the lower reaches of the game. As we 
write, in early 2014, Moore is managing Tranmere in League One, En-
gland’s third tier, Parkin is assistant manager of Bradford in the same 
division, while Sturrock and Beck don’t have clubs at all. (Beck left semi-
professional Kettering Town in 2012, escorted from the stadium just be-
fore a game, and Sturrock was sacked by Southend in 2013.) These men 
are titans of the lower divisions, but hardly anybody higher up pays any 
attention to titans of the lower divisions. It seems that the market in 
managers does not work very efficiently: many of the best do not seem to 
get rewarded, while hundreds of managers who add no value continue to 
muddle on and get jobs, often good ones.

9781568584812-text.indd   122 2/20/14   11:35 AM



D o  C o a C h e s  m at t e r ?  123

Admittedly some of our lower-division titans have succeeded by play-
ing a long-ball game that might not work higher up. “I think my style 
of play has been successful in the lower leagues,” Sturrock told us cau-
tiously in his bare little office at Southend one winter’s night. Yet most 
good managers could surely adjust their methods to better players. We 
suspect these men are being undervalued because they don’t physically 
look the part, or lack charisma, or have had their reputations unfairly tar-
nished somewhere along the way. Sturrock thinks this happened to him 
during his only, brief stint in the Premier League: his thirteen matches 
with Southampton in 2004. He complains, “Everybody to this day thinks 
that I was fired. I walked out of the football club. It was an agreement 
between me and the chairman. It was the best for both of us. So maybe 
people tagged me that I’d failed in that environment. But if you look at 
my games ratio to any of the other managers that were round about me at 
that time, I probably had the most successful thirteen games any manag-
er’s had there.” Indeed, Sturrock won five of those games—pretty good at 
a small club—but fell out with Southampton’s chairman, Rupert Lowe. 
He never got a chance at the top level again. In his Southend office, he 
reflects, “‘I’ve been to the show,’ as the Americans would say. The one 
thing I’ll say is that I enjoyed every minute of it.”

We’re not telling Manchester City or Newcastle to go and hire Stur-
rock or one of the other lower-league titans on our list tomorrow morn-
ing. But it couldn’t hurt to take a look.

We’ve focused here on overachieving managers. However, the key 
point is that they are the exceptions. The vast bulk of managers appear to 
have almost no impact on their teams’ performance and do not last very 
long in the job. They seem to add so little value that it is tempting to 
think that they could be replaced by their secretaries, or their chairmen, 
or by stuffed teddy bears, without the club’s league position changing. In 
typical soccer talk, the importance of managers is vastly overestimated. 
As Sturrock says, “Money talks and money decides where you finish up in 
the leagues.” All in all, Jamie Carragher gets the significance of managers 
about right in his autobiography:

The bottom line is this: if you assemble a squad of players with talent 
and the right attitude and character, you’ll win more football matches 
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than you lose, no matter how inventive your training sessions, what 
system you play or what team-talks you give. But anything that can 
give you the extra 10 per cent, whether that’s through diet, your general 
fitness or the correct word in your ear, also has merit.

Tony Fernandes of QPR insists: “I think managers do play a big 
part.” But he adds: “Ultimately, if you have rubbish players, there’s noth-
ing a manager can do.” Perhaps the main service a manager can perform 
for his club is to avoid spending much money on transfers. After all, 
transfers usually fail, and they waste funds that could have been spent on 
boosting the all-determining players’ wages. Wenger is a better manager 
than Benitez in part because he blows less of his budget on transfer fees. 
But there isn’t much else most club managers can do to push their teams 
up the table. After all, players matter much more. As Johan Cruijff said 
when he was coaching Barcelona, “If your players are better than your 
opponents, 90 percent of the time you will win.”

There cannot be many businesses where a manager would make such 
an extravagant claim. The chairman of General Motors does not say that 
the art of good management is simply hiring the best designers or the 
best production managers. Instead he talks about organization, motiva-
tion, or building a team. We typically think of businesses as complex 
organisms. Yet when it comes to soccer, someone as insightful as Cruijff 
describes management as little more than assembling the best players. 
Seldom has a prescription for successful management been so simple.

As we’ll argue later in the book, we think that managers of national 
teams have a better chance of making a difference. A manager can outper-
form when he brings his team foreign knowledge that it didn’t previously 
have. Fabio Capello arguably did that for England, and Guus Hiddink 
for the foreign countries he managed until his decline after 2008. These 
men passed on to their players some of the latest western European soc-
cer know-how. However, it’s very rare for such knowledge gaps to exist 
in a league like England’s. All serious English clubs are now stuffed with 
people from all over the world and have access to current best practice. 
The Premier League is like a market with almost perfect information. 
Consequently, very few club managers can make much difference.
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The counterargument to ours would be that the clubs that pay their 
players the most also tend to pay their managers the most. So the clubs 
with the best players would also be the clubs with the best managers.

We believe this argument is false in most cases. First, if some manag-
ers are good and others are bad, why does the performance of managers 
over time vary so much more than the performance of players? Wayne 
Rooney and Frank Lampard are always good players. They will have the 
odd bad match, but over the years nobody ever thinks they are terrible 
and in need of sacking. The history of management, by contrast, is littered 
with blokes appointed as the Messiah and sacked as a loser a few months 
later. Most managers’ careers seem to follow a random walk: some good 
seasons, some bad ones. And anyway, how can managers make much 
difference when most of them last so briefly in each job? In 1992 the av-
erage manager’s tenure in English soccer was 3.5 years. By the summer of 
2013, it was little over a year, and of the ninety-two managers of English 
league clubs, only Wenger had held his job for more than seven years.

Chris Anderson and David Sally take on our argument about man-
agers in their book The Numbers Game. They say that managers matter 
rather more than we say, and they point to studies of chief executives 
making a difference in other industries. However, soccer isn’t like most 
other industries. For a start, CEOs in other industries tend to stay in 
their jobs for much longer. In 2011, the average tenure of chief execu-
tives of companies ranked in the S&P 500 (the stock-market index of 
five hundred big American companies) was 8.4 years. These people have 
more time to make a difference than a manager of a soccer club. Sec-
ondly, although CEOs in all industries like to make speeches about “the 
talent of our people,” individual talent probably matters more in soccer 
than it does at, say, Wal-Mart. For a big retailer, having the right pro-
cesses and technology is probably what matters most. But if you want to 
beat Chelsea, you need eleven excellent soccer players. That might help 
explain the difference in wages between soccer players and workers in 
other industries.

Furthermore, the individual soccer manager has probably become 
even less important in recent years. Managers at big clubs now tend to 
work with dozens of staffers, ranging from physical trainers to defensive 
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coaches to data analysts. Often these staffers have been appointed by the 
club chairman or the technical director, and will stay in their jobs long 
after the manager leaves. The manager still appears at the post-match 
press conference, and gets public credit for victory and blame for defeat. 
Day to day, though, his staffers may have a bigger impact on results. 
Fernandes says coaching staff are “underrated. . . . I think coaching staff 
make a big difference.”

Most media love to focus on great men, but today it probably makes 
more sense to talk of management teams rather than individual manag-
ers. Indeed, you could argue that the main point of the “top job” now 
is as a focus of competition for the other staffers, who can aspire to be-
come manager one day. Brendan Rodgers, André Villas-Boas, and Steve 
Clarke, for instance, all made it from Mourinho’s staff at Chelsea to 
managing big clubs of their own.

It’s doubtful anyway whether many clubs or countries choose a man-
ager chiefly because they think he will maximize performance. Often the 
manager is chosen more for his suitability as a symbolic figurehead than 
for his perceived competence. In other words, he’s more of a king, or 
head of public relations, than an executive.

When a club or country appoints as manager a former iconic player 
like Maradona or Bryan Robson, it is not simply betting that he will 
garner more points than some unknown bloke like Avram Grant or Vil-
las-Boas. Performance is only one of the three main criteria used for hir-
ing a manager. That’s because a club or country exists only partly to win 
matches. Its other job is to incarnate the club or country’s eternal spirit. 
So a national team has to be the nation made flesh. Nobody could in-
carnate Argentina better than Maradona, and so he was made manager. 
Winning soccer matches had little to do with it. Whereas players are 
almost always employed because the club thinks they help win matches, 
that doesn’t go for managers. Popular ex-players often get the job because 
they are easily accepted by fans, media, players, and sponsors. They are 
hired as much for who they were as for what they can do.

The third criterion in hiring a manager is typically his gift for PR. 
A manager might not affect his team’s result, but after the game he’s 
the person who explains the result at the press conference. He is the 
club’s face and voice. That means he has to look good—which is why so 
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many of them have glossy, wavy hair—and say the right things in public. 
This aspect has become ever more important as soccer has received ever 
more media coverage. The late Helenio Herrera, Inter Milan’s legendary 
manager in the 1960s, once told us that before his time, managers were 
unpaid men of low status. “In those days it was the players who ran the 
teams,” he said. “You had the team of Di Stefano, the team of Mazzola, 
the team of Sivori, and the trainer was the man who carried the bags,” 
and he mimicked an overburdened porter.

Televised press conferences have probably done more than anything 
else to create the modern myth of the omnipotent manager. No wonder 
that the thing Tony Blair seemed to like best about soccer (according to 
his former right-hand man, Alastair Campbell) was the post-match press 
conference. When Blair was British prime minister, he’d often spend time 
on weekends slumped on the sofa watching soccer on TV. He took a mild 
interest in Burnley, the club Campbell supported. But Campbell tells us 
that Blair grew fascinated with the then Burnley manager Stan Ternent, 
a character with a thick northeastern accent and a gift for exuding gloom. 
After games Blair, a born actor, liked to put on his best Burnley accent 
and ring Campbell: “Reet, Ally, ’ow did Burnley get on today, then?”

The forte of most managers is not winning matches—something over 
which they have little control—but keeping all the interest groups in and 
around the club (players, board, fans, media, sponsors) united behind 
them. That’s why so many managers are charismatic. Their charisma may 
not help their teams win matches, but it does help the managers keep 
support.

The general obsession with managers is a version of the Great Man 
Theory of History, the idea that prominent individuals—Genghis Khan, 
or Napoleon, or even Stan Ternent—cause historical change. Academic 
historians, incidentally, binned this theory decades ago.

The myth of managerial omnipotence has been both good and bad 
for managers. When the manager became the face of the club, his salary 
and fame rose. On the other hand, he also became more vulnerable. If 
the team was losing matches, the obvious thing to do was to get rid of its 
symbolic figurehead.

Sacking the manager has become a ritual, soccer’s version of the Az-
tecan human sacrifice. English clubs spent an estimated $157 million 
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sacrificing their managers in the 2010–2011 season, if you add up the 
cost of compensation, legal fees, and “double contracts” (paying the old 
and new manager at the same time), according to the League Managers 
Association. All this money could have been more usefully spent on play-
ers’ wage bills or on improving stadiums.

As it happens, after the manager is sacrificed, a team’s performance 
does tend to improve briefly. Sue Bridgewater, professor at Warwick 
Business School in the UK, analyzed sackings in the Premier League from 
1992 to 2008 and found that “there is a boost for a short honeymoon pe-
riod.” For instance, after Manchester City sacked Mark Hughes at Christ-
mas 2009, it won its first four games under Roberto Mancini. However, 
that’s not because Mancini or any other new manager can work magic. 
The short honeymoon is easy to explain. Typically the average club earns 
1.3 points a match. Typically, Bridgewater found, a club sacks its manager 
when it averages only 1 point a match—that is, at a low point in the cycle. 
Any statistician can predict what should happen after a low point: whether 
or not the club sacks its manager, or changes its brand of teacakes, its per-
formance will probably regress to the mean. Simply put, from a low point 
you are always likely to improve. The club may have hit the low due to bad 
luck, or injuries, or a tough run of fixtures, or—as perhaps in Manchester 
City’s case—the time it takes for a largely new team to gel.

Whatever the reason for hitting a low, things will almost inevita-
bly improve afterward. The new manager rarely causes the pendulum to 
swing. He’s just the beneficiary of the swing. Perhaps some players do 
briefly work harder to impress him, though on that logic clubs should 
sack managers even more often.

Eventually results regress to the mean. Bridgewater found that three 
months after a sacking, the typical club averaged the standard 1.3 points 
a game. Sheikh Mansour, City’s billionaire owner, should probably have 
just stuck with Hughes and waited for results to rebound, but in business 
doing nothing is often the hardest thing. (And not just in business. Har-
old Macmillan, British prime minister during the Cuban missile crisis, 
mused then “on the frightful desire to do something, with the knowledge 
that not to do anything . . . was prob. the right answer.”)

Inevitably Mancini was credited with City’s short honeymoon. 
“Mancini really is magic,” proclaimed The Sun newspaper, and people 
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began to whisper that the Italian might win that season’s Premier League. 
No wonder, because the wavy-glossy-haired Italian looks like a manager 
and boasts a glittering résumé as a player. Those facts reassure fans, media, 
players, and sponsors, even if they don’t help City win matches. Manci-
ni’s salary—like any manager’s—therefore reflected his iconic status and 
his gift for PR as much as his expected contribution to performance. So it 
will not be the case that the best-paid managers are the best performers.

It’s different for players. They are judged almost solely on results. 
Very occasionally a player does get bought because he is an icon, or good 
at PR. However, those qualities in themselves won’t sustain him in the 
team. Any player who doesn’t play well will be out the door swiftly, no 
matter how wavy his hair or how white his skin. As we’ve just shown, 
being a player is all about performance. Being a manager isn’t. Although 
clubs pay players only for their contribution to performance, that’s not 
true of how they pay managers.

Perhaps one day clubs will dispense with managers altogether and let 
a large sample of their fans pick the team instead. In 2007 the English 
semiprofessional side Ebbsfleet United gave its 30,000 fan-owners—who 
had each paid £35 for the privilege—a vote in player selection. Coinci-
dence or not (and the money the fan-owners put in probably made the 
biggest difference), Ebbsfleet almost immediately experienced its great-
est triumph, victory in the FA Trophy Final at Wembley in May 2008. 
Afterward the club’s performance declined, as many of the fans stopped 
paying, and most of the players had to be let go. Still, it was interesting 
to see a club select its team using the wisdom of crowds. It would be even 
more interesting to see what happened if more clubs did this—if they 
stopped hiring managers and allowed an online survey of registered fans 
to pick the team. We suspect the club would perform decently, perhaps 
even better than most of its rivals, because it would be harnessing the 
wisdom of crowds. And it could use the money it saved on managers to 
up those crucial players’ wages.

None of this is good news for black managers. Because it is so hard 
to measure a manager’s performance without complex grinding of stats 
over many seasons, it will probably never become painfully obvious that 
clubs are undervaluing black managers. That means clubs can continue 
to choose their managers based on appearance. Any club appointing 
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someone who is not a white male ex-player with a conservative hair-
cut must worry about looking foolish if its choice fails. Hiring a black 
manager feels risky, because as Barnes says, “Black guys haven’t proved 
themselves as managers.” White guys have—or at least some of them 
appear to have.

Soccer players get more or less the jobs they deserve. If only other 
professions were as fair.
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the eConomist’s fear  
of the Penalty kiCk

Are Penalties Cosmically Unfair,  
or Only If You Are Nicolas Anelka?

A famous soccer manager stands up from the table. He’s going to pre-
tend he is Chelsea’s captain, John Terry, about to take the crucial penalty 
against Manchester United in the Champions League final in Moscow 
in 2008.

The manager performs the part with schadenfreude; he is no friend 
of Chelsea. He adjusts his face into a mask of tension. He tells us what 
Terry is thinking: “If I score, we win the Champions League.” And then, 
terrifyingly, “But first I have to score.”

The manager begins pulling at the arm of his suit jacket: he is mim-
icking Terry pulling at his captain’s armband. Terry is telling himself (the 
manager explains), “I am captain, I am strong, I will score.”

Still pulling rhythmically at his suit, the manager looks up. He is eye-
ing an imaginary, grotesquely large Edwin van der Sar, who is guarding 
a goal a very long twelve yards away. Terry intends to hit the ball to Van 
der Sar’s left. We now know that a Basque economist told Chelsea that 
the Dutch keeper tended to dive right against right-footed kickers. Terry 
runs up—and here the manager, cackling, falls on his backside.
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Van der Sar did indeed dive right, as the Basque economist had fore-
seen, but Terry slipped on the wet grass, and his shot into the left-hand 
corner missed by inches.

“This really is football,” the manager concludes. A player hits the 
post, the ball goes out, and Chelsea’s coach, Avram Grant, is sacked even 
though he is exactly the same manager as if the ball had gone in. All in 
all, Terry’s penalty may have been the most expensive miskick in the 
history of soccer.

The penalty is probably the single thing in soccer about which econ-
omists have most to say. The penalty feels cosmically unfair; economists 
say otherwise. Penalties are often dismissed as a lottery; economists tell 
both kicker and goalkeeper exactly what to do. (Indeed, if only Nicolas 
Anelka had followed the economist’s advice, Chelsea would have won the 
final.) And best of all, penalties may be the best way in the known world 
of understanding game theory.

DiaboliCal: are Penalties really unfair?

At first sight, the penalty looks like the most unfair device in all of sports. 
First of all, it may be impossible for a referee to judge most penalty ap-
peals correctly, given the pace of modern soccer, the tangle of legs and 
ball, and the levels of deception by players. When the Canadian writer 
Adam Gopnik watched the World Cup of 1998 on TV for the New 
Yorker, he as an outsider to soccer immediately focused on this prob-
lem. The “more customary method of getting a penalty,” he wrote, “ . . . 
is to walk into the ‘area’ with the ball, get breathed on hard, and then 
immediately collapse  .  .  . arms and legs splayed out, while you twist in 
agony and beg for morphine, and your teammates smite their foreheads 
at the tragic waste of a young life. The referee buys this more often than 
you might think. Afterward the postgame did-he-fall-or-was-he-pushed 
argument can go on for hours.” Or decades. The fan at home is often 
unsure whether it really should have been a penalty even after watching 
several replays.

And the referee’s misjudgments matter, because the penalty probably 
has more impact than any other refereeing decision in sports. Umpires 
in baseball and tennis often fluff calls, but there are fifty-four outs in a 
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baseball game, and countless points in a tennis match, and so no indi-
vidual decision tends to make all that much difference. Referees in rugby 
and football blunder, too, but because these games are higher scoring 
than soccer, individual calls rarely change outcomes here, either. In any 
case, officials in all these sports can now consult instant replays.

But soccer referees cannot. And since important soccer matches usu-
ally hinge on one goal, the penalty usually decides the match. As Gopnik 
says, the penalty “creates an enormous disproportion between the foul 
and the reward.”

No wonder the penalty drives managers crazy. As Arsène Wenger 
lamented at the end of the 2007–2008 season, “Every big game I’ve seen 
this year has been decided, offside or not offside, penalty or not penalty.” 
Indeed, it’s now a standard tactic for managers in England, after their 
teams have lost, to devote the post-match press conference to a penalty 
given or not given. It’s a ritual song of lament, which goes like this: The 
penalty completely changed the outcome of the game. We were clearly winning/
tying but lost because of the (diabolical, unjust) penalty.

The manager knows that most media prefer covering personality 
clashes to tactics, and so the “match” reports will be devoted to the press 
conference rather than his team’s losing performance. Meanwhile, the 
winning manager, when asked about the penalty, recites, It made no dif-
ference whatever to the outcome of the game. We were clearly winning and 
would inevitably have done so without the (entirely just) penalty.

These two ritual managerial chants amount to two different hypothe-
ses about how penalties affect soccer matches. The first manager is claim-
ing that randomly awarded penalties distort results. The second manager 
is saying penalties make no difference. On occasion, either manager 
might be right. But over the long term, one of them must be more right 
than the other. So which is it—do penalties change results, or don’t they? 
We have the data to answer this question.

Our guru is Dr. Tunde Buraimo. One of the growing band of sports 
econometricians—the British equivalent of baseball’s sabermetricians—
Tunde works, appropriately, in the ancient heartland of professional soc-
cer at the University of Central Lancashire in Preston. As the saying goes, 
the plural of “anecdote” is “data,” and Tunde prefers to work with tens of 
thousands of pieces of evidence rather than a few random recollections. 
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To help us with our book, he examined 1,520 Premier League games 
played over four years, from the 2002–2003 season until 2005–2006. For 
each game he knew the pattern of scoring and, crucially, which team was 
expected to win given the prematch betting odds.

Our test of the two rival hypotheses about penalties is simple. We 
asked Tunde to divide the games into two groups:

 1. Games in which penalties were awarded
 2. Games in which they were not

We then asked him to compare how often the home team won when 
there was a penalty, and how often when there wasn’t. Figure 8.1 shows 
what he found.

Look at the last column first. Taking all games in the database, 47.30 
percent ended in home wins, 27.37 percent in away wins, and 25.33 per-
cent in ties. These frequencies reflect the intrinsic advantage of home 
teams. Now imagine that the first manager is right: penalties change the 
outcome of the game. How will they do that? It might be that penalties 
always favor home teams (because referees are cowards), in which case we 
would expect the percentage of home wins to be greater when penalties 
are given. Alternatively, it might be that penalties favor away teams (per-
haps enabling a team that has its back against the wall to make an escape). 
If so, the proportion of away wins (or ties) would rise with penalties.

FigUre 8.1. Comparison of home team and penalties

Penalty awarded in match?
Result No Yes Total

Home win 577 142 719
46.76% 49.65% 47.30%

Away win 336 80 416
27.23% 27.97% 27.37%

Tie 321 64 385
26.01% 22.38% 25.33%

Total 1,234 286 1,520
100% 100% 100%

9781568584812-text.indd   134 2/20/14   11:35 AM



t h e  e C o n o m i s t ’ s  f e a r  o f  t h e  P e n a lt y  k i C k   135

But in fact, as the first two columns show, the percentages for all re-
sults barely change whether a penalty is given or not. The percentage of 
home wins is about three points higher when there is a penalty (up from 
46.76 percent to 49.65 percent), and the percentage of ties is commen-
surately lower (down to 22.38 percent from 26.01 percent). The percent-
age of away wins remains almost identical (27.97 percent against 27.23 
percent) with or without penalties. So in games with penalties, there are 
slightly more home wins and slightly fewer ties.

It’s tempting to read significance into this: to think that the rise in 
home wins when there is a penalty big enough to show that penalties 
favor the home team. However, statisticians warn against this kind of 
intuitive analysis. The absolute number of home wins when there were 
penalties in the game was 142. Had the frequency of home wins been 
the same as in games when there was no penalty, the number of home 
wins would have been 134. The difference (eight extra home wins) is too 
small to be considered statistically significant and the difference is likely 
due to chance. It would have been a different matter had the number 
of home wins when there was a penalty exceeded 150 (or 52 percent of 
the games concerned). Then the increase would have met the standard 
generally used by statisticians for confidence that there was a statistically 
reliable difference in outcomes depending on the award of a penalty. As it 
is, though, the data suggest that awarding a penalty does not affect home 
wins, away wins, or ties.

Penalty awarded in match?
Result No Yes Total

Favorite win 633 147 780
51.30% 51.40% 51.32%

Underdog win 254 67 321
20.58% 23.43% 21.12%

Tie 347 72 419
28.12% 25.17% 27.57%

Total 1,234 286 1,520
100% 100% 100%a

aThe totals should add up to 100%, but there are rounding errors.

FigUre 8.2. Penalty effects on match results
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But perhaps penalties have a different effect on match results. Perhaps 
they help favorites (if refs favor the big team). Or do they help underdogs 
(if penalties truly are given randomly, they should help the worse team 
more than the better one)? Tunde tested these hypotheses, too.

It’s obvious even to the naked eye that penalties have no impact at all 
on whether the favorite wins: favorites win 51.3 percent of games without 
a penalty, and 51.4 percent with a penalty. It’s true that underdogs win 
nearly 3 percent more often when there is a penalty than when there is 
not, but once again the tests demonstrate that this fact has no statistical 
significance. We can put the increase down to chance. Match results ap-
pear to be the same with or without penalties. Penalties do not matter.

Now, this is a statistical statement that requires a very precise inter-
pretation. Penalties do matter in that they often change the outcome of 
individual games. Clearly a team that scores from a penalty is more likely 
to win, and so, whatever a manager says, a converted penalty will affect 
the evolution of almost any game.

However, on average, taken over a large sample of games, a penalty 
does not make it any more likely that home teams or away teams or 
favorites or underdogs win. If penalties were abolished tomorrow, the 
pattern of soccer results would be exactly the same.

This sounds counterintuitive. After all, we argued that penalties look 
like the most unfair device in sport. They are often wrongly awarded, they 
cause a lot of goals, and many of these goals decide matches. So surely 
penalties should make results less fair?

To explain why penalties don’t change the pattern of match results, 
we need to consult Graham Taylor. The retired manager is now remem-
bered as the “turnip” whose long-ball game cost England qualification 
for the World Cup of 1994. However, the long-ball game had previously 
served Taylor very well at his clubs Watford and Aston Villa. No wonder, 
because it rested on one crucial insight into soccer: you will score goals 
only if you get possession in the opposition’s final third of the field.

Much the same insight applies to penalties: in practice you will get 
them only if you have possession (or at least a decent chance of winning 
possession) in the opponent’s penalty area. A penalty is often wrongly 
given. But it is almost always a reward for deep territorial penetration. 
That makes it, on average, a marker of the balance of power in the game. 
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That’s why good teams get proportionately more penalties than bad 
teams, and why home teams get more than away teams. On average, a 
penalty is given with the grain of a game.

right, left, or let van Der sar DeCiDe for you?  
game theory in berlin anD mosCow

The next question is how to take them. Economists may have no idea when 
housing prices will crash, but they do know something about this one.

A surprising number of economists have thought hard about the 
humble penalty kick. Even Steve Levitt, author of Freakonomics and 
winner of perhaps the most important prize in economics (the Clark 
Medal, which some insiders think outranks the Nobel), once cowrote 
a little-known paper on penalties. Probably only a trio of economists 
would have watched videos of 459 penalties taken in the French and 
Italian leagues. “Testing Mixed-Strategy Equilibria When Players Are 
Heterogeneous: The Case of Penalty Kicks in Soccer” is one of those you 
might have missed, but it always won Levitt handshakes from European 
economists. Here’s an American who gets it, they must have thought. 
Levitt, P.-A. Chiappori, and T. Groseclose explain that they wrote the 
paper because “testing game theory in the real world may provide unique 
insights.” Economists revere the penalty as a real-life example of game 
theory.

Game theory was developed in the 1940s by the likes of John von 
Neumann, a brilliant mathematician who also helped create the archi-
tecture of the modern computer. It is the study of what happens when 
people find themselves in situations exactly like a penalty-taker facing a 
goalkeeper: when what I should do depends on what you do, and what 
you should do depends on what I do.

The American government used game theory extensively during the 
cold war to plan its interactions with the Soviet Union and to try to pre-
dict Soviet moves. (It is said that game-theoretic advice was given during 
the Cuban missile crisis to consider questions like, “If we bomb Cuba, 
then the Russians will seize West Berlin, and then we’ll have to attack 
Russian troops, and then they’ll use nuclear bombs, and then . . .”) Today 
economists use game theory all the time, particularly to plan government 
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policies or analyze business strategy. Game theory even plays a big role 
in research on biology.

The key to game theory is the analysis of how the strategies of dif-
ferent actors interact. In a penalty kick, for instance, the kicker and the 
keeper must each choose a strategy: where to kick the ball and where to 
dive. But each person’s strategy depends on what he thinks the other 
person will do.

Sometimes in game theory, what’s best for the actors is if they both 
do the same thing—going to the same restaurant to meet for dinner, for 
instance. These kinds of situations are known as coordination or coop-
erative games. But the penalty kick is a noncooperative game: the actors 
succeed by achieving their objectives independently of others. In fact, the 
penalty is a “zero-sum game”: any gain for one player is exactly offset by 
the loss to the other side (plus one goal for me is minus one goal for you).

The issue of game theory behind the penalty was best put in “The 
Longest Penalty Ever,” a short story by the Argentine writer Osvaldo 
Soriano. A match in the Argentine provinces has to be abandoned sec-
onds before time when a bent referee, who has just awarded a penalty, 
is knocked out by an irate player. The league court decides that the last 
twenty seconds of the game—the penalty kick, in effect—will be played 
the next Sunday. That gives everyone a week to prepare for the penalty.

At dinner a few nights before the penalty, “Gato Díaz,” the keeper 
who has to stop it, muses about the kicker:

“Constante kicks to the right.”
“Always,” said the president of the club.
“But he knows that I know.”
“Then we’re fucked.”
“Yeah, but I know that he knows,” said el Gato.
“Then dive to the left and be ready,” said someone at the table.
“No. He knows that I know that he knows,” said Gato Díaz, and 

he got up to go to bed.

Game theorists try to work out strategies for players in different types 
of games, and try to predict which strategy each player will pursue. Some-
times the prediction is easy. Consider the game in which each player has 
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only two choices: either “develop a nuclear bomb” or “don’t develop a 
nuclear bomb.” To make a prediction, you have to know what the payoff 
is to each player depending on the game’s outcome. Imagine the players 
are India and Pakistan (but it could be Israel and Iran, or any other pair 
of hostile nations). Initially Pakistan does not know if India will or won’t 
develop a bomb, so it figures:

if India has no bomb, then
(a)   We don’t get a bomb: we can live alongside each other, but there 

  will always be incidents.
(b)   We get a bomb: India will have to treat us with respect.

if India has a bomb
(c)   We don’t get a bomb: we can’t resist anything India does.
(d)   We get a bomb: India will have to treat us with respect.

Plainly, if you are Pakistan, you will end up developing the bomb, 
whether India has the bomb or not. Likewise, India will choose the same 
strategy, and will develop the bomb whether Pakistan does or doesn’t. So 
the equilibrium of this game is for both nations to acquire a bomb. This 
is the gloomy logic of an arms race. The logic of soccer is much the same, 
and there are many examples of arms races in the sport, from inflation of 
players’ wages to illegal doping.

PieCes of PaPer in stuttgart, muniCh,  
berlin, anD mosCow

The problem for experienced penalty-takers and goalkeepers is that over 
time, they build up track records. People come to spot any habits they 
might have—always shooting left, or always diving right, for instance. 
Levitt and his colleagues observed “one goalie in the sample who jumps 
left on all eight kicks that he faces (only two of eight kicks against him 
go to the left, suggesting that his proclivity for jumping left is not lost on 
the kickers).”

There have probably always been people in the game tracking the past 
behavior of kickers and keepers. Back in the 1970s, a Dutch manager 
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named Jan Reker began to build up an archive of index cards on thou-
sands of players. One thing he noted was where the player hit his pen-
alties—or at least the penalties that Reker happened to know about. The 
Dutch keeper Hans van Breukelen would often call Reker before an in-
ternational match for a briefing.

Nobody paid much attention to this relationship until 1988. That May, 
Van Breukelen’s PSV reached the European Cup final against Benfica. 
Before the match in Stuttgart, the keeper phoned Reker. Inevitably the 
game went to a penalty shoot-out. At first Reker’s index cards didn’t seem 
to be helping much—Benfica’s first five penalties all went in—but Van 
Breukelen saved the sixth kick from Veloso, and PSV was the European 
champion. A month later, so was Holland. They were leading the USSR 
2–0 in the final in Munich when a silly charge by Van Breukelen conceded 
a penalty. But using Reker’s database, he saved Igor Belanov’s weak kick.

In Berlin in 2006, the World Cup quarterfinal between Germany and 
Argentina also went to penalties. Jens Lehmann, the German keeper, 
emerged with a crib sheet tucked into his sock. On a little page of hotel 
notepaper (“Schlosshotel, Grunewald,” it said), the German keeper’s 
trainer, Andreas Köpke, had jotted down the proclivities of some poten-
tial Argentine penalty-takers:

1. Riquelme left
2. Crespo long run-up/right
  short run-up/left
3. Heinze 6 [His shirt number, presumably given for fear  

 that Lehmann would not recognize him]
  left low
4. Ayala 2 [shirt number]
  waits long time, long run-up right
5. Messi left
6. Aimar  16, wait a long time, left
7. Rodriguez 18, left

Apparently the Germans had a database of 13,000 kicks. The crib 
sheet might just have tipped the balance. Of the seven Argentines on the 
list, only Ayala and Maxi Rodríguez actually took penalties. However, 
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Ayala stuck exactly to Lehmann’s plan: he took a long run-up, the keeper 
waited a long time, and when Ayala dutifully shot to Lehmann’s right, 
the keeper saved. Rodríguez also did his best to oblige. He put the ball 
in Lehmann’s left-hand corner as predicted, but hit it so well that the 
keeper couldn’t reach.

By the time of Argentina’s fourth penalty, Germany was leading 4–2. 
If Lehmann could save Esteban Cambiasso’s kick, the Germans would 
maintain their record of never losing a penalty shoot-out in a World 
Cup. Lehmann consulted his crib sheet. Sönke Wortmann, the German 
film director, who was following the German team for a fly-on-the-wall 
documentary, reports what happened next: “Lehmann could find no in-
dication on his note of how Cambiasso would shoot. And yet the piece 
of paper did its job, because Lehmann stood looking at it for a long time. 
Köpke had written it in pencil, the note was crumpled and the writing 
almost illegible.”

Wortmann says that as Cambiasso prepared to take his kick, he must 
have been thinking, “What do they know?” The Germans knew nothing. 
But Cambiasso was psyched out nonetheless. Lehmann saved his shot, 
and afterward there was a massive brawl on the field.

Both Van Breukelen’s and Lehmann’s stories have been told before. 
What is not publicly known is that Chelsea received an excellent crib 
sheet before the Champions League final in Moscow in 2008.

In 1995 the Basque economist Ignacio Palacios-Huerta, who was 
then a graduate student at the University of Chicago, began recording 
the way penalties were taken. His paper, “Professionals Play Minimax,” 
was published in 2003.

One friend of Ignacio’s who knew about his research was a professor 
of economics and mathematics at an Israeli university. It so happened that 
this man was also a friend of Avram Grant. When Grant’s Chelsea reached 
the final in Moscow in 2008, the professor realized that Ignacio’s research 
might help Grant. He put the two men in touch. Ignacio then sent Grant 
a report that made four points about Manchester United and penalties:

1. Van der Sar tended to dive to the kicker’s “natural side” more often 
than most keepers did. This meant that when facing a right-foot-
ed kicker, Van der Sar would usually dive to his own right, and 
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when facing a left-footed kicker, to his own left. So Chelsea right- 
footed penalty-takers would have a better chance if they shot to their  
“unnatural side,” Van der Sar’s left.

2. Ignacio emphasized in his report that “the vast majority of the pen-
alties that Van der Sar stops are those kicked to a mid-height (say, 
between 1 and 1.5 meters), and hence that penalties against him 
should be kicked just on the ground or high up.”

3. Cristiano Ronaldo was another special case. Ignacio wrote in the 
report, “Ronaldo often stops in the run up to the ball. If he stops, 
he is likely (85%) to kick to the right-hand side of the goalkeeper.” 
Ignacio added that Ronaldo seemed able to change his mind about 
where to put the ball at the very last instant. That meant it was 
crucial for the opposing keeper not to move early. When a keeper 
moved early, Ronaldo always scored.

4. The team that wins the toss before the shoot-out gets to choose 
whether to go first. But this is a no-brainer: it should always go first. 
Teams going first win 60 percent of the time, presumably because 
there is too much pressure on the team going second, which is al-
ways having to score to save the game.

Few seem to know this initial advantage exists. TV commentators 
rarely even mention the toss. Bookmakers don’t shift their odds im-
mediately after the toss is done—a mistake from which gamblers could 
benefit. A month after Chelsea–Manchester United in Moscow, Italy’s 
captain, Gianluigi Buffon, may have decided the outcome of Euro 2008 
when he won the toss for a shoot-out against Spain but let the Spaniards 
shoot first. They won—not necessarily gladdening the heart of the Basque  
Ignacio—and then won the tournament.

Ignacio doesn’t know how his research was used by Chelsea in Mos-
cow, but watching the shoot-out on TV, he was certain it was being used. 
Indeed, once you know the content of Ignacio’s note, it’s fascinating to 
study the shoot-out on YouTube. The Chelsea players seem to have fol-
lowed his advice almost to the letter—except for poor Anelka.

United’s captain, Rio Ferdinand, won the toss, and turned to the 
bench to ask what to do. Terry tried to influence him by offering to go 
first. Unsurprisingly, Ferdinand ignored him. United went first, meaning 
that they were now likely to win. Carlos Tevez scored from the first kick.
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Michael Ballack hit Chelsea’s first penalty high into the net to Van 
der Sar’s left. Juliano Belletti scored low to Van der Sar’s left. Ignacio had 
recommended that Chelsea’s right-footed kickers choose that side. But 
at this early stage, he still couldn’t be sure that Chelsea was being guided 
by his report. He told us later, “Interestingly, my wife had been quite 
skeptical about the whole thing as I was preparing the report for Coach 
Grant, not even interested in looking at it. But then the game went into 
extra time, and then into a penalty shoot-out. Well, still skeptical.”

At this point Cristiano Ronaldo stepped up to take his kick for 
United. Watching on TV, Ignacio told his wife the precise advice he had 
given Chelsea in his report: Chelsea’s keeper shouldn’t move early, and 
if Cristiano paused in his run-up, he would most probably hit the ball to 
the keeper’s right. Cristiano did indeed pause in his run-up.

To Ignacio’s delight, Chelsea’s keeper, Petr Cech, stayed motion-
less—“not even blinking,” in the Spanish football phrase. Then, when 
Cristiano duly shot to Cech’s right as predicted, the keeper saved. Ignacio 
recalled later, “After that, I started to believe that they were following 
the advice quite closely.” As for his wife, “I think she was a bit shocked.”

What’s astonishing—though it seems to have passed unnoticed at the 
time—is what happened after that. Chelsea’s next four penalty-takers, 
Frank Lampard, Ashley Cole, John Terry, and Salomon Kalou, all hit the 
ball to Van der Sar’s left, just as Ballack and Belletti had done. In other 
words, the first six Chelsea kicks went to the same corner.

Ashley Cole was the only one of the six who partly disregarded Ig-
nacio’s advice. Cole was left-footed, so when he hit the ball to Van der 
Sar’s left, he was shooting to his own “natural side”—the side that Igna-
cio had said Van der Sar tended to choose. Indeed, the Dutchman chose 
correctly on Cole’s kick, and very nearly saved the shot, but it was well 
struck, low (as Ignacio had recommended), and just wriggled out of the 
keeper’s grip. But all Chelsea’s right-footed penalty-takers had obeyed 
Ignacio to the letter and kicked the ball to their “unnatural side,” Van 
der Sar’s left.

So far, Ignacio’s advice had worked very well. Much as the economist 
had predicted, Van der Sar had dived to his natural side four times out of 
six. He hadn’t saved a single penalty. Five of Chelsea’s six kicks had gone 
in, while Terry’s, as the whole world knows, flew out off the post with 
Van der Sar in the wrong corner.
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It was Anelka’s turn to kick. On United’s bench, Alex Ferguson was 
growing frustrated with his keeper. “As Anelka jogged to the penalty 
spot,” Ferguson later recalled, “I was thinking, ‘Dive to your left.’ Edwin 
kept diving to the right.”

But after six kicks, Van der Sar, or someone else at Manchester 
United, had figured out that Chelsea was pursuing a strategy. The Dutch-
man had noticed that the team was putting all its kicks to his left.

As Anelka prepared to take Chelsea’s seventh penalty, the gangling 
keeper, standing on the goal line, extended his arms to either side of him. 
Then, in what must have been a chilling moment for Anelka, the Dutch-
man pointed with his left hand to the left corner. “That’s where you’re all 
putting it, isn’t it?” he seemed to be saying. (This is where books fall short 
as a medium. We urge you to watch the shoot-out on YouTube.)

Now Anelka had a terrible dilemma. This was game theory in its raw-
est form. United had come pretty close to divining Chelsea’s strategy: 
Ignacio had indeed advised right-footed kickers like Anelka to put the 
ball to Van der Sar’s left side.

So Anelka knew that Van der Sar knew that Anelka knew that Van 
der Sar tended to dive right against right-footers. What was Anelka 
to do? He decided to avoid the left corner, where he had presumably 
planned to put the ball. Instead he kicked to Van der Sar’s right. That 
might have been fine, except that he hit the ball at mid-height—exactly 
the level that Ignacio had warned against. Watching the kick on TV, 
Ignacio was “very upset.” Perhaps Anelka was at sea because Van der Sar 
had pressured him to change his plans at the last moment. Van der Sar 
saved the shot. Ferguson said afterward, “That wasn’t an accident, his 
penalty save. We knew exactly where certain players were putting the 
ball.” Anelka’s decision to ignore Ignacio’s advice probably cost Chelsea 
the Champions League.

ranDomization: franCk ribéry CraCks game theory

Crib sheets like Lehmann’s might just work on penalty shoot-outs. Many 
of the players who take kicks in a shoot-out aren’t regular penalty-takers. 
(After Gareth Southgate missed England’s crucial kick at Euro ’96, his 
mother said that the last time he’d taken a penalty was three years be-
fore, and he’d missed that one, too.) These inferior penalty-takers are not 
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skilled or steady-headed enough to be able to vary their strategy. Quite 
likely, they will just aim for their favorite corner, hoping that their lack of 
a track record means the other side won’t know their preference.

However, that is not how a good penalty-taker—his team’s regular 
man—thinks.

Suppose the good kicker always chose the same corner for his penalty 
(game theorists call this a “pure strategy”). It would be easy to oppose: 
if the kicker always kicks left, then the goalkeeper knows what to do. 
Pure strategies don’t work for penalty-taking. As Levitt and company 
found, “There are no kickers in our sample with at least four kicks who 
always kick in one direction.” Take that, Jens Lehmann. According to 
the goalkeeper’s crib sheet, Messi’s penalties tended to go left. In fact, 
the mini-Argentine randomizes his spot kicks almost perfectly. “He can 
also change his mind at the very last instant,” adds Ignacio. Sometimes 
Messi waits for the keeper to shift his weight very slightly to one side, 
then shoots to the other corner.

Even a more complicated pure strategy than always choosing the same 
corner does not work. For example, suppose the kicker always shoots in 
the opposite corner to the one he chose last time. (Diego Forlán tended 
to do this.) Then a future opponent studying this player might discover 
the sequence—left, right, left, right, left, right—and with a bit of thought 
guess what comes next. The essence of good penalty-taking is unpredict-
ability: a good penalty-taker will be one whose next penalty cannot be 
predicted with confidence from his history of penalty-taking.

This is a particular kind of unpredictability. It does not mean that the 
kicker should go left half of the time and right half of the time. After 
all, most kickers have a natural side, and favoring that side gives them a 
higher chance of scoring. But even if you naturally shoot to the keeper’s 
right, as most right-footed kickers do, sometimes you have to shoot to 
his left, just to keep him honest. In fact, if a kicker knows his chances 
of scoring for either corner of the net (depending also on which way the 
goalkeeper dives), he can choose the proportion of kicks to his natu-
ral side that maximizes the probability of scoring. A right-footed kicker 
won’t put 100 percent of his kicks to his natural right side, because that 
would give the goalkeeper certainty. Even a small change, like kicking 
right only 99 percent of the time, would raise the chances of scoring con-
siderably by creating uncertainty in the goalkeeper’s mind.
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Kicking to the left 50 percent of the time would leave the keeper very 
uncertain. However, it would also entail the kicker hitting many poor 
shots to his unnatural side. So the kicker does best by hitting somewhere 
over half his kicks to his natural right side.

Likewise, we can calculate the proportion of times a goalkeeper should 
dive left or right. (Note that we are assuming the goalkeeper cannot know 
which way the ball is going before he decides which way to dive.) Kickers 
and keepers who mix it up like this are pursuing what game theorists call 
“mixed strategies.”

Mixed strategies are peculiar because they require the actor to incor-
porate randomness into decision-making. Should I go to the pub or the 
cinema? A mixed strategy requires me to toss a coin, which sounds odd, 
since one might expect that I prefer one to the other. With a mixed strat-
egy, you let the coin make the decision for you.

Game theorists have wondered for years whether people in the real 
world follow mixed strategies. They have found in tests that people tend 
not to use mixed strategies even when it is profitable for them to do so. In 
fact, our behavior seems to fall short of mixed play in a very specific way: 
in most cases our sequence of choices is predictable, because people tend 
to do the opposite of what they have done in the past. For instance, they 
choose first left, then right, then left, then right, left, right, left, right, 
confusing change with randomness. These guinea pigs would not make 
good penalty-takers.

Eventually game theorists began to test mixed strategies in the nat-
ural laboratory of penalty-taking. Years before Ignacio Palacios-Huerta 
advised Chelsea, he collected a database of 1,417 penalties taken between 
1995 and 2000. First he calculated the proportion of successful kicks 
based on whether the kicker went to his natural side (left or right). The 
success rate was 95 percent if the kicker went to his natural side and the 
goalkeeper went to the opposite side (the remaining 5 percent of kicks 
missed the goal). The success rate was 92 percent if the kicker went to his 
“unnatural” side and the goalkeeper went to his own natural side. Obvi-
ously the kicker’s success rates were lower if the keeper chose correctly: a 
scoring rate of 70 percent if both keeper and kicker went to the kicker’s 
natural side, and 58 percent if both went to the other side.

Using these figures, Ignacio calculated the optimal mixed-strategy 
choices for each player. To maximize the chance of scoring, an imaginary 
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penalty-taker would have to hit 61.5 percent of his kicks to his natural 
side and 38.5 percent to the other side. In reality, the penalty-takers Ig-
nacio observed got pretty close to this: they hit 60 percent to their natural 
side and 40 percent the other way.

A keeper’s best strategy (if he insists on diving rather than standing 
still) is to dive to the kicker’s natural side 58 percent of the time and to 
the other side 42 percent of the time. The actual figures, Ignacio found, 
were scarily close: 57.7 percent and 42.3 percent. Levitt’s team, using a 
different database of penalties, found that keepers went to the right 57 
percent of the time. So, it looks as if keepers as well as penalty-takers 
really do follow mixed strategies.

But what we most want to know are the choices of individual kick-
ers and goalkeepers, not the overall averages. Ignacio studied twenty-two 
kickers and twenty goalkeepers, each of whom was involved in more than 
thirty penalties in his database. Again, Ignacio calculated the success 
rates depending on the side the kicker and goalkeeper chose, and calcu-
lated the frequencies in each direction that would maximize the chances 
of success for kickers and keepers.

In real life, the actual frequencies the players observed were indistin-
guishable from the best mixed-strategy choices in more than 95 percent 
of cases. We can say with a high degree of confidence that penalty-takers 
and goalkeepers really do use mixed strategies. Levitt’s paper found the 
same thing: except for the bizarre keeper who always dived left, almost all 
the other kickers and keepers played mixed strategies.

Finally Ignacio tested the most important question of all: Are soccer 
players capable of constructing a truly random sequence in their penal-
ty-taking decisions, as the mixed-strategy theory requires? Careful statis-
tical testing showed that indeed they are. In other words, it is impossible 
to predict which way a regular penalty-taker will kick based on his history 
of kicks. Each time he chooses his corner without any reference to what 
he did the last time.

Randomization of penalties is a completely logical theory that against 
all odds turns out to be true in practice. As long as the penalty-taker is a 
pro, rather than some terrified Southgateian innocent roped in for a job 
that he doesn’t understand, simple lists like Lehmann’s are not much use.

All this shows the extraordinary amount of subconscious thought that 
goes into playing top-level soccer. Previous studies in game theory had 
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shown that people could construct random sequences if the problem was 
first explained to them in some detail. Nobody is suggesting that soc-
cer players have sat at home coming up with mixed-strategy equilibria. 
Rather, the best players intuitively grasp the truth of the theory and are 
able to execute it. That is what makes them good players.

Franck Ribéry takes penalties for Bayern Munich and France. Need-
less to say, the scar-faced little playmaker places his kicks according to a 
randomized mixed strategy. But more than that, one of his former man-
agers explains, even once Ribéry has embarked on his jagged hither-and-
thither run-up, he himself does not know which corner he will choose. 
When the born economist Arsène Wenger was told this, he gushed with 
admiration.

As good a player as Ribéry is, he might do even better as a game 
theorist.

the eConomist in the worlD CuP final

Ignacio Palacios-Huerta watched the World Cup of 2010 from his home 
in Spain’s Basque country, in between bouts of child care. It baffled him, he 
told Simon over the phone during the tournament, that he probably knew 
more about the penalty-takers there than did any team in South Africa. 
“I have nothing at stake,” he reflected. “They have lots: the whole nation.”

Four years on from 2006, some teams did have crib sheets more so-
phisticated than Lehmann’s. One team in the quarterfinals told us it had 
an hour’s film of penalties taken by players of the country it was due to 
face, plus a penalty database. That’s why it was silly of England’s coach, 
Fabio Capello, to announce his designated penalty-takers before playing 
Germany. He potentially gave the opposition time to study their habits.

Still, Ignacio reckoned that even the smartest teams in South Africa 
probably just counted who shot how often to which corner. “I would be 
super-surprised if they do any kind of statistical test,” he said. He himself 
runs two. The first: Does a particular kicker follow a truly random strat-
egy? If the kicker does randomize, then the direction he chooses for his 
next kick—right of the keeper, through the middle, or left—cannot be 
predicted from his previous kicks.

But Ignacio had detected patterns in several of the penalty-takers at 
the World Cup. Argentina’s Gonzalo Higuain, for instance, before the 
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World Cup had been kicking too often to the keeper’s right. Germany’s 
keeper Manuel Neuer had also been failing to randomize: too often in 
club games, Neuer had dived to the opposite corner from his previous 
dive, going first right, then left, then right, etc.

Next Ignacio tests the kicker’s success rate with each strategy. The 
kicker should have an equally high scoring rate whether he shoots right, 
middle, or left. But going into the World Cup both Argentina’s Sergio 
Agüero and Germany’s Miroslav Klose were scoring more often when 
shooting right of the keeper. That would logically encourage them to aim 
right if they had to take a kick in South Africa.

Only rarely does Ignacio find a kicker with a very skewed strategy, 
but England’s Frank Lampard was such a man. For years Lampard had 
randomized his kicks beautifully. But in the 2009–2010 season, Ignacio 
noted, “he kicked 13 out of 15 times to the right of the goalkeeper—and 
the two lefts were in the same game when he had to retake the same 
penalty three times.”

No wonder Lampard had developed a habit of missing penalties. 
Keepers were figuring him out. Portsmouth’s David James, for instance, 
had chosen the correct corner for Lampard’s penalty for Chelsea in the 
FA Cup final held a month before the World Cup—perhaps with help 
from Ignacio, who had sent Portsmouth a briefing note before the game. 
As it happened, Lampard’s shot went wide. Admittedly Kevin-Prince 
Boateng missed his penalty for Portsmouth in the match, but then he had 
ignored Ignacio’s advice to kick left of Petr Cech. It is probably harder 
for penalty-takers than for goalkeepers to follow someone else’s advice.

On the phone Ignacio told Simon, “I don’t think serious analysis of 
the data has arrived yet in soccer, but it’s coming. I think the world will 
be a different place in a decade or so.”

That phone call got Simon thinking. When Holland and Spain made 
the World Cup final, Simon, a lifelong fan of the Dutch, e-mailed an 
official he knew in Holland’s camp. Would the Dutch be interested in 
a penalty analysis of the Spaniards provided by a specialist? The official 
said they would. And so Ignacio began pulling all-nighters to draw up a 
report on his fellow countrymen ready for July 11, 2010. More on this 
later in the book.
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the seCret of ClauDe 
makelele

How “Match Data” Are Changing  
the Game on the Field

Early in 2011 one of us, Simon, visited Manchester City’s tranquil train-
ing ground in the village of Carrington. It was a glorious sunny winter’s 
morning, and outside the gates hired hands were washing soccer players’ 
SUVs and sports cars. The defender Kolo Touré coasted past in a giant 
black contraption straight out of The Godfather. Carrington is used to cars 
like that: Manchester United trains in the village, too.

“Abu Dhabi Travellers Welcome,” said the message on the facade of 
City’s sky-blue training center. Abu Dhabi’s ruling family owns Man-
chester City, and one thing it has done since buying the club in 2008 is 
hire a large team of data analysts. Inside the building was Gavin Fleig, 
City’s head of performance analysis, a polite, sandy-haired man in a 
neat black City sweater. Hardly anyone outside Carrington has heard 
of him, and yet Fleig is a prime mover in English soccer’s data revolu-
tion. Largely unseen by public and media, data on players have begun 
driving clubs’ decisions—particularly decisions about whom to buy and 
sell. At many clubs, obscure statisticians in back rooms are helping shape 
transfers.
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Fleig gave me the sort of professional presentation you’d expect from 
a “quant” in an investment bank. Lately, to his excitement, City had ac-
quired stats on every player in the Premier League. Imagine, said Fleig, 
that you were thinking of signing an attacking midfielder. You wanted 
someone with a pass completion rate of 80 percent, who had played a 
good number of games. Fleig typed the two criteria into his laptop. Por-
traits of the handful of men in the Premier League who met them flashed 
up on a screen. A couple were obvious: Cesc Fabregas and Steven Ger-
rard. You didn’t need data to know they were good. But beside them was 
a more surprising face: Kevin Nolan, then with Newcastle. The numbers 
wouldn’t immediately spur you to sign him. But they might prompt you 
to take a closer look.

In recent years, after many false starts, the number crunchers at big 
English clubs have begun to unearth the stats that matter. For instance, 
said Fleig, “The top four teams consistently have a higher percentage of 
pass completion in the final third of the pitch. Since the recruitment of 
Carlos Tevez, David Silva, Adam Johnson, and Yaya Touré to our team, 
in six months, our ability to keep the ball in the final third has grown by 
7.7 percent.”

That stat had not necessarily driven their recruitment, Fleig cautioned. 
Indeed, some English clubs lean far more on stats than Manchester City 
does. Most of them rarely talk about it, though, for fear of sharing their 
secrets or getting ridiculed for relying on numbers. Few outsiders know 
just how far soccer’s data revolution has progressed. “We’ve somewhere 
around 32 million data points over 12,000, 13,000 games now,” said 
Mike Forde, Chelsea’s then director of football operations, one morning 
in the empty stands of Stamford Bridge in 2011. Soccer on the field is 
starting to become clever.

| |

Charles Reep, a wing commander in Britain’s Royal Air Force, made 
possibly the first recorded attempt to log match data at a soccer game. 
Reep had become interested in the topic in the 1930s, recounts Jona-
than Wilson in Inverting the Pyramid. He began collecting stats during 
the second half of a Swindon Town game in 1950. In that one half, he 
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recorded 147 attacks by Swindon. Extrapolating from this small sample, 
Reep calculated that 99.29 percent of attacks in soccer failed.

He kept logging matches, and over time he developed a theory—
based on extremely shaky numbers—that too much passing was a risky 
waste of time. Most goals came from very short moves, he said. The way 
to win, he concluded, was long balls forward.

Reep advised the strong Wolves team of the 1950s, and in the early 
1980s influenced Graham Taylor, the future England manager, and 
Charles Hughes, the English Football Association’s future director of 
education and coaching. Using his dodgy stats, Reep encouraged both 
men to develop the long-ball thinking that would eventually culminate in 
England’s failure to qualify for the World Cup of 1994.

Reep’s crude models probably did more to discredit the project of 
match data than to further it. However, one of his associates did put data 
to good use in the lower reaches of English soccer. Neil Lanham, a tidy 
mustached auctioneer, had gotten to know Reep in the Suffolk village 
where both men lived. In the 1960s Lanham began logging games, but 
with rather more rigor than the wing commander. “The findings that I 
talk of,” Lanham wrote in a paper for Soccer Journal in 2008, “are based 
on hand-recording every possession for every team in more than 4,000 
games. . . . When you sit in the stands and write down every possession 
by hand, you see and virtually kick every ball.”

His methods led him to some startlingly exact findings. For instance, 
Lanham reckoned that teams scored on average once every 180 posses-
sions, a figure that he said was “near constant” for any division of English 
soccer and for the World Cup. This finding, he added, was based on 
“328,018 hand-noted possessions.”

Lanham came to the same conclusion as Reep: the secret of soccer 
was putting the ball near the other team’s goal fast. “Two thirds of goals 
come from possessions won in the final third of the field,” he lectured. 
The great sin, to him, was losing the ball near your own goal.

Sometime in the 1980s Lanham wrote to clubs offering his analysis. 
Many ignored him, but Wimbledon’s manager, Dave Bassett, replied at 
once. Advised by Lanham, Wimbledon won two promotions. Generally, 
long-ball soccer seemed to work better at lower levels than it would in 
the early 1990s for Taylor’s England. Lanham, billing himself with the 
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startling twenty-first-century title “soccer performance analyst,” went on 
to advise Sheffield United, Crystal Palace, and Cambridge United as they 
used long-ball tactics to climb the divisions. “Eight promotions,” read the 
stat on Lanham’s letterhead. He also did “various works for international 
managers,” he told us in a letter in 2011.

Though Lanham was determinedly artisanal, in 1985 he began feed-
ing his shorthand codes into what he called “a database computer sys-
tem.” Computers were about to revolutionize match data. In the late 
1980s, the young French manager of Monaco, Arsène Wenger, a keen 
mathematician, began using a computer program called Top Score, de-
veloped by a friend, which gave marks for every act performed during a 
game. “Most players who had very high scores went on to have successful 
careers,” Wenger said later.

A less likely pioneer of match data was the late, great vodka- 
sodden Ukrainian manager Valeri Lobanovsky. When Simon visited 
Kiev in 1992, Lobanovsky’s pet scientist, professor Anatoly Zelentsov, 
had him play the computer games that Dynamo Kiev had developed to 
test players. When Lobanovsky said things like, “A team that commits 
errors in no more than 15 to 18 percent of its actions is unbeatable,” he 
wasn’t guessing. Zelentsov’s team had run the numbers.

Meanwhile up in Norway, one of Reep’s disciples was making great 
strides. The Marxist Egil Olsen and Wing Commander Reep had be-
come unlikely allies. They shared a love of stats that went far beyond 
soccer. Olsen knows (and will sometimes name) the highest mountain of 
every country in the world. As manager of Norway, he used to gather his 
players before games to show them their latest individual stats on a big 
screen. It got to the point that when the midfielder Lars Bohinen mis-hit 
a pass at the World Cup of 1994, he’d instantly think, “Oh no—I’ve got 
an ‘M’”—Olsen’s code for a misplaced pass. Still, the methods seemed 
to work. Norway briefly rose to second place in FIFA’s rankings. When 
Olsen became Wimbledon’s manager in 1999, the ninety-five-year-old 
Reep—still billing himself as “wing commander”—offered his services 
as an analyst, writes Wilson. But Olsen, Wenger, and Lobanovsky were 
years ahead of their time. The broader breakthrough for stats came in 
1996, when Opta Consulting in London began to collect match data 
for the English Premier League. The management consultancy’s main 
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aim was to build its own brand by creating soccer rankings. The Premier 
League’s sponsor, Carling, paid for the so-called Opta Index. Clubs and 
media got the data for free. Each club received an Excel report with some 
basic statistics. By today’s standards, it was primitive. But in soccer then, 
it was revolutionary.

Within just a few years, the game moved from a paucity of data to a 
state of too much information. Pretty soon Opta and its rivals were send-
ing out thousands of new data points each week. Clubs learned facts they 
had never contemplated before: how many kilometers each player ran per 
match, and how many tackles and passes he made.

Collecting these numbers took—and still takes—meticulous work. 
Most people know the impact of computers on our lives, but the work of 
the grunts is often forgotten. They are like the farm laborers of the prein-
dustrial age who were required to bring in the harvest. Opta’s tenth-floor 
offices next to London’s Waterloo station provide a spectacular view of 
the city, but the dozens of “analysts” barely notice.

Simon visited Opta’s offices the day after Manchester City won 1–6 
at Old Trafford in October 2011. Two young men were sitting side by 
side, each in front of a computer, both watching the same images from 
the game on a screen. One logged all of City’s actions, and the other all 
of Manchester United’s. Two other people had logged the game live the 
day before, with a third person watching for quality control, but Opta 
likes to repeat the process the next day “with a different set of eyes,” 
said John Coulson, head of professional soccer services at the company. 
“We’re collecting 2,000 events a game live as it happens, with every event 
logged with a time code and a pitch coordinate, so you have to keep up 
with it,” he explained.

Opta’s analysts type in the minutiae of every televised game they can 
find, from the Premier League to the MLS or the Montenegrin league. 
Most of the analysts work in London, but others sit in regional offices 
from just outside Venice to New York. All the ones we saw were men, 
generally in their twenties, kitted out in regulation grunge and looking 
wan. Most were college graduates who hadn’t been able to resist the 
temptation of earning pitiful amounts of money to watch soccer. “We 
take on one person of the twenty or thirty who apply for these jobs,” 
said Coulson. Not that the analysts can really watch the games, as they 
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sit there logging every single event in endless detail (long pass, weight 
on the ball, origin of the ball, where the ball lands). In all, Opta now 
collects several hundred categories of data. Doing the analysis looks like 
a harder job than playing soccer. Most of the grunts are burned out after 
a couple of years, but then there are plenty more people willing to give 
it a go.

Gradually managers started to look at the stats being pumped out 
by the data companies. In 2001 Alex Ferguson of Manchester United 
suddenly sold his defender Jaap Stam to Lazio Roma. The move sur-
prised everyone. Some thought Ferguson was punishing the Dutchman 
for a silly autobiography he had just published. In truth, although Fergu-
son didn’t say this publicly, the sale was prompted partly by match data. 
Studying the numbers, Ferguson had spotted that Stam was tackling less 
often than before. He presumed the defender, then twenty-nine, was de-
clining. So he sold him. It was a milestone in soccer’s history: a major 
transfer driven largely by stats.

As Ferguson later admitted, it was also a mistake. Like many soccer 
men in the early days of match data, the Scot had studied the wrong 
numbers. Stam wasn’t in decline at all: he would go on to have several 
excellent years in Italy. Nate Silver points out in his book The Signal and 
the Noise that as more data becomes available, we become more likely to 
use them to make mistaken decisions. Often, the masses of data seem to 
form a pattern that just isn’t there. That’s why you often see false positives 
for breast cancer in mammograms, or false assessments of soccer players.

Despite the dangers, Ferguson’s rival Wenger embraced the new 
match data. He has said that the morning after the game he’s like a junkie 
who needs his fix: he reaches for the spreadsheets. “Wenger always used 
to love the averages, the trends,” Opta’s chief executive, Aidan Cooney, 
told us. Dennis Bergkamp, in his book Stillness and Speed, describes how 
Wenger “used statistics on me” during the Dutchman’s declining years 
as a player at Arsenal. Their conversations would go something like this:

Bergkamp: Where in your statistics does it say that I changed the 
game with a killer pass?

Wenger: You run less in the last thirty minutes and you’re more at risk 
of getting injured, and your pace is dropping.
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Few would suspect it of West Ham’s manager, “Big Sam” Allardyce, 
but his somewhat Neolithic appearance also conceals a professorial mind. 
As a player Allardyce spent a year with Tampa Bay, where he grew fas-
cinated with the way American sports used science and data. In 1999 he 
became manager of little Bolton. Unable to afford the best players, he 
hired good statisticians instead. The analysts fixed upon one particular 
number that enchanted Allardyce. “The average game, the ball changes 
hands four hundred times,” recited Chelsea’s Forde, who got his start in 
soccer under Allardyce. Big Sam loved the figure and would drum it into 
his players. To him, it summed up the importance of switching instantly 
to defensive positions the moment the ball was lost.

More concretely, stats led Allardyce to a source of cheap goals: cor-
ners, throw-ins, and free kicks. Fleig, another Allardyce alumnus, recalled 
that Bolton used to score 45 to 50 percent of their goals from such “set 
pieces,” compared with a league average of about a third. Fleig said, “We 
would be looking at, ‘If a defender cleared the ball from a long throw, 
where would the ball land? Well, this is the area it most commonly lands. 
Right, well, that’s where we’ll put our man.’”

In 2003 soccer’s data revolution got a new impetus when Michael 
Lewis published Moneyball. “I bought twenty copies and sent them out 
to all the Premier League managers,” recalled Cooney. He pauses and 
chuckles. “Didn’t get one response.” Nonetheless, a few people in En-
glish soccer read the book and sat up. They began thinking about doing 
“a Moneyball of soccer”: using stats to find new ways of valuing players.

It so happened that just as soccer executives were getting interested in 
Moneyball’s hero, Billy Beane, Beane was getting interested in soccer. On 
a London vacation with his wife, he’d encountered the game and fallen 
hard for it. Forde, who had studied in Beane’s hometown of San Diego 
and followed American sports, made the pilgrimage to Oakland to quiz 
Beane about the uses of data. That proved tricky: Beane spent the first 
few hours of the conversation quizzing Forde about soccer. “In the last 
half an hour I managed to turn it around to talk about his role in base-
ball,” Forde told us, laughing.

Early in 2011 Simon visited Beane in the Oakland Coliseum. We 
spoke in what looked like the junk room but in fact is the clubhouse. 
Beane can often be found sprawled on a dilapidated sofa here watching 
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European soccer matches while skeptical baseball players watch him. 
When Beane watches soccer, he sees a game full of emotion, and where 
there is emotion, he knows people will be making emotional decisions.

Soccer will follow baseball in turning into “more of a science,” Beane 
predicted. “I always say, in a casino there’s a reason guys who count cards 
get kicked out and guys who bet on gut feel don’t.” Beane agreed that 
data probably wouldn’t transform soccer as they had baseball, but then 
they didn’t need to, he said. If using statistics in soccer gives you an edge, 
then all clubs will end up having to use statistics. He explained, “If some-
body’s right 30 percent of the time using gut feel, and you can find a way 
to be right 35 percent, you create a 5 percent arbitrage, and in sports that 
can make the difference between winning and losing.”

Beane’s closest friend in soccer was the Frenchman Damien Comolli, 
a former assistant of Wenger’s. Comolli had lived in Northern California 
for a year as a teenager. He became a baseball fan, and an A’s fan, and 
the ideal reader of Moneyball. When he took over as director of soccer at 
Tottenham in 2005, he began using data to inform the club’s decisions 
on transfers.

The surprise is not that this happened but that it happened so late. 
London has long since been taken over by highly educated professionals. 
Every other serious company in town uses data and computers. It just 
took London’s soccer clubs awhile to catch up.

Yet Comolli’s three years at Spurs encapsulated many of the early 
struggles of soccer’s data revolution. British soccer had always been sus-
picious of educated people. The typical manager was an ex-player who 
had left school at sixteen and ruled his club like an autocrat. He relied on 
gut, not numbers. He would have noticed that in many other industries, 
lesser-educated working-class men like him had been replaced by people 
with degrees or by computers. He wasn’t about to obey a bespectacled 
Frenchman who had never played professionally.

The manager’s suspicion might sound perverse: after all, Comolli’s 
numbers might have helped the club win games. However, many people 
in soccer clubs are less bothered about winning than about hanging on to 
their own job and power base.

In fact, the traditionalists shouldn’t have been so worried. In soccer 
there will always be a place for gut alongside numbers. Fergus Connolly, a 
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performance consultant whose clients include Premier League soccer and 
NBA teams, says, “Some coaches are afraid that data will tell them what 
to do. It can never tell them what to do. It can never be black and white.” 
The work of data companies is “supplementary,” agrees Rob Bateman of 
Opta. Data can support a decision about a player, but not determine it. 
As Silver says, an expert needs to use his judgment to interpret the stats, 
rather than imagine that the stats are speaking an unmistakable truth. No 
dataset will do away with the need for soccer managers.

Even so, the traditionalists worried. Comolli at Spurs was always hav-
ing to fight “nerds versus jocks” battles. In hindsight, he unearthed some 
excellent players for Tottenham: Luka Modric, Dimitar Berbatov, and 
a seventeen-year-old left-back from Southampton named Gareth Bale. 
Some of his choices didn’t pay off: using data can only raise your proba-
bility of finding the right player, not guarantee success. On balance, Co-
molli did pretty well. However, he was eventually forced out. The forces 
of tradition were too strong.

When it comes to knowledge, the world divides into liberals and con-
servatives. Conservatives tend to believe that we have reached the limits 
of what we can know and that delving further is not only futile but im-
moral—some things are better left unknown. Liberals, on the other hand, 
tend to believe that even if we don’t know how something works, patient 
analysis will eventually reduce the problem to a manageable set of proven 
relationships. Ever since Renaissance scholars began figuring out where 
a cannonball would land, the conservatives have been on the retreat. So 
many things we once thought were beyond analysis are now well under-
stood, from the aerodynamics of flight to the mechanisms of disease. Now 
neuroscientists are starting to find answers to questions about how we 
know what we like, how we fall in love, and what we achieve in life. The 
conservative’s ultimate fear is that one day we may know so much about 
what happens next that there are no choices left to be made; the universe 
will seem so predetermined that no one will bother to get out of bed.

In soccer the conservatives fought back. There was one question the 
new nerds kept having to answer. Yes, the conservatives would say, stats 
may well be useful in a stop-start game like baseball. The pitcher pitches, 
the batter hits, and that event provides oodles of clear data for nerds to 
crunch. But surely soccer is too fluid a game to measure?
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Forde responded, “Well, I think it’s a really genuine question. It’s one 
that we ask ourselves all the time.” However, the nerds can answer it. For 
a start, good mathematicians can handle complex systems. At Chelsea, 
for instance, Forde employed a statistician who had a past in insurance 
modeling. Soccer—a game of twenty-two people played on a limited field 
with set rules—is not of unparalleled complexity.

Second, in recent years the fluid game of basketball has found excel-
lent uses for data. Beane said, “If it can be done there, it can be done on 
the soccer field.” And third, a third of all goals in soccer don’t come from 
fluid situations at all. They come from corners, free kicks, penalties, and 
throw-ins—stop-start set pieces that you can analyze much like a pitch 
in baseball.

The nerds could point to so many obvious irrationalities in soccer, 
especially in the transfer market, so many areas where smart clubs could 
clean up. For instance, goalkeepers have longer careers than forwards, yet 
earn less and command much lower transfer fees. Clubs often sign large 
players but actually tend to use the smaller ones, having belatedly real-
ized that they have overvalued size. And few clubs have asked themselves 
even basic questions, such as whether they earn more points when certain 
players are on the field.

Given that you can hire perhaps thirty statisticians for the approxi-
mately £1.5 million ($2.5 million) that the average player in the Premier 
League earns, you’d think it might be worth paying some nerds to study 
these questions. Yet soccer’s distrust of numbers has not entirely faded. 
“Letting even a top-level statistician loose with a more traditional soccer 
manager is not really the right combination,” said Forde.

Given the prevailing suspicion, the clubs that have led the data rev-
olution are typically the ones where the manager himself has trusted 
numbers. By the early 2000s Wenger’s Arsenal and Allardyce’s then club 
Bolton were valuing players in much the way financial investors value 
cattle futures. Take Bolton’s purchase of the thirty-four-year-old central 
midfielder Gary Speed in 2004. On paper, Speed looked too old. But 
Bolton, said Fleig, “was able to look at his physical data, to compare it 
against young players in his position at the time who were at the top of 
the game, the Steven Gerrards, the Frank Lampards. For a thirty-four-
year-old to be consistently having the same levels of physical output as 
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those players, and showing no decline over the previous two seasons, was 
a contributing factor to say: ‘You know what, this isn’t going to be a huge 
concern.’” Speed played for Bolton till he was thirty-eight (and, tragi-
cally, committed suicide at forty-two).

Just when Bolton was buying Speed, Wenger was searching for an 
heir to Arsenal’s all-action midfielder Patrick Vieira. As Christoph Bier-
mann recounts in his book Die Fussball-Matrix, Wenger wanted a player 
who could cover lots of ground. He scanned the data from different Eu-
ropean leagues, and spotted an unknown teenager at Olympique Mar-
seille named Mathieu Flamini who was running 14 kilometers a game. 
Alone, that stat wasn’t enough. Did Flamini run in the right direction? 
Could he play soccer? Wenger went to look, established that he could, 
and signed him for peanuts. Flamini prospered at Arsenal, and after a 
few years with Milan is now back there prospering again. Wenger, said 
Beane, “is undoubtedly the sports executive I admire most.”

Conversely, the clubs that stuck with “gut” rather than numbers began 
to suffer. In 2003, Real Madrid sold Claude Makelele to Chelsea for $27 
million. It seemed a big fee for an unobtrusive thirty-year-old defensive 
midfielder. “We will not miss Makelele,” said Madrid’s president Floren-
tino Pérez. “His technique is average, he lacks the speed and skill to take 
the ball past opponents, and 90 percent of his distribution either goes 
backwards or sideways. He wasn’t a header of the ball and he rarely passed 
the ball more than three metres. Younger players will cause Makelele to 
be forgotten.”

Pérez’s critique wasn’t totally wrong, and yet Madrid had made a ter-
rible error. Makelele would have five excellent years at Chelsea. There’s 
now even a position in soccer named after him: the “Makelele role.” If 
only Madrid had studied the numbers, it might have spotted what made 
him unique. Forde explained: “Most players are very active when they’re 
aimed towards the opposition’s goal, in terms of high-intensity activ-
ity. Very few players are very strong going the other way. If you look at 
Claude, 84 percent of the time he did high-intensity work, it was when 
the opposition had the ball, which was twice as much as anyone else on 
the team.”

If you watched the game, you could miss Makelele. If you looked at 
the data, there he was. Similarly, if you looked at Manchester City’s Yaya 
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Touré, with his languid running style, you might think he was slow. If 
you looked at the numbers, you’d see that he wasn’t. Beane said, “What 
stats allow you to do is not take things at face value. The idea that I trust 
my eyes more than the stats, I don’t buy that because I’ve seen magicians 
pull rabbits out of hats and I just know that rabbit’s not in there.”

Yet by the mid-2000s, the numbers men in soccer were becoming un-
easily aware that many of the stats they had been trusting for years were 
useless. In any industry, people use the data they have. The data compa-
nies had initially calculated passes, tackles, and kilometers per player, and 
so the clubs had used these numbers to judge players. However, it was 
becoming clear that these raw stats—which still sometimes get beamed 
up on TV during games—mean little.

Forde remembered the early hunt for meaning in the data on kilo-
meters. “Can we find a correlation between total distance covered and 
winning? And the answer was invariably no.” You might know how many 
passes a player had given, but that didn’t tell you whether they were split-
ting through-balls or sideways shoves into a teammate’s feet.

Tackles seemed a poor indicator too. There was the awkward case of 
the great Italian defender Paolo Maldini. “He made one tackle every two 
games,” Forde noted ruefully. Maldini positioned himself so well that he 
didn’t need to tackle. That rather argued against judging defenders on 
their number of tackles, the way Ferguson had when he sold Stam. Fleig 
said, “Tackles to me are a measure of being under pressure.”

Forde reflected, “I sat in many meetings at Bolton, and I look back 
now and think ‘Wow, we hammered the team over something that now 
we think is not relevant.’” Looking back at the early years of data, Fleig 
concluded, “We should be looking at something far more important.”

| |

That is starting to happen now. Almost unseen by fans, some big clubs 
have arrived at statistical insights that are incrementally changing the 
game. Especially in England and Germany, where clubs have tended to 
look more at match data than in Spain or Italy, the “quants” are isolating 
the numbers that matter. “A lot of that is proprietary,” Forde told us. 
“The club has been very supportive of this particular space, so we want to 
keep some of it back.” But the quants will discuss certain findings that 
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are becoming common knowledge in soccer. For instance, rather than 
looking at kilometers covered, clubs now prefer to look at distances run 
at top speed. “There is a correlation between the number of sprints and 
winning,” Daniele Tognaccini, AC Milan’s chief athletics coach, told us 
in 2008.

That’s why Fleig cares about “a player’s high-intensity output.” Dif-
ferent data companies measured this quality differently, he said, “but ulti-
mately it’s a player’s ability to reach a speed threshold of seven meters per 
second.” If you valued this quality, you probably would never have made 
the mistake Juventus did in 1999 of selling Thierry Henry to Arsenal. 
“For Henry to reach seven meters per second, it’s a relative coast,” said 
Fleig admiringly. The Frenchman got there almost whenever he ran.

Equally crucial is the ability to make repeated sprints. Tevez, Man-
chester City’s star player until he fell out with the club, was a bit like 
a windup doll: he’d sprint, briefly collapse, then very soon afterward be 
sprinting again. Fleig said, “If we want to press from the front, then 
we can look at Carlos’s physical output and know that he’s capable of 
doing that for ninety minutes plus.” Fleig didn’t mention it, but the data 
show that Tevez’s successor, Sergio Agüero, does much less defensive 
running. The whole team needs to work harder to allow Agüero to score 
his goals.

The quants have also gotten better at valuing goalkeepers. They used 
to rank keepers by what percentage of shots each one stopped. However, 
that technique tended to favor keepers from big clubs, who play behind 
tight defenses and therefore see a higher proportion of easy shots from 
outside the penalty area. Once clubs started counting only shots from 
inside the area, the rankings became more telling.

By now statisticians have developed endless metrics for judging keep-
ers. Columbia University in New York did a sophisticated analysis of the 
Premier League’s keepers for the 2009–2010 season. In the tenth-floor 
office at Waterloo, the Opta men flashed it up on a screen for us. Colum-
bia had worked out how many shots each goalkeeper faced from different 
parts of the field, measured the strength of those shots, clocked what 
proportion each keeper stopped, and ended up with a surprising number 
one: Craig Gordon of Scotland and Sunderland. Gordon was consistently 
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above average in all areas, whereas all the other keepers seemed to have 
at least one significantly weaker spot. Second in the rankings was Liv-
erpool’s Jose Reina, and third was Heurelho Gomes of Spurs (another 
of Comolli’s signings, later banished by the club into outer darkness). 
Our eyes flitted down the list, through great keepers from all over the 
world, until we reached the bottom four in the rankings: David James, 
Paul Robinson, Robert Green, and Chris Kirkland. All four were recent 
England goalkeepers. It should be noted that this was only one season of 
data, but English soccer probably needs to rethink how it develops goal-
keepers; even the US seems to do a much better job.

Of course, not all clubs care about the same stats. Some managers 
request custom-made numbers from the data companies: how many 
players each team stations by each post at corner kicks, for instance. 
Favored stats differ per country, too. Italian clubs, said Cooney of Opta, 
don’t use the concept “tackle.” German clubs love what they call “duels” 
between players. They even track duels when there is no ball nearby. 
And the data providers have made it ever easier for clubs to use the stats. 
For instance, you can now crunch data in umpteen categories to iden-
tify the right-back in the German second Bundesliga who best meets 
your specifications, and then click on a button and watch video of every 
through-ball he has hit in the past month. Or, if you are Liverpool and 
looking for the next Gerrard, you can ask the computer to find the mid-
fielders in Europe under age twenty-three whose attributes most closely 
resemble his.

Bit by bit, the data revolution in soccer progresses. Partly because 
number crunching succeeded in baseball (the New York Yankees recently 
hired twenty-one statisticians) and is now sweeping almost all ballgames, 
it has arrived in European soccer larded with prestige. And it keeps 
getting more useful. Just as clubs have learned to isolate sprints from 
other running, they have learned to isolate telling passes from meaning-
less square balls. On the screen in Carrington, Fleig flashed up a list of 
Manchester City’s players, ranked by how many chances each had cre-
ated. One name stood out: David Silva had passed for a third more goal- 
scoring opportunities (irrespective of whether the goal was actually 
scored) than any of his teammates.
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the moneyball of soCCer:  
a tale of one City anD two Clubs

The most telling statistics in the world aren’t much use if you ignore them. 
At many clubs, the “data analyst” is still just a guy who has branched out 
from making videos. These clubs find the flood of data that arrives each 
week overwhelming. They are drowning in information. Opta has video 
of some games from Liechtenstein, Lesotho, and Nicaragua. Who has 
time to watch that? And even when a club’s data analysts do come up 
with an insight, the manager is liable to ignore them. Knowledge is no 
use if people in power won’t use it.

Manchester United under Ferguson was an example of a club with 
only limited use for statistics. Ferguson did employ a large data depart-
ment, but then he was always vacuuming up information from all sources: 
from ex-managers he spoke to on the phone all day as well as from math-
ematics graduates. And he couldn’t do what Wenger does and crunch 
numbers himself. “If you showed him a laptop,” growled an employee of 
Ferguson’s, “he’d think it was a place mat.”

It’s worse at some other clubs, where analysts get locked in comput-
er-filled back rooms and never meet the manager. A key question in any 
company is, “Who controls the budget?” In English soccer, typically the 
manager does. The quants advise, but they almost never make the final 
decision on who gets bought or sold. Coulson of Opta thought in 2011 
that data played a big role in recruitment at only “four or five teams” in 
the Premier League. As we described in Chapter 2, not all clubs have 
entirely perfected their transfer policies.

Lately, however, one city appears to have taken over the lead in En-
glish soccer’s data revolution. In October 2010 Boston Red Sox owner 
John Henry bought Liverpool. Henry, who made his money trading 
commodities, believes in numbers. In 2002 he had tried to bring Billy 
Beane to Boston, and subsequently won two World Series using Money-
ball methods. He wanted to do “a Moneyball of soccer” at Anfield. The 
only problem was that he knew nothing about soccer. He called Beane 
to ask for advice. Beane told him to hire Comolli. The Frenchman was 
made Liverpool’s director of soccer. Often, during his time at Anfield, 
he’d exchange ideas with the father of Moneyball 5,000 miles away. 
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Beane told us, “You can call him anytime. I’ll e-mail him and it will be 
two in the morning there and he’ll be up, and he’ll e-mail me and say, 
‘Hey, I’m watching the A’s game,’ because he watches a lot of A’s games 
on the computer. The guy never sleeps.”

Comolli became the poster boy for the “Moneyball of soccer.” When 
he was sacked in April 2012, the experiment accordingly appeared dis-
credited. His experience at Anfield tarnished the image of stats in soccer. 
But it would be wrong to write off the whole project based on his case 
alone. While Comolli was floundering at Anfield, just across town, al-
most unnoticed, Liverpool’s rivals Everton were doing very well playing 
Moneyball. The story of Liverpool and Everton illustrates both the scope 
and the shortcomings of Moneyball in soccer.

At Liverpool, Comolli had the power to use data to shape club policy. 
In January 2011 he bought Andy Carroll and Luis Suarez for a com-
bined $93 million, and sold Fernando Torres to Chelsea for $80 million. 
“When you find yourself handling three of the biggest transfers in En-
glish football history in the last days of the market,” Comolli said at the 
time, “precise figures allow you not to do that blind.” He didn’t say much 
more than that, but before selling Torres, he undoubtedly would have 
tracked the player’s rate of decline. With older players—and at twenty-six 
a pacy striker is getting old—the key question is, “How fast is he fading?” 
You can measure that by comparing the player’s key outputs from year 
to year. If, for instance, his top sprinting pace, number of shots on goal, 
and number of completed passes in the final third are gradually declining, 
you can probably see his future. (Comolli presumably knew that Steven 
Gerrard’s number of shots on target—a key stat—had been falling since 
he was twenty-six. A canny unsentimental Liverpool might have sold 
Gerrard at twenty-eight, before others noticed his decline.)

Getting a statistical take on Suarez was harder. The forward had never 
played in the Premier League. What formula do you use to translate goals, 
shots, or assists in the easy Dutch league into their equivalents in tougher 
England? Luckily, Suarez’s Dutch numbers spoke loudly. Beane told us 
a few days after Suarez moved: “He was so dominant there that even 
though he was jumping into a bigger league, I think they felt like they 
were going to have at least a certain caliber of player no matter what.” 
One day there will be so many years of statistical analysis on players from 
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every big foreign league that English clubs will be much better able to 
predict how well a newcomer from, say, the MLS will make the jump.

In the summer of 2011, numbers guided Comolli again. Few follow-
ers of soccer had identified Stewart Downing as a great talent, but the 
data showed that he was one of the most prolific dribblers and creators of 
chances in the Premier League. According to rankings produced by Opta 
with the CIES Football Observatory in Switzerland, the midfielder was 
responsible for 17 percent of Aston Villa’s “overall club production” in 
the 2010–2011 season, a greater share than any other player at any other 
club in the Premier League. Comolli bought him and Jordan Henderson, 
who, age just twenty, was already Sunderland’s link man, responsible for 
13.6 percent of the team’s passing. Together, Henderson and Downing 
were supposed to provide the crosses for Carroll to head home.

It didn’t work out. Just as previous Liverpool managers Gérard Houl-
lier and Rafael Benitez had relied on experience and gut feel to make 
bad transfers (as discussed in Chapter 2), Comolli’s data-driven purchase 
of the Carroll-Henderson-Downing trio went horribly wrong. It begged 
the question: Can Moneyball thinking work in soccer? Even John Henry 
has said soccer is “too dynamic” to allow stats to guide recruitment.

Yet Comolli’s experiences need to be examined more carefully—and 
then set alongside what Everton’s then manager David Moyes was simul-
taneously doing with stats at Liverpool’s crosstown rival.

What the Comolli experiment showed is that the Moneyball of soc-
cer is still in its infancy. He had assembled the best possible players for 
a crossing strategy. The problem is that as we learn more about match 
data, we are learning that crosses from open play are a poor way to score 
goals. Much of the best work on match data is done not in soccer clubs 
but by amateurs on the sofa. Many of these amateurs have day jobs in sta-
tistics—working in insurance, doing math PhDs, and the like. One ex-
cellent blogger who identifies himself merely as “a Liverpool-supporting 
atmospheric scientist who spends far too much time looking at numbers” 
analyzed Liverpool’s play in the 2011–2012 season. He found that Liv-
erpool had hit more crosses than any other team in the Premier League. 
However, he wrote: “Their conversion from crosses was simply atrocious. 
They required a staggering 421 open-play crosses to score a single goal 
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in open-play on average last season. This was the worst rate in the whole 
league.”

It turns out that crossing is not the way to victory. Comolli had bet 
the company on a bad strategy. A cross from a free kick makes sense, 
because the player hitting it has time and space to achieve precision. But 
to send a man sprinting down the wing with a defender in his face, and 
then count on his cross being nodded in, is usually hopeless.

Another problem for soccer’s Moneyballers has to do with the game 
theory that we discussed in the last chapter. It’s one thing to plan a strat-
egy—for instance, of heading in crosses—and to show statistically that 
this strategy has produced goals in the past. It’s quite another to de-
clare that this strategy will keep working in the future. Once you have 
signed a good crosser and a tall striker, it is perfectly obvious to your 
opponents what you are going to do and therefore how they should set 
about defending against your strategy. In some extreme cases (Messi and 
Cristiano Ronaldo spring to mind), defending may be impossible even if 
you know what your opponents are planning, but generally this is not the 
case. Telegraphing your strategy may be the biggest pitfall when it comes 
to using big data in soccer.

At least the Liverpool experiment taught us more about which data 
matter: crosses rarely work. That knowledge is progress of sorts. It’s also 
wrong to dismiss Comolli as a failure: this, after all, is the man who re-
cruited Bale and Suarez to the Premier League, and sold the declining 
Torres for the largest fee ever paid by an English club. In part, Comolli 
got scapegoated because he’s exactly the type of person media, fans, and 
ex-players–turned pundits are quick to scapegoat: a bespectacled French-
man who never played professionally and isn’t very easygoing or clubba-
ble. His habit of claiming credit for good decisions can also bite him in 
the leg when there’s a bad decision looking for an owner.

But there’s more to Moneyball in soccer than Comolli. Everton is the 
smaller and poorer of Liverpool’s two clubs, yet in both 2012 and 2013, it 
finished the season above Liverpool in the table. In part at least, this was 
thanks to data analysis. One day in March 2013, Simon visited the club’s 
training ground at Finch Farm, on the city’s semi-rural outskirts. It was 
a Monday morning, two days after Everton had beaten Manchester City, 
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possibly the world’s richest club, yet there weren’t hordes of fans waiting 
outside Finch Farm. In fact there was nobody waiting there at all.

In the dining room a few players in shorts were eating lunch. At the 
other end of the room was a table with four members of manager David 
Moyes’s support staff. One of the men, David Weir, a quiet Scotsman in a 
cardigan, had played for Everton for years before becoming a coach there; 
but the other three were unknown outside Finch Farm. Steve Brown, 
James Smith, and Dan Hargreaves, in their blue elephant-adorned train-
ing kit, were Everton’s unheralded assets, who earn dozens of times less 
than the players they work with. Yet Moyes obviously took them seri-
ously. Smith and Brown, the club’s main performance analysts, weren’t 
hidden away in some back room where nobody could hear them scream. 
Their offices were on the corridor directly opposite Moyes’s.

Often Moyes would march into their rooms firing out questions: How 
efficient was next Saturday’s opponent at scoring from crosses, or throw-
ins? What types of passes did their midfielders make? When Everton 
faced Gareth Bale at Tottenham, Moyes wanted “an assessment of where 
Bale is actually picking up the ball compared to the areas where you think 
he is working,” said Brown. Smith added: “He [Moyes] is quite demand-
ing in terms of data. In terms of managers, he is probably as into it as 
any.” (A measure of the staff’s awe for Moyes is that they rarely referred 
to him by name—what to call him? “Moyes”? “Mr. Moyes”? “David”?)

Moyes had no particular ideology of how he wanted to play soccer. 
Instead he tailored Everton’s style to each new opponent. He worked out 
what the opposition did, and then tried to stop it. Before facing Man-
chester City, for instance, he found the positions where City’s playmaker 
Silva usually received the ball, and put men there (this, incidentally, is 
excellent game theory).

The insights that Moyes and his staff gleaned from video and statistics 
were constantly transmitted to Everton’s players. Brown said, “There is a 
post-match data sheet that goes up in the changing room. Some players 
will actually sit down and look at the Prozone data with us; they will look 
at pass-maps and their ‘receive positions,’ their crossing data. We have 
one central midfielder who comes in every week and looks at his pass 
completion.” The analysts cautioned that you always need to understand 
the context of any piece of data. For instance, what was a player’s role in 
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a particular game? Who was he playing alongside? Match data without 
context is meaningless.

Weren’t some players skeptical of numbers? “There is a bit of that,” 
agreed Brown. But mostly, the analysts said, Everton’s players appreci-
ated the help. Many players considered stats (about themselves and about 
opponents) a survival tool that could help keep them afloat a little longer 
in the lucrative higher reaches of soccer. Smith said, “Going out to play 
in the Premier League is a daunting thing. They want David Moyes to 
tell them what to do. That’s reassuring. One player once said to me, ‘They 
might complain about a meeting, but if it wasn’t there they would be the 
first to say, ‘Where is the meeting?’”

The staffers noted that most fans and media seem unaware of all the 
analysis that went into preparing games. Often, in pubs and TV studios, 
a game is discussed as if it were a mix of bursts of inspiration, indi-
vidual blunders, and a manager’s motivational powers. Hargreaves said, 
“What the public sees isn’t necessarily what’s happening. The level of 
ex-player punditry doesn’t lend itself to what’s happening behind the 
scenes.” In part, that’s because managers like Moyes won’t reveal their 
tactical secrets. So journalists end up writing about how a winning man-
ager “psyched out” his opponent with “mind games.”

It’s not that Moyes at Everton based his every decision on data. Rather, 
data was one of the things he considered. It made signing a player, for 
instance, a little less of a leap in the dark. “Watching players is actually a 
very subjective thing, an inexact science,” said Smith. “There are all kinds 
of inputs: live player reports, extensive video analysis, speaking to people 
who have worked with them, and data is one of those layers. Data plays 
a role—not a massive role at the moment.”

One occasion when data did matter was in 2008, when Everton was 
trying to replace midfielder Lee Carsley. Smith said, “We needed some-
one to replace things that he had been doing: possession regains, win-
ning tackles and headers, protecting the back four.” The club’s eye fell on 
a twenty-year-old Belgian, obscure but for his enormous mane of hair, 
named Marouane Fellaini. “We’d followed him at the 2008 Olympics but 
he didn’t have a great tournament, and actually he got sent off quite early 
on,” Smith recalled. There were few match stats for Fellaini, because at 
the time there was no data available for Belgian league matches. And so 
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Everton watched videos of him to compile their own set of stats, using 
key performance indicators that seemed relevant. Smith said, “Fellaini 
was one of those where everything said, ‘Yes, do it’: the data, the subjec-
tive reports, the age, the fact that he was already playing for Belgium, his 
size.” And so Everton gambled $28 million on him—still the club’s re-
cord transfer fee. It paid off. In September 2013, after Moyes had moved 
to Manchester United (undoubtedly bringing his data-driven methods 
with him), he bought Fellaini for $43 million.

Everton’s performance analysts wanted to improve their use of data. 
They had been picking brains inside and outside soccer for new insights. 
They were painfully aware, for instance, that no one in their group had 
so much as a math degree. Still, soccer clubs may now be more advanced 
than most corporations in using data to recruit employees. In the typical 
corporation, very few human-resources staff have college degrees involv-
ing numbers, says Rob Symes, who made the documentary film Outside 
View on sports and data. Daniel Kahneman, the psychologist who won 
the Nobel Prize for economics in 2002, says in the film that a key to good 
decision-making is to let statistics “not humans make the final decision.” 
Increasingly, that is happening in soccer.

Soccer’s data revolution is only just getting started. Clubs still have 
great room for improvement. For instance, you still constantly see players 
shoot at goal from outside the penalty area. Yet Opta’s data show that 
in the Premier League, only 2 percent of shots from just outside the 
area produce goals. Presumably the players have in their minds images of 
crackers flying into the top corner: these are the beautiful goals that stick 
in the memory long after all the balls that disappear into the crowd have 
been forgotten. Statisticians have a lobbying job to do here.

There’s a particular problem with direct free kicks. Whenever a team 
gets one anywhere near the penalty area, the team’s biggest name generally 
grabs the ball, makes a great show of placing it, and then whams it into the 
crowd. It’s a superstar’s perk, rather like the film star’s trailer with his name 
on it in Hollywood. In the 2010–2011 season, write Anderson and Sally in 
The Numbers Game, the average team in the Premier League scored from 
just one of every 35 direct free kicks. Yet a free kick should be the perfect 
opportunity to pass. Your opponents have to retreat nine yards, and they 
need to put two or three people in the wall in case you shoot. That leaves 
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vast spaces to pass to runners in the penalty area. Almost inevitably, teams 
will start to do that instead of shooting from free kicks.

Someone who has thought harder than most about what shape a Mon-
eyball of soccer might take is the director of baseball operations at the Oak-
land A’s. Farhan Zaidi is a little round MIT economics graduate with a 
sense of humor. He’s the sort of guy you’d expect to meet late one night 
in a bar in a college town after a gig, not at a professional sports club. For 
work, Zaidi crunches baseball stats. But he and Beane spend much of their 
time arguing about their other loves: the British band Oasis and soccer. In 
2006, in the middle of the baseball season, he and Beane traveled to the 
World Cup in Germany together. “We spend so much time together,” 
chuckles Zaidi, “that if all we ever talked about was the numbers on these 
spreadsheets, we would have killed each other a long time ago.”

Because Zaidi knows where the data revolution in baseball has gone, 
he can make predictions for soccer, which lags baseball by perhaps a de-
cade. Soccer’s holy grail, he thinks, is a stat he calls “goal probability 
added.” That stat would capture how much each player’s actions over his 
career increased the chance of his team scoring, or decreased it. Zaidi 
explains, “With some of the tools that are being created now to track 
everything that’s happening on the soccer field, I really feel like this is 
the next frontier: having enough data so that whenever a player advances 
the ball from point A to point B on the field, you know that play has 
happened a hundred times before, and you know exactly how valuable it 
is. So if a ball is in grid one of the field, you know that the team over the 
next five minutes scores a goal 0.5 percent of the time. Now that player 
advances it to grid six, say. You know that the team from there scores a 
goal in the next five minutes with a probability of 2 percent. He’s raised 
the probability of scoring by 1.5 percent.”

Does this mean that one day pundits might say things like, “Luis 
Suarez has a goal probability added of 0.60, but Carroll’s GPA is only 
0.56”?

Zaidi replies, “I tend to think that will happen, because that’s what 
happened in baseball. We talk now about players in ways that we wouldn’t 
have dreamed of ten or fifteen years ago.” In their ancient battle against 
the jocks, the nerds are finally taking revenge.
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the suburban newsagents 

City Sizes and Soccer Prizes

The scene: the VIP room at the Athens Olympic Stadium, a couple of 
hours before the 2007 Champions League final between Milan and Liv-
erpool kicks off. Michel Platini and Franz Beckenbauer are being but-
tonholed every couple of yards by other middle-age men in expensive 
suits. There is a crush at the buffet, and another across the room, where 
a familiar silver cup with “big ears” stands on a dais. You line up, assume 
a conquering pose beside the Champions League trophy, and grin. Nice 
young ladies from UEFA slip the picture into a frame for you.

An Englishman watching the scene, a soccer official, confides that 
he first got this close to the cup thirty years ago. Where? In Bramcote, a 
suburb of Nottingham. One of Brian Clough’s brothers ran the local post 
office–cum–newsagents, and Clough himself would sometimes pop in 
and serve customers, or just stand behind the counter reading the papers. 
One Sunday morning when the future official went in with his grand-
father, there was the European Cup freshly won by Forest, plunked on 
top of a pile of Nottingham Evening Posts. Behind it stood Brian Clough, 
holding an open newspaper in front of his face. He neither moved nor 
spoke, but he knew the boy would remember the scene forever. The of-
ficial remembers, “I was too young and shy to speak to the man, which I 
regret to this day.”
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It’s odd to think of the game’s biggest club trophy ending up in a 
place like Bramcote (population 7,318). Yet it’s not that exceptional. Pro-
vincial towns like Nottingham, Glasgow, Dortmund, Birmingham, and 
Rotterdam have all won European Cups, while the four biggest metro-
politan areas in Europe—Istanbul, Paris, Moscow, and London—never 
had until Chelsea finally got one in 2012. This points to an odd con-
nection between city size, capital cities, and soccer success. Here’s why 
London took so long to win the Champions League—and why Europe’s 
biggest cities might now start adding some trophies.

general franCo’s transistor raDio:  
the era of totalitarian soCCer

The best measure of success in club soccer is a simple list: the names of 
the clubs that have won the European Cup since the competition began 
in 1956. Study this list, and you’ll see that the history of the European 
Cup breaks down into three periods.

The first, from 1956 through the late 1960s, is dominated by the capi-
tal cities of fascist regimes. Of the first eleven European Cups, eight were 
won by either Real Madrid (favorite club of General Francisco Franco) 
or Benfica (from the capital of the Portuguese dictator Salazar). In seven 
of the first sixteen finals, the losing teams also came from fascist capitals: 
Real, Benfica, and in 1971, Panathinaikos from the Athens of the colo-
nels’ regime.

But by the start of the 1970s, the dominance of fascist capitals was 
eroding. Fascist governments seldom outlast their leaders, and Portugal’s 
had entered a twilight after Salazar died in 1970. Meanwhile, everyone 
was waiting for Franco to go, too.

Yet even after fascism disappeared, teams from Europe’s remaining 
dictatorial capitals continued to thrive. Steaua Bucharest, run by a son 
of the Romanian dictator Nicolae Ceauşescu, won the cup in 1986. Red 
Star Belgrade triumphed in 1991 just as Yugoslavia was breaking into 
pieces. The same phenomenon was at work in the communist countries as 
in the fascist capitals before them. Dictators send resources to the capital 
because that is where they and their senior bureaucrats and soldiers and 
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secret policemen live. So the dictators do up the main buildings, boost 
the local economy, and help the soccer club. That’s totalitarian soccer.

A communist takeover of Britain could have done wonders for a 
capital team like Arsenal. Just look at the triumphs of Dynamo Berlin, 
founded in the former East Germany with the express purpose of keep-
ing the league title in the capital. The club president until the Berlin Wall 
fell was Erich Mielke, feared octogenarian chief of the East German se-
cret police, the Stasi. Mielke loved Dynamo. He made all the best East 
German players play for it. He also talked to referees, and Dynamo won 
a lot of matches with penalties in the ninety-fifth minute. Dynamo was 
popularly known as the Elf Schweine, the eleven pigs, but it did win the 
East German league title every year from 1979 to 1988. This was possibly 
Europe’s most extreme case of politicians rigging the soccer market.

Dynamo never got far in the European Cup, but General Franco’s 
local team did. The general made a point of catching Real Madrid’s 
games on the radio, taking a transistor along with him if he was out 
partridge shooting, writes Jimmy Burns in When Beckham Went to Spain. 
It wasn’t so much that Franco fixed referees or gave Real money. Rather, 
he helped the club indirectly, by centralizing Spain’s power and resources. 
And he believed that Real’s European Cups helped him. Fernando María 
Castiella, foreign minister under Franco, called Real Madrid “the best 
embassy we have ever had.”

Down anD out, Paris anD lonDon:  
the failure of DemoCratiC CaPitals

Totalitarian capitals got off to a great start in the European Cup. But 
for the first forty-two years of the trophy’s life, the democratic capitals of 
Europe never won it.

There is only one caveat: Amsterdam is nominally the Dutch capital, 
and Ajax of that city won the Champions cup four times. However, Am-
sterdam really is only nominally the capital. The government, parliament, 
the king’s palace, and the embassies are all in The Hague, a city that has 
often gone years at a stretch without having a team in the Dutch premier 
division. The Hague’s only professional club, ADO, traditionally plays its 
games in front of a few thousand people, a large proportion of whom are 
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nuts. Little happens on the field beyond the occasional smoke bomb or 
plague of rabbits. Only in the last few seasons has ADO even established 
itself as a regular in the top Dutch division. This is the curse of the dem-
ocratic capital.

Instead of western capitals, provincial western European cities 
have dominated the European Cup and Champions League. The rule 
of the provinces holds true even in the most obsessively centralized 
countries. Teams from five provincial British cities won the European 
Cup before London finally got one. (The town of Nottingham still has 
more trophies—two—than London, Paris, Istanbul, Berlin, and Mos-
cow combined.) Olympique Marseille won the cup in 1993, but Paris 
Saint-Germain never has. Porto has won it twice since Portugal went 
democratic, while the Lisbon clubs have been winless since 1962. Clubs 
from Milan and Turin have won a combined total of twelve trophies; 
Roman clubs, zero. The cup has gone to Munich and Hamburg, but 
never to Bonn or Berlin. For many years, in fact, neither of those cities 
even had a team in the Bundesliga. Hertha Berlin, the only big club in 
the current capital, has not been champion of Germany since the Wei-
mar Republic.

Capitals—especially London, Paris, and Moscow—tend to have the 
greatest concentrations of national resources. It’s therefore striking how 
badly their clubs seem to underperform. We can speculate about why 
this is. But perhaps the main reason teams from democratic capital cities 
are not up to much is psychological. In capital cities, no soccer club can 
matter all that much. There was an instructive sight, sometime in the late 
1990s, of a group of visiting fans from an English provincial town wan-
dering down London’s Baker Street yelling their club songs at passersby. 
In their minds, they were shaming the Londoners, invading the city for 
a day, making all the noise. But the Londoners they were shouting at—
many of them foreigners anyway—didn’t care, or even understand the 
point they were making.

Capitals simply have less to prove than provincial cities. They have big-
ger sources of pride than their soccer teams. Londoners don’t go around 
singing songs about their city, and they don’t believe that a prize for 
Arsenal or Chelsea would enhance London’s status. Roman Abramov-
ich and David Dein helped bring trophies to Chelsea and Arsenal, but 

9781568584812-text.indd   175 2/20/14   11:35 AM



176 S o c c e r n o m i c S

neither ever could have been voted mayor of London. Soccer matters 
even less in Paris, where it’s possible to spend a lifetime without ever 
knowing that soccer exists. Paris Saint-Germain, whose ground is only 
just inside the city’s Péripherique ring road, is hardly going to become the 
main focus of Parisian pride.

London, Paris, and Moscow don’t need to win the Champions League. 
It is a different type of city where a soccer club can mean everything: the 
provincial industrial town. These are the places that have ousted the fascist 
capitals as rulers of European soccer.

Dark sataniC mills:  
why faCtory towns beCame soCCer towns

In 1878 a soccer club started up just by the newish railway line in Man-
chester. Because the players worked at the Newton Heath carriage works 
of the Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway Company, their team was called 
Newton Heath. They played in work clogs against other work teams.

Famously, Newton Heath became Manchester United. But what mat-
ters here are the club’s origins, well recounted in Jim White’s Manchester 
United: The Biography. White describes the L&YR’s workers, “sucked in 
from all over the country to service the growing need for locomotives 
and carriages.” Life in Manchester then was neither fun nor healthy, he 
writes. “In the middle of the nineteenth century the average male life 
expectancy in Little Ireland, the notorious part of Manchester  .  .  . was 
as low as seventeen.” This was still the same brutal Manchester where a 
few decades before, Karl Marx’s pal Friedrich Engels had run his father’s 
factory, the industrial city so awful it inspired communism.

Industrial Manchester had grown like no other city on earth. In 1800 
it had been a tranquil little place of 84,000 inhabitants, so insignificant 
that as late as 1832 it did not even have a member of Parliament. It was 
the Industrial Revolution that changed everything. Workers poured in 
from English villages, from Ireland, from feeble economies everywhere. 
For instance, the great-grandparents of Simon, one of this book’s au-
thors, came to Manchester from Lithuania.

By 1900 all these newcomers had made Manchester the sixth- 
biggest city in Europe, with 1.25 million inhabitants, more than Moscow 
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at the time. It was still a hard city. In the early twentieth century Simon’s 
great-grandparents emigrated on to much healthier southern Africa, after 
two of their children had died in Manchester of scarlet fever.

Inevitably, most of the early “Mancunians” were rootless migrants. 
Unmoored in their new home, many of them embraced the local soccer 
clubs. Soccer must have given them something of the sense of the com-
munity that they had previously known in their villages.

The same thing happened in Britain’s other new industrial cities: the 
migrants attached themselves to soccer clubs with a fervor unknown in 
more established towns. When the English Football League was founded 
in 1888, six of the twelve founding members came from industrial Lan-
cashire, while the other six were from the industrial Midlands. Montague 
Shearman wrote that year, “No words of ours can adequately describe the 
present popularity [of soccer] which, though great in the metropolis, is 
infinitely greater in the large provincial towns. . . . It is no rare thing in 
the north and midlands for 10,000 people to pay money to watch an or-
dinary club match, or for half as many again to assemble for a ‘Cup Tie.’” 
It helped that workers in the textile industry in the Northwest began to 
get Saturdays off in the 1890s, a luxury that workers elsewhere in Britain 
did not enjoy.

By 1892, all twenty-eight English professional clubs were from the 
North or the Midlands. Soccer was as northern a game as rugby league. 
The champions in the Victorian era came from northern industrial towns 
such as Preston, Sheffield, or Sunderland, then still among the richest 
spots on earth. When these places became too poor and small to support 
successful clubs, the league title merely migrated to larger northern cities.

The legacy of the Industrial Revolution still shapes English fandom. 
Today the combined population of Greater Merseyside, Greater Man-
chester, and Lancashire County is less than 5.5 million, or a little more 
than 10 percent of the English population. Nonetheless, as we write, in 
January 2014, four of the top seven clubs in the Premier League table—
the two Manchester teams, Liverpool, and Everton—are based in this 
region. Their advantage: more than a century of brand building. Man-
chester United became arguably the most popular club on earth largely 
because Manchester had been the first industrial city on earth. The club is 
only the biggest local soccer relic of that era. The forty-three professional 
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clubs within ninety miles of Manchester probably represent the greatest 
soccer density in the world.

Almost all of Europe’s best soccer cities have a profile like Manches-
ter’s. They were once new industrial centers that sucked in hapless villag-
ers. The newcomers cast around for something to belong to, and settled 
on soccer. Supporting a local club helped them make a place for them-
selves in the city. So clubs mattered more here, and grew bigger, than in 
capital cities or ancient cathedral towns with old-established hierarchies.

The market research company Sport+Markt has been studying fan-
dom since 1994. In 2008 it asked 9,600 people interested in soccer, 
spread over sixteen European countries, to name their “preferred” club. 
The top twenty are shown in figure 10.1.

It would be wrong to treat the results as at all precise. The figures 
differed significantly from those in Sport+Markt’s survey of the previ-
ous year. In that one year Chelsea, for instance, had supposedly gained 

Estimated number of fans 
Club (in millions)
Barcelona 44.2
Real Madrid 41.9
Manchester United 37.6
Chelsea 25.6
Zenit St Petersburg 23.9
Liverpool 23.0
Arsenal 21.3
AC Milan 21.0
Bayern Munich 19.8
Juventus 17.5
CSKA Moscow 11.1
Inter Milan 10.3
Olympique Lyon 9.4
Olympique Marseille 9.4
Galatasaray 9.0
Spartak Moscow 8.1
Fenerbahce 7.3
Wisła Kraków 6.5
Ajax Amsterdam 6.5
Dynamo Moscow 5.7

FigUre 10.1. Europe’s preferred clubs
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almost 6 million fans. Enormous numbers of people change their answers 
to the question, “Which is your preferred team?” depending on who 
just won the league or where Cristiano Ronaldo happens to be playing. 
However, the survey does tell us something. Few would dispute that this 
top twenty includes most of Europe’s best-supported clubs. And there 
is something remarkable about this list: the biggest clubs are not in the 
biggest cities. They are in the formerly industrial ones.

Of course, some teams from capitals are popular. They would be, 
given that London, Paris, Rome, and Moscow are by far the largest cities 
in their countries. Clubs in capitals have unparalleled catchment areas, 
even given the profusion of local teams. But in none of the seven largest 
European countries surveyed does the best-supported club come from a 
capital city. Figure 10.2 shows the favorite team of each large country, 
according to Sport+Markt.

In six out of seven countries, the number-one team comes from a pro-
vincial town with a strong industrial history. The sole exception is France, 
where Lyon is a provincial town but was mostly bypassed by the Indus-
trial Revolution. We saw how the club’s popularity came from nowhere 
after just 2002, thanks to Lyon’s clever gaming of the transfer market 
under president Jean-Michel Aulas.

Taken together, the provincial industrial towns in Sport+Markt’s top 
twenty dominate European soccer. Between them they won thirty out 
of fifty-one European Cups from 1963 through 2013. The smaller in-
dustrial or port cities Glasgow, Nottingham, Birmingham, Porto, Dort-
mund, Eindhoven, and Rotterdam have won an additional nine between 
them. And all these industrial cities have a story much like Manchester’s, 

Country Best-supported club
England Manchester United
France Olympique Lyon
Germany Bayern Munich
Italy AC Milan
Poland Wisła Kraków
Russia Zenit St Petersburg
Spain Barcelona

FigUre 10.2. Favorite teams of each large country
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although their growth spurts happened later. Peasants arrived from the 
countryside, leaving all their roots behind. Needing something to belong 
to in their new cities, they chose soccer. That’s why in all these places, the 
soccer clubs arose soon after the factories.

In most of the cities on Sport+Markt’s list, the industrial migrants 
arrived in a whoosh in the late nineteenth century. Munich had 100,000 
inhabitants in 1852, and five times as many by 1901. Barcelona’s popu-
lation trebled in the same period to 533,000. Turin, for centuries a quiet 
Piedmontese town, began acquiring factories in the 1870s. Milan surged 
with the new railways that followed Italian reunification.

Once the local merchants had grown wealthy and discovered English 
ways, they founded soccer clubs: Juventus in 1897, Barcelona and AC 
Milan two years later, Bayern in 1900. The clubs then grew with their 
cities. Newly industrial Milan, for instance, sucked in so many migrants 
that it could eventually support two of the three most popular teams in 
the country.

The second stage of the soccer boom in the continent’s industrial cit-
ies happened after the war. The 1950s and 1960s were the years of Italy’s 
“economic miracle,” when flocks of poor southern Italian peasants took 
the “train of the sun” north. Many of these people ended up in Turin, 
making cars for Fiat. The historian Paul Ginsborg writes, “So great and 
persistent was the flow from the South, that by the end of the sixties 
Turin had become the third largest ‘southern’ city in Italy, after Naples 
and Palermo.” The migrants found jobs, but not enough schools or hos-
pitals or apartments. Often there was so little space that roommates had 
to take turns sleeping. Amid such dislocation, soccer mattered all the 
more. Goffredo Fofi, author of a study of southern immigration to Turin 
in the 1960s, said that “during a Juventus-Palermo match, there were 
many enthusiastic immigrant Sicilian fans whose sons, by now, like every 
respectable FIAT worker, backed the home team.”

It’s one of the flukes of history that this mass migration to Turin 
began soon after the Superga air disaster of 1949 had decimated the city’s 
previous most popular team, Torino. The migrants arrived soon after Juve 
had established itself as the local top dog, and they helped make it a 
global top dog. For starters, they transmitted the passion to their relatives 
down south.
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Barcelona experienced the same sort of growth spurt at about the 
same time as Turin. In the 1950s and 1960s perhaps 1.5 million Span-
iards moved to the Barcelona area. Entire villages in the country’s inte-
rior were left almost empty. On wastelands outside Barcelona, self-built 
shantytowns sprang up—the sort of thing you might now see on the out-
skirts of Jakarta—packed with peasants who had left behind everything 
they knew. Many were illiterate. Hardly any spoke the local language, 
Catalan. A lot of them attached themselves to Barça. In Spain’s new 
Manchester, it was the quickest way to belong.

The link between industry and soccer is almost universal across Eu-
rope. The largest average crowds in Europe in the 2012–2013 season 
were at Borussia Dortmund (average: 80,558), one of many clubs in the 
industrial German Ruhr region. In France, too, it is the industrial cities 
that have historically loved their clubs best. The country’s few traditional 
hotbeds of soccer are the mining towns of Lens and Saint-Étienne, and 
the port of Marseille.

All these industrial cities were products of a particular era. In all of 
them the Industrial Revolution ended, often painfully. But besides the 
empty docks and factory buildings, the other legacy of industrialization 
was beloved soccer clubs. The quirk of a particular era gave Manches-
ter United, Barcelona, Juventus, Bayern Munich, and the Milan clubs 
enough fans to dominate first their own countries, and then Europe.

If Sport+Markt had polled the popularity of soccer clubs in Turkey, 
it would have found the universal principle holding there, too. The coun-
try’s capital of soccer is not the capital city, Ankara, but the new indus-
trial powerhouse, Istanbul. The city is home to all three of Turkey’s most 
popular clubs: Galatasaray, Fenerbahce, and Besiktas.

It’s true that Istanbul, like Saint Petersburg, was once the seat of gov-
ernment, but both cities lost that role more than ninety years ago, long 
before soccer amounted to anything in their countries. Even as late as 
1950, Istanbul was a sleepy place with barely a million inhabitants. Then 
it became possibly the last big European city to experience an indus-
trial revolution. Migrants were sucked in from all over Anatolia. Between 
1980 and 1985 alone, Istanbul’s population doubled. Today it is the larg-
est metropolitan area in Europe, with nearly 14 million inhabitants. The 
rootless peasants needed somehow to belong in their new home, and so 
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they attached themselves to one of the city’s great clubs. Often, soccer 
provided their strongest loyalties in Istanbul.

Admittedly, almost all cities in Europe have some experience of in-
dustrialization. But very few have had as much as Manchester, Turin, 
Milan, Istanbul, or Barcelona. These were the European cities with the 
most flux, the fewest long-standing hierarchies, the weakest ties between 
people and place. Here, there were emotional gaps to fill. This becomes 
obvious when we contrast the industrial cities with old towns that have 
a traditional upper-class streak. In England, Oxford, Cambridge, Chel-
tenham, Canterbury, York, and Bath (including its rural outskirts) are 
all decent-sized places, with somewhere between 100,000 and 175,000 
inhabitants each. Many industrial towns of that size or even smaller—
Middlesbrough, Reading, Ipswich, Blackburn, Watford, Burnley—have 
serious soccer traditions. Yet Oxford, Cambridge, Bath, Canterbury, 
York, and Cheltenham between them currently have just three small 
teams in the English Football League: Cheltenham Town, which joined 
it only in 1999, Oxford United, which reentered the league only in 2010, 
and York City, which returned in 2012. All three clubs play in the fourth 
(or bottom) tier of the English league. In towns like these, with age-old 
hierarchies and few incoming peasants, people simply didn’t need soccer 
clubs to root themselves.

Oxford’s face to the world is the university. In industrial cities it is 
the soccer club. Barcelona, Marseille, and (until recently) Newcastle are 
the pride of their cities, a symbolic two fingers up at the capital. When 
Barcelona wins something, the president of Catalonia traditionally hoists 
himself up on the balcony of his palace on the Plaça Sant Jaume and 
shouts at the crowds below, “Barça wins, Catalonia wins!”

These provincial clubs have armies of fans, players who will bleed for 
the club, and backing from local plutocrats. Bernard Tapie put money 
into Olympique Marseille, the Agnelli family into Juventus, and Sir John 
Hall into Newcastle because they wanted to be kings of their towns. Local 
fans and sponsors invest in these clubs partly because they feel civic pride 
is at stake. In the Middle Ages they would have built a cathedral instead.

Usually, provincial cities such as these have only one major club, which 
often becomes the only thing many outsiders know about the place. For 
instance, there must be many Manchester United fans around the world 
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who don’t know that Manchester is a city in England. True, most pro-
vincial cities have two teams that compete for top-dog status: United 
and City in Manchester, Inter and Milan in Milan, Torino and Juven-
tus in Turin, United and Wednesday in Sheffield, Celtic and Rangers in 
Glasgow, Forest and County in Nottingham, Everton and Liverpool FC 
in Liverpool, Bayern and 1860 in Munich, Barça and Espanyol in Barce-
lona. Many of these rivalries have something to do with religion or pol-
itics or both. But usually one team struggles. Manchester City, Torino, 
and 1860 Munich have all spent long phases in the lower divisions. City 
only reached the top thanks to the arrival of a billionaire Arab sheikh in 
2008. Everton last won the league in 1987. FC Amsterdam went bust. 
Midsize provincial cities are simply not big enough to sustain two big 
clubs for long. Almost always, one club pulls ahead.

”they moveD the highway”:  
the rise anD fall of small towns

Provincial industrial towns began to dominate the European Cup in the 
late 1960s. But their rule breaks down into two main periods. The first, 
from 1970 to 1981, is the small-town era, when clubs from some very 
modest places won the European Cup. Figure 10.3 shows them, with the 
populations not just of the cities themselves but of their entire metropol-
itan areas, including people in all the local suburbs.

Note that we are estimating the size of these places very generously, 
going way beyond the city borders. The figure for Liverpool, for instance, 
includes all of the local Merseyside region.

The rule of the small is even more striking when you consider some of the 
losing teams in European Cup finals in this era. In a remarkable four-year 

FigUre 10.3. European Cup winners

Club Year(s) they won it Metropolitan area
Feyenoord Rotterdam 1970 1 million
Ajax Amsterdam 1971–1973 1 million
Bayern Munich 1974–1976 2.9 million
Liverpool 1977–1978 and 1981 1.4 million
Nottingham Forest 1979–1980 470,000
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period from 1976 to 1979, the towns of Saint-Étienne, Mönchenglad-
bach, Bruges, and Malmö all had teams in the final.

Perhaps the emblematic small-town team of the seventies is Borussia 
Mönchengladbach, whose rise and fall encapsulates that of all these 
towns.

In the 1970s Gladbach won five German titles and reached four 
European finals. The Bökelberg stadium, perched on a hill among the 
gardens of smart houses, saw the best years of Gunter Netzer, Rainer 
Bonhof, and Alan Simonsen. Fans drove in from neighboring Holland 
and Belgium, as well as from the town’s British army barracks. Decades 
later, a German marketing company showed that the knee-jerk response 
of the country’s fans to the word counterattack was still Gladbach.

It was a cozy little club: Berti Vogts spent his whole career here, and 
when Netzer later played in Zurich he often used to drive up, sometimes 
to scout players for Spanish clubs, but often just to eat sausages in the 
canteen.

Like David Cassidy, Gladbach would have done well to combust 
spontaneously at the end of the seventies. In 1980 the club lost its last 
UEFA Cup final to Eintracht Frankfurt, and the decades since have 
been disappointing. There was the spell in 1998, for instance, when it 
just couldn’t stop getting thrashed. “We can only get better,” announced 
Gladbach’s coach, Friedel Rausch, just before his team lost 8–2 to Bayer 
Leverkusen. “I feel I can solve our problems,” he said afterward. When 
Gladbach lost its next match 7–1 to Wolfsburg, Rausch was sacked. 
Gladbach spent time in Germany’s second division, and has never re-
gained its former heights.

This upsets leftist, educated fiftysomethings all over Germany, who 
still dislike Bayern, revere the socialist Netzer, and on Saturday after-
noons check the Gladbach result first. But there is nothing to be done. 

FigUre 10.4. Winning towns

Club Size of town Size of total metropolitan area
Saint-Étienne 175,000 320,000
Mönchengladbach 260,000 260,000
Bruges 115,000 270,000
Malmö 240,000 600,000
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The glory days cannot come back, because what did in Gladbach was the 
modern era.

In the words of Norman Bates in Hitchcock’s Psycho: “They moved 
the highway.” In the seventies Gladbach’s coach, Hennes Weisweiler, 
was able to build a team of boys from the local towns. The part-Dutch 
Bonhof came from nearby Emmerich, Vogts was an orphan from Ne-
uss-Buttgen, and Hacki Wimmer, who did Netzer’s dirty work, spent 
decades after his playing career running his parents’ stationery shop just 
down the road in Aachen.

These stars stayed at Gladbach for years because there was little more 
money to be earned anywhere else in soccer, because most rich clubs were 
allowed only a couple of foreign players at most, and because their own 
club could generally stop them from leaving. In short, there were mar-
ket restraints. That’s why Gladbach, Nottingham Forest, Bruges, and 
Saint-Étienne could thrive in the 1970s. Even then, big cities had more 
resources, but they had limited freedom, or limited desire, to use them.

The beginning of the end for small towns was the day in February 
1979 when Trevor Francis became soccer’s first “million-pound man.” 
In fact, Clough agreed to a fee of only £999,999 (then about $2 million) 
to bring him from Birmingham to Forest, but there were taxes on top. 
Three months later Francis headed the goal (against Malmö) that gave 
Forest the European Cup. But the swelling of the soccer economy that he 
embodied would eventually do in small clubs like Forest.

In the 1980s TV contracts grew, and Italy opened its borders to for-
eigners. Later, teams around Europe began renovating their stadiums, 
which allowed the ones with a lot of fans to make more money. After 
the European court of justice’s “Bosman ruling” in 1995, big clubs could 
easily sign the best players from any country in the European Union. 
Around the same time, the clubs with the most fans began earning much 
more from their television rights. Big clubs everywhere got bigger. Bay-
ern Munich, previously Gladbach’s main rival, mushroomed into “FC 
Hollywood.”

After that, clubs like Gladbach could no longer keep their best play-
ers. Lothar Matthäus made his debut for “Die Fohlen” at the end of the 
golden era, but when he was only twenty-three he graduated to Bayern. 
The next great white hope, the local lad Sebastian Deisler, left Gladbach 
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for Hertha at age nineteen in 1999, as soon as he distantly began to re-
semble Netzer. Small towns couldn’t afford the new soccer.

”that’s not CoCaine, it’s saffron”:  
the Demise of the CatheDral Cities

Wandering around Florence, you can still imagine it as the center of the 
universe. It is the effect of the great cathedral, the endless Michelangelos, 
and all the tourists paying $10 for an orange juice. A Medici ruler return-
ing from the dead, as in one of Florence’s umpteen paintings of the Day 
of Judgment, might feel his city had won the battle of prestige among 
European city-states.

But he would be wrong. These days a midsize city in Europe derives 
its status less from its cathedral than from its soccer club. Here towns the 
size of Florence (600,000 people in its metropolitan area) have slipped up.

Fiorentina’s last flurry came in 1999, when it beat Arsenal in a Cham-
pions League match at Wembley thanks to a goal by Gabriel Batistuta, 
with Giovanni Trapattoni sitting on the bench. In those days “Trap’s” 
biggest problems were his players’ insistence on busing the 150 yards 
from the locker room to the training ground and Brazilian Edmundo’s 
ritual late return from the Rio Carnaval. But those days will never return. 
In the Champions League, the midsize cities are now finished.

Fiorentina’s demise can be dated to the day in July 2001 that the 
Italian police raided the home of the team’s owner, the Italian film baron 
Vittorio Cecchi Gori. What happened was exactly what should happen 
when police raid a film baron’s home, as if Cecchi Gori had read up on 
Jackie Collins beforehand.

The police broke into his apartment in the Palazzo Borghese in Rome, 
but then took ninety minutes to find him. This was because his bedroom 
door was concealed inside a mirrored wall. Only after the Filipina maid 
had pointed this out did they enter the bedroom to find Cecchi Gori 
asleep with his girlfriend, Valeria Marini, a Caprice-like figure who calls 
herself a singer-actress but in fact can do neither.

The police told Cecchi Gori to open his safe. Donning his silk dress-
ing gown, he did so. When the police remarked on the stash of cocaine 
stored inside, Cecchi Gori replied nonchalantly, “Cocaine? That’s not co-
caine, it’s saffron!”
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Meanwhile, his business empire was unraveling. It should be said that 
he acquired the empire only by inheritance from his father, Mario, who 
before dying in 1993 had warned his old business partner, Silvio Berlus-
coni, “Take care of Vittorio, he is so impulsive and naive.”

Vittorio’s problem was that he wanted to be Berlusconi. He bought 
commercial TV channels (a failure), pumped fortunes into his soccer 
team (no titles), and dabbled in politics (getting no further than senator), 
but might have been okay had he not gotten caught in a divorce expected 
to be so expensive that it alone could have funded Fiorentina for years. 
Cecchi Gori remained admirably upbeat even after all this, leaning out of 
the window of his Mercedes limousine on Rome’s Via Veneto to shout 
“La dolce vita!” to friends. However, he ruined Fiorentina.

It was hard to work out which bit of Cecchi Gori’s empire owed what 
to which, but it was clear that he had borrowed tens of millions of dollars 
from the club. After everything went wrong, he tried the traditional Ital-
ian remedy, putting his eighty-two-year-old mother in charge, but even 
she could not save Fiorentina. A fax from a Colombian bank offering to 
pay off the club’s entire debt proved, amazingly, to be a forgery.

In 2002 Fiorentina went bankrupt, slipping into Italy’s fourth divi-
sion, where it had to visit Tuscan village teams whose players were mostly 
Fiorentina fans. Now it is back in Serie A, but the days of Trap, Batistuta, 
and “The Animal” Edmundo won’t return. Florence is just too small now.

Florence is typical. Midsize European cities (between 150,000 and 1 
million inhabitants) have all but dropped off the map of European soc-
cer. They can no longer afford to compete with clubs from bigger places. 
In early 2004 it was the turn of Parma, whose owners, the dairy com-
pany Parmalat, turned out to have mislaid 10 billion euros. Leeds United 
is the great English example. In Spain Deportivo La Coruña, pride of 
a midsize Galician city, suddenly discovered that its debt had hit the 
strictly notional figure of 178 million euros. Valencia followed a few years 
later. These clubs fell short because they had hardly any supporters out-
side their own city walls. Other midsize cities—Glasgow, Amsterdam, 
Nottingham—have retreated with less fanfare, but they too must know 
they will never again produce a European champion. Even Newcastle has 
slowly emerged from denial.

The third period of the European Cup began in 1982 and hasn’t 
ended yet: rule by sturdy provincial city. There were still a few undersize 
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winners: Porto and Liverpool twice each, and Eindhoven, Marseille, and 
Dortmund. However, these towns are not exactly midgets. Four of the 
five are agglomerations of 1.2 million inhabitants or more. Only Eind-
hoven has just 210,000 people and a metropolitan area—if you draw it 
very generously—of only 750,000. In general, European champions are 
getting bigger. In modern times, the race has usually gone to the rich.

The swelling of the soccer economy—the bigger TV contracts, the 
new stadiums, the freer movement of players, and so on—favored the 
most popular clubs. For historical reasons, these tended to be the ones 
in big provincial cities. Their teams came to dominate the Champions 
League in a sort of endless loop. Every club that won the trophy from 
1998 through 2011 had won it at least once before. Most had won it 
several times before. Are their fans growing blasé? When you have won 
the thing nine times, the buzz probably starts to fade.

The dominant clubs until now haven’t been from the megacities of 
Moscow, London, Paris, or Istanbul but from urban areas with about 2 
million to 5 million inhabitants: Milan, Manchester, Munich, Madrid, 
and of course Barcelona. These cities are big enough to produce the re-
quired fan base yet provincial enough to generate a yearning for global 
recognition.

Strangely, one of these cities, Madrid, is a democratic capital. How 
could Real break the golden rule of the Champions League and win the 
trophy in 1998, 2000, and 2002? Because it had built its mammoth sta-
dium, brand, and support in the days when Madrid was the capital of a 
dictatorship. Spain may have gone social democratic, but Real’s players 
still enter the Santiago Bernabeu in those white “meringue” shirts as if it 
were 1955. The club’s global standing is a relic of the fascist era.

george ziPf Comes to lonDon:  
the future metroPolitan era?

George Kingsley Zipf is an almost forgotten Harvard linguist. Born in 
1902, died in 1950 just as he was starting to make a name, Zipf is now 
known only for having formulated a law that explains almost everything. 
Among other things, Zipf’s law tells us that London or Moscow should 
start winning Champions Leagues soon.

9781568584812-text.indd   188 2/20/14   11:35 AM



t h e  s u b u r b a n  n e w s a g e n t s   189

Consider the following: if you rank every American city by the size 
of its population, the difference in population between two consecutive 
cities is simply the ratio of their ranks. So if you compare cities number 
1 and 2, city 2 has half (or 1/2) the population of city 1. If you compare 
cities number 2 and 3, city 3 has two-thirds (2/3) the population of city 
2. City 100 has 99/100ths the population of city 99 and so on down the 
list. Statistically speaking, the fit of this relationship is almost as perfect 
as it is possible to be.

This is a particularly elegant example of a more general relationship 
known as Zipf’s law, and it applies to a lot more than city sizes. For 
instance, it is also true of the frequency with which words are used in 
English. The is the most commonly used word in the language, of is sec-
ond, and so of is used about half (1/2) as often as the. All in all, Zipf’s 
law has been called possibly “the most accurate regularity in economics.” 
(The Nobel Prize–winning economist Paul Krugman says, “Anyone who 
spends too much time thinking about Zipf’s law goes mad,” but we hope 
that is a joke.)

Zipf’s law works for European cities, too, though not quite as neatly 
as for American ones. City sizes in most European countries are more 
closely bunched, and so the second city is closer to the first city’s size than 
in the United States, the third closer to the second, and so on.

Why might this be? Zipf’s law must have something to do with mi-
gration. People will always try to migrate to where the money is. In the 
United States, with its open markets and very high mobility of labor, they 
generally do. But in Europe, political and cultural barriers have curbed 
migration. That might explain why city sizes are more compressed there. 
Nonetheless, the academics Matthieu Cristelli, Michael Batty, and Lu-
ciano Pietronero showed in an article in the prestigious journal Nature 
in 2012 that “Zipf’s Law holds approximately for the city sizes of each 
European country (France, Italy, Germany, Spain, etc).” They add that 
the law “completely falls apart” if you rank them as cities within a single 
state, i.e., the European Union, but then that is no surprise—these cities 
grew big in their nation-states long before the EU was ever thought of.

For a long time, nobody could understand why Zipf’s law should 
hold for so many different phenomena. Now, though, economists and 
scientists are starting to generate models of growth in which the natural 
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outcome of a process is distribution obeying Zipf’s law. Recently the 
economist Xavier Gabaix of New York University came up with an expla-
nation for why Zipf’s law applies to city sizes. He said Zipf’s law emerges 
when all cities grow at the same rate, regardless of their size and their 
history, but subject to random variation. This implies that common fac-
tors drive the growth of cities within a country, while the differences in 
growth are due to a series of random events (“shocks,” in the economic 
jargon), such as bombing during the war, which in principle could occur 
anywhere. A story this simple is enough to explain the city sizes that 
Zipf’s law predicts.

Two consequences of Zipf’s law are crucial to soccer. First, giants—
whether giant cities, giant soccer clubs, or giants of any other kind—are 
rare. That is because becoming a giant requires a long sequence of pos-
itive shocks, like tossing a coin fifty times and coming up “heads” every 
time. It can happen, but it is rare. Second, once a city becomes a giant, 
it is unlikely to shrink into the middle ranks unless it experiences a long 
series of repeated misfortunes (fifty “tails” in a row). By contrast, small 
cities are unlikely ever to become giants. In other words, the hierarchy of 
cities, which has established itself over centuries, probably won’t change 
much in the foreseeable future.

This “law of proportionate growth” has some other consequences. 
What’s true for cities is also true for many other social phenomena. For 
example, if your kid is behind at school, don’t worry: he or she will almost 
certainly catch up, since all children tend to learn at the same rate, plus or 
minus a few shocks. Likewise, if you think your brilliant six-year-old soc-
cer player is going to become another Beckham or Rooney, don’t. More 
likely the boy had a few positive shocks in his early years, which will can-
cel out. Rooneys and Beckhams almost never happen. The distribution 
of talent is thus a bit like the distribution of city sizes: a few great talents 
stand out at the top, the Maradonas and Messis, but as you go down the 
list, the differences become smaller and smaller.

This brings us back to European cities: there are only a few giants, 
chiefly Moscow, Istanbul, Paris, and London. You would expect these 
giant cities to produce the biggest clubs, yet they have won just one single 
Champions League between them.

But soon they might win more. Soccer is changing. It is becoming 
more of a free market, as fascist dictators no longer interfere and the best 
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players can move between clubs almost at will. Inevitably, the best players 
are starting to move to the biggest markets, as happens in Major League 
Baseball. And so you would expect dominance in European soccer to 
move, too: after rule by dictatorial capitals, midsize provincial towns, and 
big provincial cities, now London and possibly Moscow and Paris should 
get in on the action at last.

Moscow might, because it is Europe’s last large nondemocratic cap-
ital. Russia’s resources are being sent to the center, and with all that oil 
and gas under the soil, that’s a lot of resources. Paris might, because it 
has nearly 12 million inhabitants and only one top-division soccer club, 
Paris Saint-Germain, which was appallingly run for years but has now 
been taken over by Qataris who have converted oil into soccer players. 
And with Chelsea’s victory over Bayern on penalties in 2012, London has 
already gotten there. (This is one prediction we got right in the original 
2009 edition of Soccernomics. We wrote then that “soon” Arsenal or Chel-
sea “could become the first London team to be champions of Europe.”)

It’s little surprise that London has finally become a front-rank soccer 
city. Even after the implosion of British banks, it has the largest local 
economy in Europe. It already supports two of Europe’s biggest soccer 
teams and could probably cope with more. This represents quite a change. 
In the early 1990s London rather resembled Moscow circa 1973. Tired 
people in gray clothes waited on packed platforms for 1950s Tube trains. 
Coffee was an exotic drink that barely existed. Eating a meal outside was 
forbidden. The city center was almost uninhabited, and closed at 11 p.m. 
anyway. There was a sense of permanent decline.

Nor had London ever been the soccer capital of Britain. Only in 1931 
did a southern club—Arsenal—first win the league. Even after that, 
though, the title generally went north.

But in the 1990s London transformed. Cheap flights from five air-
ports took Londoners around Europe. Trains began running to Paris and 
Brussels. Today it is quicker to get there than to the shrinking northern 
cities of Liverpool and Manchester, and less of a culture shock when 
you arrive. London became a European city, detached from the rest of 
Britain. The geographer Daniel Dorling said Britain was starting to look 
like a city-state. Moreover, the city was starting to grow again. Greater 
London had been losing inhabitants from the Second World War until 
the 1980s, but boom-time London changed that. Just between 2001 and 
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2011, the city’s population jumped 12 percent to 8.17 million—the fast-
est growth of any region of England or Wales in that period.

From the late 1990s until today, even through the financial crisis, 
London has offered a Technicolor vista of raucous young people from 
all over the world dressed in weird youth-culture outfits chucking cash at 
each other. The Tube trains have ceased to be antique curios. The place 
smells of money. All this has raised London’s status in soccer.

At the same time as the city became fully international, so did the 
market in soccer players. The best ones can now work wherever they 
want. Many of them—like many investment bankers and actors—have 
chosen London.

Black and foreign players like living in a city where 95 percent of the 
inhabitants agree with the statement, “It is a good thing that Britain is a 
multicultural society.” When Thierry Henry was spending his best years 
at Arsenal, he said, “I love this open, cosmopolitan city. Whatever your 
race, you never feel people’s gaze on you.” In a virtuous cycle, foreigners 
attract foreigners. The Frenchman Jacques Santini, Tottenham’s manager 
for about five minutes, wanted to come to London because his son Sebas-
tien already lived there—a classic example of chain migration.

Equally to the point, even in the current economic crisis a soccer player 
can still earn a living in London. The capital’s clubs have been coining it. 
First, their customers can still afford to pay the highest ticket prices in 
global soccer. In 2013–2014 Arsenal charged £985 (nearly $1,600) for its 
cheapest season ticket, which was the highest rate in English and proba-
bly in global soccer. So many Londoners are happy to fork out this kind 
of money that Arsenal has been able to build a new stadium with 60,000 
seats and sell it out. No club in London’s history has drawn such a large 
regular crowd. In 2012–2013 Arsenal and Chelsea achieved revenues per 
seat per game of over £50 (about $80), according to the financial analyst 
Stephen Clapham of the London-based research consultancy Behind the 
Balance Sheet. Those were the highest figures in England, and probably 
in Europe. Over the 2011–2012 season, the business advisory firm De-
loitte ranked Arsenal and Chelsea among Europe’s six richest clubs.

No other European city has as many investors. When Abramovich 
decided to buy an English soccer club, it was always likely that he would 
end up owning Chelsea in his adopted city rather than, say, Bolton. 
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When the American billionaire Shahid Khan bought Fulham in 2013, 
it mattered to him that it was a London club. Even Queens Park Rang-
ers are owned by the Malaysian Tony Fernandes and Indian Lakshmi 
Mittal, the world’s forty-first-richest man, according to Forbes, who of 
course lives around the corner from the club in Kensington. Yes, other 
rich foreigners have bought Liverpool, Manchester City, Blackburn, and 
Aston Villa, but London is still a touch more appealing to billionaires.

The handful of the biggest provincial clubs—Manchester United, 
Liverpool, Bayern, Barcelona, the two in Milan—have built up such 
strong brands that they will remain at the top of European soccer. How-
ever, their new challengers probably will not be other provincial clubs but 
teams from London, Paris, and Moscow.

At last, being in a giant capital city is becoming a strategic asset to a 
soccer club. No London team had ever reached the Champions League 
final before 2006. From 2006 through 2012, Arsenal got there once and 
Chelsea twice, winning one. Soon, if we’re not careful, the city will dom-
inate every aspect of British life.
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football versus football

When Nelson Mandela was a teenager in the Transkei region of South 
Africa, he was sent to a mock British boarding school. The Clarkebury 
Institute taught black students but was of course run by a white man, the 
Reverend C. Harris. “The school itself consisted of a cluster of two dozen 
or so graceful, colonial-style buildings,” Mandela recalled in his autobi-
ography, Long Walk to Freedom. “It was the first place I’d lived in that was 
western, not African, and I felt I was entering a new world whose rules 
were not yet clear to me.”

Like the Victorian British schools that it imitated, Clarkebury aimed 
to turn its pupils into Christian gentlemen. A gentleman, to Victorian 
Britons, was someone with posh manners who spoke English and played 
British games. As Mandela described his school days, “I participated in 
sports and games as often as I could, but my performances were no more 
than mediocre.  .  .  . We played lawn tennis with home-made wooden 
rackets and soccer with bare feet on a field of dust.”

He had encountered the British Empire. The British colonial offi-
cers, merchants, and sailors who went around the world in the nineteenth 
century didn’t merely aim to exploit the natives. They also tried to teach 
them British values. They succeeded spectacularly with Mandela, who 
at an earlier school had acquired a new first name (Admiral Nelson was 
a British naval hero) and eventually became the epitome of the courtly 
British gentleman. However, his story is exemplary of millions of people 
around the world, both in Britain’s official colonies and in the “informal 
empire,” the countries where the Brits supposedly didn’t rule.
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From about 1917 to 1947, the British gradually stopped running the 
world and handed over the keys to the Americans. But the American 
empire was much less ambitious. It barely spread Americanism. Football, 
the American empire’s most popular sport, still hardly exists outside the 
home country. In fact, when American troops in Afghanistan wanted to 
woo natives, they were reduced to handing out soccer balls. (The exercise 
failed: Allah’s name was found to be printed on a ball, a blasphemy for an 
object designed for kicking.)

At this point, let’s agree to call the global game “soccer” and the Amer-
ican game “football.” Many people, both in America and in Europe, imag-
ine that soccer is an American term invented in the late twentieth century 
to distinguish it from gridiron. Indeed, anti-American Europeans often 
frown on the use of the word. They consider it a mark of American impe-
rialism. Even some American soccer fans seem embarrassed by the word. 
This is a silly position. “Soccer” was the most common name for the game 
in Britain from the 1890s until the 1970s. As far as one can tell, when 
the North American Soccer League brought soccer to the Americans in 
the 1970s, and Americans quite reasonably adopted the English word, the 
British stopped using it and reverted to the word football.

It’s actually possible to show this little bit of linguistic snobbery on 
a chart. To do this we engaged the help of Antoinette Renouf, profes-
sor of English language and linguistics at Birmingham City University 
in the UK. Renouf is a “corpus” linguist, which means that she trawls 
electronic “text collections” for the purpose of empirical language study. 
Corpora come in all sizes and shapes, but she works mainly on a corpus 
derived from two British national newspapers, the Guardian and Indepen-
dent, which she has been building with successive software research teams 
since 1984. So far her corpus contains approximately 1.3 billion words of 
running text. This supports a short-term diachronic approach to language 
research and lexico-semantic language use—or to say it in English, we 
can see from the corpus how the use of words changes over time. Renouf 
generated two charts for us, one showing the frequency of use of the word 
football, the other of soccer, from 1984 to 2011.

Back in 1984 the word football appeared about fifty times per million 
words used, while soccer appeared about ten times per million. The year 
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1984 is close to the nadir of the game in England: the time of hooligans, 
collapsing stadiums, and cheap tickets. Since then English soccer’s re-
naissance has brought millions of new fans and billions of dollars into the 
game. The game became a talking point in all walks of life from politics to 
fashion. As result, the frequency of use of football rose steadily up to the 
year 2000 to about two hundred times per million, where it has stabilized 
for the past decade or so. By contrast, the relative use of the word soccer 
didn’t increase in the ’80s, ’90s, and noughties, but remained at around 
ten times per million until around 2008. Since then, its usage has actually 
fallen to about five times per million words. Another way to express this 
is as follows: in 1984 about 17 percent of references to the English game 
(“football” or “soccer”) employed the word soccer, but by 2011 only about 
2 percent did. In the space of thirty years soccer has become a bad word in 
Britain. We, however, will compare soccer with football, and the readers 
will know what we mean.

What follows is a tale of two games and two empires. Soccer spread 
around the world whereas football did not, largely because Victorian Brit-
ons were instinctive colonialists whereas today’s Americans are not. But 
now, for the first time, the empires are going head-to-head as if in a kid’s 
computer game. Both the Premier League and the NFL want to conquer 
new territories. This is a struggle between two very different types of em-
pire: the British (which contrary to popular opinion still exists) and the 
American (which contrary to popular opinion may never have existed). 
Emerging from the struggle is a new breed of sports fan.

gentlemen with leather balls

In 1884 a nine-year-old boy named Charles Miller embarked on the 
SS Elbe in Brazil and set off for England. Miller’s father had emigrated 
from Britain to Brazil, to work as an engineer for the São Paulo Railway 
Company. Now Charles was making the return journey, to enroll at an 
English boarding school. Like Mandela at Clarkebury, Miller at Banister 
Court learned games. “Just as a schoolboy, in the Garden of Childhood, 
listens to the teacher, so I, fascinated, saw my first game of Association 
Football,” he later wrote.
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In 1894 Miller returned to Brazil with a leather ball and a set of rules 
in his luggage. He set up the first Brazilian soccer league. He also intro-
duced rugby to Brazil, though with rather less success. He died in 1953, 
having lived long enough to see Brazil host the World Cup of 1950 and 
reach the final.

Miller’s story was typical of soccer pioneers in many countries. First, 
he was posh, or at least posh enough to go to boarding school. (Contrary 
to myth, it wasn’t on the whole British sailors who gave the world soccer. 
The upper classes had considerably more soft power.) Second, Miller was 
typical in that he spread soccer to a country that wasn’t a British colony. 
In the colonies, places like Australia or India, British schoolteachers and 
administrators mostly taught the natives cricket and rugby. Soccer did 
best in the informal empire, the non-colonies: most of Europe, Latin 
America, and parts of Asia. Here, it probably benefited from not being 
seen as a colonial ruler’s game. Brits in the informal empire were suppos-
edly just businesspeople, even if in practice their commercial clout gave 
the British prime minister vast influence over many unlikely countries.

From about 1850 until the First World War, Britain was the sole eco-
nomic superpower. As late as 1914, Britons still owned about 42 percent 
of all the world’s foreign investment. The British expats who inhabited 
the informal empire represented the empire’s economic might. The men 
tended to work in the railways (like Miller’s father), or as businessmen 
(like the Charnock brothers, who set up Russia’s first soccer club, the 
future Dynamo Moscow, for their mill employees outside Moscow), or as 
schoolteachers (like Alexander Watson Hutton, the Scottish teacher who 
in the early 1880s introduced soccer in Argentina).

These people had only soft power: the wealth and prestige of the Brit-
ish gentleman. That was enough to spread their games. Men like Hutton 
taught foreigners to see sports as a British upper-class and hence aspi-
rational product. If you were a young man like Mandela who wanted to 
become a British gentleman, one of the things you did was play soccer. 
That’s why the game’s early adopters in the informal empire tended to 
be rich people who had contact with British gentlemen. Pim Mulier, for 
instance, who introduced a whole list of sports to the Netherlands, first 
encountered soccer as a five-year-old at a Dutch boarding school that had 
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some British pupils. In 1879, when Mulier was fourteen, he founded the 
first Dutch soccer club.

Soccer conquered the world so fast largely because the British gentle-
man was such an attractive ideal. A century later a new British archetype, 
the hooligan, in his own way probably added to the game’s glamour.

By the 1930s, when Mandela went to Clarkebury, the British Empire 
had already begun to fade. However, many of the empire’s global networks 
outlived the loss of the colonies. The most important survivor would be 
the English language, even if it sustained its global reach largely thanks to 
the Americans. English gave people around the world an easy connection 
with Britain. Steven Stark, an American soccer fan, former speechwriter 
of Jimmy Carter, and a teacher of English rhetoric, asks, “Isn’t the best 
thing the Premiership has going for it is that it’s in English? I mean, if 
everyone in France spoke English and everyone in England spoke French, 
we’d all be following the French league. In an international economy, 
English trumps the competition.”

Many people in former British colonies grew up absorbing British 
soccer from British media outlets that had also outlived the empire. Peter 
Draper, when he was marketing director of Manchester United, noted 
that English soccer has been televised for decades in many Asian coun-
tries. That had built loyalty. Real Madrid, Draper told us, “didn’t have the 
platform. Spanish television is nowhere in Asia. Best team of the 1950s? 
Sorry, didn’t see them in Asia.”

Mike Abrahams is a gangster-turned-intellectual who grew up in a 
poor, nonwhite Cape Flats township outside Cape Town. As a child he 
used to sit in the local library reading British boys’ magazines like Shoot 
and Tiger. He admits that classic British soccer cartoons like Billy’s Magic 
Boots shaped him.

Abrahams was a leftist who identified with only one product of white 
capitalist imperialist Britain: soccer. He says, “People in the Cape follow 
English football very seriously. One of my friends, his first child’s name 
is Shankly [after Bill Shankly, the former Liverpool manager]. And this 
is an activist! You can say England is a bitch on Friday night, and on 
Saturday afternoon you go to a sports pub to watch English soccer.”

People are always complaining that American culture has conquered 
the world. In fact, British culture probably remains more dominant. This 
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fading midsize island has kept a bizarre grip on the global imagination. 
It’s not only their sports that the Brits have exported. The world’s six 
best-selling novels of the past hundred years are all British: four Harry 
Potters, one Agatha Christie, and one J. R. R. Tolkien. The world’s 
best-selling band ever is the Beatles. And the sports league with the big-
gest global impact is surely the Premier League. England has produced 
few great soccer players, yet on an average Saturday people in San Fran-
cisco and Shanghai gather in bars for the kickoff at White Hart Lane 
rather than for anything from Germany.

They certainly aren’t watching the NFL. In fact, the United States 
has rarely even aspired to vast cultural reach. The Americans fought wars, 
but mostly tried to avoid creating long-term colonies, notes John Gray, 
emeritus professor at the London School of Economics. In Vietnam and 
Iraq, for instance, the aim was to “go in, do the job, get out.” Unlike 
Britons, Americans generally didn’t want to be in the business of empire. 
We know an American lawyer who spent a few months working for the 
British government during the occupation of Iraq. In the “Green Zone” 
in Baghdad he noticed a difference between the way Brits and Americans 
worked. When American officials wanted an Iraqi to do something, the 
lawyer said, they would generally call the person into the Green Zone 
and if necessary “bawl him out.” Sometimes this strategy worked. Some-
times it didn’t. But the Americans summoned Iraqis only when some-
thing needed fixing. British officials worked differently, said the lawyer. 
They were always inviting Iraqis in, for parties or just for chats, even 
when there was nothing in particular to discuss. This was exactly how 
the British had operated both in their colonies and in their “informal 
empire”: they made long-term contacts. The Reverend Harris at Clarke-
bury school may not entirely have known it, but in effect he was a British 
agent charged with teaching Mandela Britishness.

By contrast, few American Harrises ever taught baseball or football to 
budding foreign rulers. There have been a handful of prominent Ameri-
can colonialists, but they are so rare as to stand out. Douglas MacArthur 
ruled Japan for years. Hollywood makes its blockbusters chiefly for the 
global market. And in sports, the NBA’s former commissioner, David 
Stern, spent thirty years interesting foreigners in basketball. But most 
American sporting moguls, like most American producers in general, 
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have been satisfied with their giant domestic market. Baseball’s last great 
overseas tour was in 1913–1914, after which Americans barely even tried 
to spread baseball or football abroad until the 1990s.

The American empire’s favorite games have been no good at cultural 
imperialism. It’s a story told in one statistic: Super Bowl XLIV in 2010 
briefly became the most popular TV program in American history, with 
106.5 million domestic viewers, yet the media agency Futures Sport + 
Entertainment estimates that only 4 million people outside North Amer-
ica watched it.

while ameriCa slePt: how soCCer invaDeD the us

After the British Victorians spread their games, sports experienced a 
century of relative stability. The Indians played cricket, the US resisted 
soccer, and the isolated town of Melbourne favored Australian Rules 
football, which barely existed even in some other parts of Australia. But 
from the 1980s, new TV channels—free, cable, and satellite—began 
mushrooming almost everywhere. They took up the burden of carrying 
sports around the world. When Britain’s Channel Four was created in 
1982, for instance, it began broadcasting NFL games. They were a hit. 
Suddenly there were people in Norwich or Manchester who called them-
selves 49ers fans. William “the Refrigerator” Perry, the supersize Chi-
cago Bears lineman, became a cult hero in Britain. Alistair Kirkwood, 
the NFL’s UK managing director, fondly recalls that for a year or two in 
the 1980s, the Super Bowl had higher ratings in Britain than the beloved 
soccer program Match of the Day on the same weekend.

It didn’t last. English soccer cleaned up its stadiums, kicked out most 
of its hooligans, sold its rights to Rupert Murdoch’s Sky Television, and 
revived. Eventually Channel Four dropped the NFL. The halfhearted 
American invasion—albeit led by British TV—had been repelled.

Meanwhile, across the ocean, soccer was slowly infecting American 
life. Even though the US already had four big team sports and seemed 
to have no need of another, in the 1970s the game came from almost 
nowhere to conquer American childhoods. It turned out there was a gap 
in the American sports market after all. The most popular sport in the 
US, football, was too dangerous, too male, and too expensive for mass 
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participation. Fitting out a kid with all the necessary equipment for foot-
ball costs around $300 to $400, a significant expense, especially if the 
child quickly decides that he doesn’t like being beaten up. Today, prob-
ably fewer than 1 million people in the world play tackle football, com-
pared to the 265 million who (according to FIFA) played soccer in 2006.

Victorian Britons had conceived of soccer as a “man’s game.” But 
Americans saw that it was a soft sport, safe for girls as well as boys. 
So soccer in the US became an unlikely beneficiary of feminism. It did 
almost as well out of another post-1960s social trend, Mexican immigra-
tion. The estimated 53 million people of Hispanic origin now living in 
the US (up more than threefold since 1980) outnumber the population 
of Spain.

The upshot is that more American children under twelve play soccer 
than baseball, football, and ice hockey put together. Contrary to popular 
opinion, soccer in America has been a success. When David Beckham 
joined the LA Galaxy, the cliché was that his task was to “put soccer on 
the map” in America. In fact, this was impossible, because soccer was 
already “on the map” in America. The US has a strong soccer culture. 
It’s just different from any other country’s soccer culture. In particular, it 
doesn’t require a strong domestic men’s professional league.

Major League Soccer is not American soccer. It’s just a tiny piece of 
the mosaic. Kids’ soccer, college soccer, women’s soccer, indoor soccer, 
Mexican, English, and Spanish soccer, the Champions League, and the 
World Cup between them dwarf the MLS. To cite just one example: 
19.4 million Americans saw their country lose to Ghana at the World 
Cup of 2010. In American daytime on a Saturday, for a round of sixteen 
game, that was a bigger audience than the Fox network averaged for five 
baseball World Series games played in prime time later that year. That 
summer of 2010, US-Ghana also outdrew the average game in the NBA 
finals between the Boston Celtics and the LA Lakers—itself the most 
popular NBA matchup in many years. Moreover, soccer has penetrated 
most branches of the American entertainment industry, from The Sopra-
nos to presidential elections in which “soccer moms” have been touted as 
pivotal figures.

American soccer people often fret over the MLS’s marginality. As 
American writer Dave Eggers has noted, “Newspaper coverage of the 
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games usually is found in the nether regions of the sports section, near 
the car ads and the biathlon roundups.” Some TV ratings for MLS games 
“are in the realm of—or, in some cases, actually below—tractor pulls, 
skateboarding competitions, and bass fishing tournaments,” writes An-
drei Markovits, politics professor at the University of Michigan. The low-
liest MLS players earned a modest $35,125 a year in 2013.

But to worry about the MLS—which is growing in popularity any-
way—is to misunderstand why so many American suburban families like 
soccer. The game has thrived as a pastime for upscale kids in part pre-
cisely because there is no big soccer in the US. Many soccer moms are 
glad that soccer is not a big professional American sport like basketball 
or football. Like a lot of other Americans, they are wary of big-time 
American sports, whose stars do lousy and unethical things like shooting 
their limousine drivers.

By contrast, many moms see soccer as an innocent game, free of cer-
tain aspects of modern America: not violent, not drenched in money, and 
not very black. A large number of MLS players are white college boys. 
American soccer has no Charles Barkley.

any given sunDay: is the nfl really so equal?

Clearly, though, the NFL is doing something right. Here are the aver-
age attendance rates of the most-watched leagues of all the world’s ball 
games:

 Average attendance Full-season  
 per game attendance

 1. NFL (2011) 67,358 17.1 million
 2. German soccer, Bundesliga 42,609 13.0 million   
        (2012–2013)
 3. English Premier League 35,931 13.7 million  
        (2012–2013)
 4. Australian Football League 33,461   6.9 million   
        (2013) (Australian Rules football)
 5. Major League Baseball (2013) 30,504 74.0 million
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The NFL comes top measured by attendance per game, while MLB 
is way ahead in terms of attendance for the whole season. Aussie Rules 
clearly dominates in terms of attendance per capita (i.e., attendance di-
vided by the country’s population) but the Premier League is not far be-
hind with a rate of 26 percent for the season, compared to only 5 percent 
for the NFL (and only 16 percent for the much-feted Bundesliga). But 
measured by the number of fans inside the stadium for any given game, 
no professional league can begin to rival the NFL. When people try to 
explain the NFL’s popularity, they often mention its famous slogan: “On 
any given Sunday any team in our league can beat any other team.” This is 
a boast the Premier League would never dare make. English soccer looks 
horribly unbalanced, with a few rich teams perennially dominating at the 
top, whereas the NFL claims to be a league of equals.

Indeed, the NFL is often called “the socialist league.” Its clubs share 
TV income equally, and 40 percent of each game’s gate receipts goes to 
the visiting team. This aspiration to equality is a general American sport-
ing trait. Clubs in American baseball, basketball, and the MLS also share 
far more of their income than European soccer does. Take the ubiquitous 
New York Yankees baseball cap. Outside of New York, the Yankees re-
ceive only one-thirtieth of the profit on each cap sold, the same as every 
other team in baseball. By contrast, Manchester United wouldn’t dream 
of giving Norwich or Sunderland a cut of its shirts.

Many in European soccer, and particularly in England, have come 
to envy the NFL. English fans often complain that their sport is getting 
boring because the big clubs win everything. A handful of clubs—chiefly 
Manchester United, Chelsea, Arsenal, and now Manchester City— 
dominate the Premier League. In the Champions League, only Barcelona 
and Bayern Munich usually beat them. Even Emilio Butragueño, when 
he was sporting director of plucky little Real Madrid, told the BBC, “You 
need uncertainty at the core of every competition. . . . We may eventually 
have something similar to the [salary cap] system in the US, to give a 
chance to all the clubs.”

In 2008 Andy Burnham, Britain’s then culture secretary, warned that 
although the Premier League was “the world’s most successful domestic 
sporting competition,” it risked becoming “too predictable.” He added, 
“I keep referring to the NFL, which has equal sharing.  .  .  . In the US, 
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the most free-market country in the world, they understand that equal 
distribution of money creates genuine competition.”

UEFA’s president Platini seems to agree. Searching for a way to even 
things out in European soccer, he once put a team of UEFA officials on 
a plane to the US. Perhaps there was something over there that soccer 
could copy.

People who think like this tend to accept two truisms: The NFL is 
much more equal than European soccer. And sports fans like equality. 
Unfortunately, neither of these truisms is true. First, the NFL isn’t nearly 
as balanced as it pretends. Second, we have data to show that overall, fans 
prefer unbalanced leagues.

At first glance, you could be forgiven for believing that the NFL re-
ally is much more equal than the Premier League. In the decade through 
2011, seven different teams won the Super Bowl. In the same period, only 
three teams won the Premier League, with Manchester United bagging a 
snore-inducing five titles. On any given Sunday (or Saturday lunchtime, 
Tuesday night, whenever), Sunderland or Cardiff can beat United, but 
the fact is that they usually don’t.

Yet is the NFL much more equal than the Premier League? Does it 
have a more even distribution of wins? Measuring the level of equality in 
both leagues is tricky, first because there are no ties in the NFL and sec-
ond because the NFL’s regular season consists of just sixteen games and 
the Premier League’s of thirty-eight. In any given season, a weak English 
team has many more chances to get lucky.

Happily, there is a way to allow for these differences so that we can 
compare the two leagues. We will do this by dreaming up another league, 
a totally equal one in which every team always has an equal chance of 
winning any given game. This equal league would be a league of coin 
flips. Obviously, in the coin-flip league each team would be expected 
to win an average of 50 percent of its games. Even so, the outcome of 
any sixteen- or thirty-eight-game sequence would produce some random 
inequalities. Hardly any team in the coin-flip league would win exactly 
half its games. Rather, the win percentages for the season would be ran-
domly dispersed around 50 percent. The question then is: Which looks 
more like the totally equal coin-flip league, the NFL or the Premier 
League?
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To work this out, we must calculate how random the dispersion of 
wins is in each of our three leagues. The measure of dispersion is com-
monly called the standard deviation. Let’s calculate standard deviation 
for the coin-flip league, and then for the NFL and the Premier League. 
(And please feel free to skip the next few paragraphs if you aren’t inter-
ested in the math.)

The standard deviation of win percentages for any league is calculated 
by first taking the difference between each team’s win percentage and 50 
percent (the difference will be positive when the team has a winning sea-
son, negative for a losing season). Then we square the difference, to make 
sure pluses and minuses don’t cancel out. Next we add up the difference 
for all teams in the league, and take the square root. That gives a number 
that is comparable to the average win percentage.

Now we are ready to find the figure we want: the standard deviation, 
or dispersion of win percentages. If our average win percentage is 50, a 
standard deviation of 1 would mean that most teams are close to the av-
erage. If the standard deviation were 20, it would mean that there is quite 
a lot of dispersion. In coin-tossing leagues, we know what the standard 
deviation should be: close to half of the reciprocal of the square root of 
the number of games played. This is easy to calculate. If you play sixteen 
games, the square root is four, the reciprocal is one-quarter, and half of 
that is one-eighth, or 12.5 percent.

That is what the standard deviation of win percentage in the NFL 
would be if on any given Sunday any team in the league really had a 
fifty-fifty chance of beating its opponent. Well, the NFL is not a 
coin-tossing league. In the decade from 2002 through 2011, the stan-
dard deviation of win-loss records has fluctuated between 16 percent 
and 21 percent, and has averaged 19 percent. That’s well above the 12.5 
percent of the coin-tossing league.

The Premier League is only slightly less equal than the NFL. If the 
Premier League were a coin-tossing league, the expected standard de-
viation would be just over 8 percent. In fact, in the decade from 2002 
through 2011 the Premier League’s standard deviation averaged 14 per-
cent. So it’s not a coin-tossing league, either, but the difference is not 
much greater than for the NFL. To put it another way, the NFL has a 
standard deviation about 54 percent larger than a coin-tossing league, 
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while the English Premier League is about 74 percent larger than a 
coin-tossing league. This is a difference, but in the scale of things not a 
very big one.

You might object that even if there isn’t a huge difference in the sta-
tistical balance of the NFL and Premier League, the identity of the dom-
inant teams and doormats changes each season in the NFL but not in the 
Premier League. After all, each season the worst NFL team gets the first 
draft pick, a very large human being who is in fact a device for bouncing 
back. Sudden reversals of fortune are much more likely in the NFL. In 
2011 the Indianapolis Colts, having been dominant for a decade, en-
dured a season with only two wins after their star quarterback, Peyton 
Manning, was injured. This dismal record was rewarded with first pick 
of the 2012 draft. Naturally they chose the Stanford graduate Andrew 
Luck, thought to be one of the best quarterback prospects to come out 
of college in recent years. This allowed them to return to their winning 
ways the following season. As the distinguished “Chicago school” econo-
mists Sherwin Rosen and Allen Sanderson have pointed out, the Premier 
League punishes failure, while the NFL rewards it.

But for all the NFL’s efforts, the identity of winners and losers is 
pretty stable in both leagues. The best team in the NFL, the New En-
gland Patriots, won 77 percent of its regular-season games from 2002 
through 2011. The Colts won 69 percent in that period, and the Pitts-
burgh Steelers 66 percent. Well, in the same decade in the Premier 
League, Manchester United won 76 percent, Chelsea 74 percent, Arsenal 
71 percent, and Liverpool 65 percent. In other words, in the NFL three 
teams out of thirty-two dominated. In the Premier League four out of 
twenty dominated marginally more. It’s hard to say on that basis which 
league is more balanced.

Likewise, there are as many losers in the NFL as in the Premier 
League. From 2001 through 2010, the Detroit Lions won fewer than 
a quarter of their games. A very few teams in the Premier League have 
been as bad or worse—Derby County in 2007–2008 managed to win 
one match all season—but there’s a difference. Calamitous teams in the 
Premier League get relegated, whereas the Lions sustained their peculiar 
brand of misery for a decade.
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So the NFL isn’t much more equal than the Premier League. It just 
looks like it is. It manages to look more equal thanks largely to ran-
domization devices that ensure that the best team doesn’t always win the 
Super Bowl: first, the small number of regular-season games; second, the 
playoffs. Both these devices ensure that no NFL team is likely to domi-
nate for years like Manchester United has. However, this randomization 
comes at the expense of justice. Fans often feel that the best team in the 
NFL did not win the Super Bowl. In fact, the NFL looks a lot like the 
Champions League, where the knockout rounds add a random element 
that often ambushes the best team.

This disposes of our first truism: the claim that the NFL is much more 
equal than the Premier League. What about the second one, the notion 
that sports fans, like French revolutionaries, desire equality?

If fans want all teams to be equal, then they will shun games in which 
results are predictable. If so, more of them will watch games whose out-
come is very uncertain. How to test whether fans really behave like that? 
Researchers have tried to gauge expected outcomes of games either by 
using prematch betting odds or the form of both teams over the previ-
ous half-dozen games. Studies of soccer, mostly in England, show mixed 
results. Some studies find that more balanced games attract more fans. 
Others find the reverse.

The British economists David Forrest of Salford Business School and 
Robert Simmons of Lancaster University have done some of the best 
work in this field. They found that a balanced English game could some-
times increase attendance. However, they also carried out a simulation 
to show that if the English leagues became more balanced, they would 
attract fewer fans. That is because a balanced league, in which all teams 
are equally good, would turn into an almost interminable procession of 
home wins. By contrast, in real existing soccer, some of the most bal-
anced games occur when a weak team plays at home against a strong 
team (Stoke versus Manchester United, for instance).

Forrest and Simmons found that the people who care most about 
competitive balance are television viewers. The spectators at the grounds 
tend to be the hard core: they simply want to see their team. However, 
most TV viewers are “floating voters.” When the outcome of a game 
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seems too predictable, they switch off. The two economists found that 
the closer a televised English soccer game was expected to be (measured 
by the form of both teams going into the game), the higher the viewing 
figures on Sky TV in Britain. Still, the size of this effect was modest. 
Forrest and Simmons said that even if the Premier League were perfectly 
balanced (in the sense that each team had an equal probability of winning 
each game), TV audiences would rise by only 6 percent. That would be a 
small effect for such a revolutionary change.

A moment’s thought suggests why some unequal games might be very 
attractive. Most fans in the stadium are fans of the home team, and so 
they do not really want a balanced outcome. Often the most attractive 
games involve strong home teams playing weak visiting teams (Manches-
ter United versus Stoke, again), in which case the home team typically has 
a lot of supporters who enjoy watching their heroes score a lot of goals, or 
they are games between weak home teams and strong away teams (Stoke 
versus Manchester United), in which local fans come to see the visiting 
stars.

Furthermore, big teams have more fans than small ones, and so if 
Manchester United beats Stoke, more people are happy than if Stoke 
wins. Also, fans are surprisingly good at losing. Psychological studies 
show that they are skilled at transferring blame: “We played well, but the 
referee was garbage.” This means that fans will often stick with a team 
even if it always loses. It also explains why, the morning after their team 
gets knocked out of the World Cup, people don’t sink into depression 
but get on with their lives.

Last, dominant teams create a special interest of their own. Millions 
of people support Manchester United, and millions of others despise it. 
In a way, both groups are following the club. United is the star of En-
glish soccer’s soap opera. Everyone else dreams of beating it. Much of 
the meaning of supporting a smaller club like West Ham, for instance, 
derives from disliking Manchester United. Kevin Keegan, when he was 
chasing the title as manager of Newcastle in 1996, thrillingly captured 
that national sentiment with his famous, “I will love it if we beat them! 
Love it!” monologue. (United beat him instead.) Big bad United makes 
the Premier League more fun.
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Another way of looking at competitive balance is to view the league as 
a whole, rather than match by match. Do more spectators come when the 
title race is exciting than when one team runs away with it?

It turns out that a thrilling title race does little to improve atten-
dance. English fans will watch their teams play in the league even when 
they haven’t a hope of winning it (or else dozens of English clubs would 
not exist).

It is true that a game has to be significant to draw fans, but that sig-
nificance need not have anything to do with winning the title. A study by 
Stephen Dobson and John Goddard showed that when a match matters 
more either for winning the league or for avoiding relegation to a lower 
league, then attendance tends to rise. In every soccer league in Europe, 
the bottom few teams are “relegated” at the end of the season to a lower 
tier. The worst three teams in the Premier League, for instance, drop to 
the Championship. It’s as if the cellar teams in Major League Baseball 
got exiled to Triple A. Relegation is brutal, but the device has a genius to 
it. The annual English relegation battle boosts fans’ interest to the point 
that teams at the bottom often outdraw teams at the top as the season 
comes to an end. The NFL, too, could do with a system of relegation. It 
would replace losers with rising teams. This would be in the fans’ interest, 
but not in the owners’.

Fans need a reason to care. Most matches in the Premier League are 
significant for something or other, even if it’s only qualifying for Euro-
pean competition. Given that games can be significant in many different 
ways, it is unclear why a more balanced Premier League would create 
more significance.

There is a third way of looking at balance: the long term. Does the 
dominance of the same teams year in, year out turn fans off?

Let’s compare a long period with dominance in English soccer to a 
long period without dominance: the fairly equal era that ran from 1949 
to 1968, and the “unfair” era of the Premier League from 1993 to 2012.

In the first, “equal” twenty-year period, eleven different teams won 
the English league. The most frequent champion, Manchester United, 
won five titles in the period. The second period was far more predictable: 
only five teams won the title, with United taking it thirteen times. Yet 
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during the first “equal” period, total annual attendance in the top division 
fell from an all-time high of 18 million in 1949 to only 15 million in 
1968 (and even that figure got a temporary boost from England winning 
the World Cup in 1966). During the second, “unequal” period, total at-
tendance rose from below 10 million to over 13 million, even though 
tickets became much more expensive and people had many more choices 
of how to spend their free time.

Anyone who dismisses the Premier League as “one of the most bor-
ing leagues in the world” (in the words of Kevin Keegan), a closed shop 
that shuts out smaller clubs from the lower divisions, has to explain why 
so many people now watch all levels of English league football. In the 
2009–2010 season, in the pits of recession, more than 30 million spec-
tators paid to see professional games in England, “a level not seen since 
well before the introduction of all seated stadia [in the early 1990s],” 
commented Dan Jones of Deloitte’s Sports Business Group. The Premier 
League pulled fans even though, as Keegan has noted, everyone knew 
the top finishers in advance. Yet more than half of those 30 million–plus 
spectators watched the Football League, the three divisions below the 
Premier League. In fact, the Football League that season drew its biggest 
crowds in fifty years. The clubs in the Championship, the second tier of 
English soccer, have supposedly been doomed to irrelevance by Man-
chester United and can only dream of one day clinging on at the bottom 
of the Premier League, yet their division in 2010–2011 was the fourth–
best attended league in Europe, ranked by total number of spectators.

The Premier League’s inequality coexists with rising crowds, revenues, 
and global interest, not least from North American businessmen schooled 
in American major league sports: notably, the Glazer family at United it-
self, Stan Kroenke at Arsenal, and John Henry at Liverpool. These people 
do not seem too worried about competitive balance in English soccer.

They have reasons to feel relaxed. The Premier League’s TV income 
is starting to catch up with the NFL’s. In the 1970s the NFL generated 
hundreds of millions of dollars annually when soccer in Europe was gen-
erating almost nothing. By 1980 the average NFL team still had nearly 
as much income a year as all the clubs in the English top division put to-
gether. In 2010–2011 the average Premier League team earned about $80 
million a year from TV, while its NFL counterpart did only slightly better 
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with $95.8 million. That’s pretty good given that England has about 265 
million fewer inhabitants than the US. Moreover, the gap between the 
two leagues has been closing fast, and before long the English might even 
pull ahead as they finally start making big money out of the global market. 
One day we might see English soccer chairmen buying NFL teams.

Some of English soccer’s critics have not digested these figures. When 
we pointed out to Platini at UEFA’s headquarters on Lake Geneva that 
English stadiums are full nowadays, he replied, “Not all. They’re full at 
the teams that win.” This argument is often made but flawed nonetheless. 
Whenever rows of empty seats appear at struggling teams like Blackburn, 
it is back-page news, and regarded as ominous for the Premier League as 
a whole. Yet it’s natural that some fans should desert disappointing teams 
in small towns (especially during a recession), while others flock to excit-
ing ones. Sunderland, Arsenal, Manchester United, and other clubs have 
built bigger stadiums and filled them. Not every English team has gained 
spectators since 1992–1993, but most have. All twenty clubs in the Premier 
League in 2011–2012 had a higher average attendance than in 1992–1993. 
If the team had been in the Premier League in 1992, the average increase 
was 48 percent; if it had risen from a lower division, the average increase 
was an even more handsome 93 percent. Even teams that were in the 
Premier League in ’92–’93 but not in ’11–’12 usually had higher atten-
dance—only Leeds United, Sheffield Wednesday, and Oldham Athletic 
lost spectators. The rising English tide had lifted almost every boat.

Admittedly, today’s large crowds don’t in themselves prove that domi-
nance attracts fans. After all, many other things have changed in England 
since the more equal 1949–1968 period. Crucially, the country’s stadiums 
have improved. However, the rising attendance rates do make it hard to 
believe that dominance in itself significantly undermines interest. Indeed, 
pretty much every soccer league in Europe exhibits more dominance than 
the American major leagues, yet fans still go.

why DaviD beat goliath

Strangely, it was the British fanzine When Saturday Comes that best ex-
pressed the joys of an unbalanced league. WSC is, in large part, the journal 
of small clubs. It publishes moving and funny pieces by fans of minnows 
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like Crewe or Swansea. Few of its readers have much sympathy with 
Manchester United (though some, inevitably, are United fans). Many of 
WSC’s writers have argued for a fairer league. Yet in September 2008 
Ian Plenderleith, a contributor living outside Washington, DC, argued 
in WSC that America’s MLS, in which “all teams started equal, with 
the same squad size, and the same amount of money to spread among 
its players’ wages,” was boring. The reason: “No truly memorable teams 
have the space to develop.” The “MLS is crying out for a couple of big, 
successful teams,” Plenderleith admitted. “Teams you can hate. Dynasties 
you really, really want to beat. Right now, as LA Galaxy coach Bruce 
Arena once memorably said: ‘It’s a crapshoot.’”

In short, the MLS lacks one of the joys of an unbalanced league: the 
David versus Goliath match. And one reason fans enjoy those encounters 
is that surprisingly often, given their respective budgets, the Davids win. 
The economist Jack Hirshleifer called this phenomenon “the paradox of 
power.” Imagine, he said, that there were two tribes, one large, one small. 
Each can devote its efforts to just two activities, farming and fighting. 
Each tribe produces its own food through farming, and steals the other 
tribe’s food through fighting. Which tribe will devote a larger share of its 
efforts to fighting?

The answer is the small tribe. The best way to understand this is to 
imagine that the small tribe is very small indeed. It would then have to 
devote almost all its limited resources to either fighting or farming. If it 
chose farming, it would be vulnerable to attack. Everything it produced 
could be stolen. On the other hand, if the tribe devoted all its resources 
to fighting, it would have at least a chance of stealing some resources. 
So Hirshleifer concludes—and proves with a mathematical model—that 
smaller competitors will tend to devote a greater share of resources to 
competitive activities.

He found many real-world examples of the paradox of power. He 
liked citing Vietnam’s defeat of the US, but one might also add the Af-
ghan resistance to the Soviet Union in the 1980s, the Dutch resistance 
to the Spanish in the sixteenth century, or the American resistance to the 
British in the Revolutionary War. In these cases the little guy actually 
defeated the big guy. In many other cases, the little guy was eventually 
defeated, but at much greater cost than might have been expected based 
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on physical resources (the Spartans at Thermopylae, the Afrikaners in the 
Boer War, the Texans at the Alamo).

In soccer as in war, the underdog tends to try harder. Big teams fight 
more big battles, and so each big contest weighs slightly less heavily than 
it does for their smaller rivals. Little teams understand that they may 
have few opportunities to compete at the highest level, and so they give 
it everything. They therefore probably win more often than you would 
predict based on ability alone.

nothing worse than new money

Fans enjoy unbalanced modern soccer. Yet the complaints about its im-
balance continue. The curious thing is that these complaints are relatively 
new, a product of the past fifteen or so years. Contrary to popular opin-
ion, soccer was unbalanced in the past, too, but before the 1990s fewer 
people complained.

It is a fantasy that Europe was ever a very balanced soccer continent. 
In smaller countries, clubs from the capital have tended to rule. The Ital-
ian league was always dominated by Juventus, Milan, and Inter, and the 
Spanish league by Barcelona and Real Madrid. By the 1980s Bayern Mu-
nich controlled the Bundesliga, and in the postwar era English soccer has 
mostly been dominated by Manchester United, Arsenal, and Liverpool. 
United’s thirteen titles in the twenty seasons through 2013 may sound 
boring, but Liverpool won ten in twenty between 1969 and 1988. Al-
most all other clubs are so firmly excluded from power that even very big 
Newcastle has not won the title since 1927. The imbalance in England 
as in all European leagues was reinforced by the European Cup (now the 
Champions League), which handed the dominant teams more money.

The old European Cup was seldom much fairer than the Champions 
League is now. We saw earlier in the book that only between 1970 and 
1981 did clubs from modest-size towns regularly win the trophy. Usually 
the cup went to the biggest provincial cities, or to Madrid. Even Platini 
admits, “For forty years it’s been the biggest clubs that won the Cham-
pions League; when I played, too. With or without homegrown players, 
it was Real Madrid, Liverpool, Manchester, Juventus who won. English 
clubs won the cup ten times in a row, I think. No? In the 1980s.”
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Oh, dear. Platini is not going to win any bar quizzes anytime soon. In 
fact, English clubs won six straight European Cups from 1977 through 
1982. But his point stands: inequality in European soccer is nothing new.

Platini smiles, thinking again of that English dominance in the 1980s: 
“It’s funny. There were no great debates then, saying, ‘We have to change 
everything.’ Today it’s the money that makes the difference.”

That is precisely the point. Today’s inequality in soccer bothers people 
not because it is unprecedented, but because it is more driven by money 
than it used to be. In the old days, a middling soccer team could suddenly 
enjoy years of dominance if it happened to hire an excellent manager who 
signed excellent players. That’s what happened in the 1970s to Liverpool 
under Bill Shankly, or to Nottingham Forest under Brian Clough. Today 
a middling team can suddenly enjoy years of dominance if it happens 
to be bought by a billionaire who hires an excellent manager who signs 
excellent players. That is what happened to Chelsea under Abramovich, 
and what may happen to Manchester City under Abu Dhabian rule. So 
inequality in soccer, as well as not being boring, is not even new. All 
that’s new is the money.

Many people tend to feel that inequality becomes unfair when it is 
bought with money. It disgusts them that Chelsea (or the New York 
Yankees) can sign the best players simply because it is a rich club. This is 
a moral argument. It’s a form of idealistic egalitarianism, which says that 
all teams should have more or less equal resources. This stance may be 
morally right (we cannot judge), but it is not a practical political agenda, 
and it probably doesn’t reflect what most soccer fans want. Spectators 
vote with their feet. It’s certainly not the case that millions of them are 
abandoning the Premier League because the money offends them. Based 
on the evidence of what they go to watch, they want to see the best 
players competing against each other. Many people will say they find 
Manchester United evil. Not many seem to find them boring.

CouCh Potatoes anD the struggle  
for worlD Domination

Sometime in the early 2000s, when Paul Tagliabue was NFL commis-
sioner, he told the team owners something like this: “You have to ask 
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yourself, ‘Do you want a potential fan base of 400 million or 4 billion 
in twenty or thirty years?’” His point was that if they wanted 4 billion, 
they’d have to find them abroad.

That was when the sporting struggle between the American and Brit-
ish empires finally got serious. The NBA had been trying to conquer the 
world since the 1980s, but at last the NFL plunged in, too. In recent 
seasons it has played games in London and Toronto, and that may be 
just a first step.

The market in sports fans is becoming more global. This means that 
a century-old model of fandom—the man who supports the hometown 
team he inherited from his father—is collapsing. The new globalized 
sports fan will happily snub his local domestic league. If you live in Lon-
don and you like football, you probably support an NFL team rather than 
some bunch of no-hopers playing on a converted rugby field a few miles 
from your house. Similarly, if you live in the US and like soccer, you are 
more likely to support Manchester United than your local MLS team, 
which in any case may be hundreds of miles from your house. Even in 
Argentina, with its great historic soccer clubs, people increasingly watch 
United on TV. That’s all the more true in the US, China, or Japan, coun-
tries whose soccer fans mostly came of age during the second wave of 
sporting globalization.

These people want to see the real thing. Global fans want global 
leagues. For most of them, that means the NBA, the NFL, or the Pre-
mier League. It was therefore wrong to imagine that Beckham could save 
American soccer by playing for the Galaxy. American soccer is alive and 
well and lying on the sofa watching Manchester United on NBC.

The Premier League is going to spread ever further, and the NFL will 
try to. This struggle won’t be fought to the death. There is room for them 
both. “I personally don’t know anybody who follows only one sport and 
nothing else,” Kirkwood, the NFL’s UK managing director, told us. “I 
don’t think it’s as competitive as it looks. We don’t have a vision of being 
a top-three sport in Britain. If you go into a big enough market, you can 
carve a niche. So you can be an Arsenal fan and a New York Giants fan.”

Some Arsenal fans have probably become Giants fans, but we suspect 
that a lot more Giants fans are becoming Arsenal fans. Long after the sun 
set on the British Empire, it is achieving a posthumous victory in sports.
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the Country that loves  
soCCer most

Which country loves soccer most?
This might sound like a matter of the heart that is hard to measure, 

but in fact the data exist. Loving soccer expresses itself in three main 
ways: playing the game, going to the stadium, and watching soccer on 
television. We have international figures for all three.

First, a caveat: not all the numbers are reliable. There are lies, damned 
lies, and statistics, and statistics from outside the Western world tend to 
be even worse. We will therefore limit our quest to Europe. Using a bit 
of judgment, by the end of the chapter we will be able to say with some 
confidence which European country cares most about the game.

Players: oh, to be a tiny islanD

In 2006 FIFA tried to count how many people in the world played soc-
cer. The “Big Count” came up with 265 million soccer players, more than 
90 percent of them males. Some were registered with proper clubs. The 
overwhelming majority, though, were “unregistered occasional players” 
who kicked around with friends on playgrounds and beaches and five-a-
side courts. The only way to find out whether these people played soccer 
was by asking them—or at least a tiny representative sample of them.

None of these obstacles put off FIFA. The organization is a bit vague 
about exactly how it got ahold of the figures, saying it used “the standard 
practice of a questionnaire as well as an online tool.” It also threw in 
its Big Count 2000, plus a UEFA survey and other “internal analyses,” 
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to “supplement missing data from associations and for plausibility pur-
poses.” Reading between the lines of the survey, it seems that more than a 
fifth of national FAs didn’t even bother to take part. The whole endeavor 
was “scientifically observed by Lamprecht & Stamm SFB AG, a social 
research company based [handily] in Zurich.”

Anyway, the most ambitious survey of soccer participation in history 
came up with a list of the most enthusiastic soccer-playing countries. 
China and the US were found to have the most players (26 million and 
24 million, respectively), but of course the key question is which coun-
tries had the largest proportion of their inhabitants playing. Figure 12.1 
shows FIFA’s list.

It’s striking how many of the most enthusiastic soccer players live 
on little islands where there presumably isn’t much else to do but play 
soccer and watch the waves roll in. The Faeroe Islands, Aruba, Barbados, 

Percentage of population 
Country that plays soccer
Costa Rica 27
Germany 20
Faeroe Islands 17
Guatemala 16
Chile 16
Paraguay 16
Aruba 15
Barbados 13
Vanuatu 13
Mali 12
Anguilla 12
Austria 12
Norway 12
Slovakia 11
Sweden 11
Bermuda 11
Iceland 11
Netherlands 11
Ireland 10
Cook Islands 10

FigUre 12.1. Most enthusiastic soccer-playing countries
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Vanuatu, Anguilla, Bermuda, Iceland, and the Cook Islands (combined 
population about 1 million) all make the top twenty.

FIFA’s list is interesting if true. Let’s take the case of Mali, tenth on 
the list. This is a vast unstable country with poor or nonexistent roads. It 
stretches much of the way across the Sahara. The average inhabitant has 
a daily income of about three dollars. Who worked out that 11 percent of 
the 12 million Malians play soccer?

Even the European figures are dubious. When the Mulier Instituut in 
the Netherlands set out to collate data on sports participation in the EU, 
it began its report with a series of caveats. Different countries use dif-
ferent methods to establish how many people play sports, it said. “Even 
within a single year, research conducted in one and the same country can 
result in significant differences in the recorded figures for sport participa-
tion for up to 40 percent.”

Still, when it comes to European countries at least, FIFA’s list prob-
ably has some value. That’s because Europe is an organized sort of conti-
nent where a high proportion of the people who play soccer are actually 
registered with a club. We have a good idea of how many registered soc-
cer players there are, because every one of them belongs to the country’s 
soccer federation. So the number of registered players in a European 
country is a fair indicator of the total of all its soccer players. By way of 
reality check, let’s see whether the European countries on FIFA’s overall 
list of most enthusiastic players had a lot of registered soccer players, too.

It turns out that Germany, Holland, Austria, and Sweden—all in the 
top twenty of most enthusiastic soccer countries per capita—also fig-
ured in FIFA’s top twenty countries with the most registered players. 
Furthermore, Slovakia was in the top twenty countries with the most 
registered male players, even though it has only 5.4 million inhabitants. 
In the Faeroes, Norway, and Ireland, also on FIFA’s list of enthusiastic 
countries, a mammoth 10 percent or so of the population were registered 
players. Of the most enthusiastic European countries identified by FIFA, 
only Iceland lagged a bit in registration: just 7 percent of Icelanders were 
registered players. However, as we’ll see, Iceland—with artificial mini-
pitches at most of its schools, and indoor arenas all over the place—now 
seems to harbor an unusually high amount of casual kick-around soccer.
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So it seems that the European countries in FIFA’s top twenty per 
capita might really play a lot of soccer. Without treating the Big Count as 
gospel, let’s give those nine European countries on FIFA’s list a little star 
each, and continue our quest to find the most enthusiastic of them all.

sPeCtators: great horDes of PeoPle  
not going to soCCer matChes

Playing is one way of expressing a love of soccer. Going to watch matches 
is another.

When you think of packed soccer stadiums, you think of England. 
Visually, soccer crowds are one of the things that the English do best. 
And everyone knows that the Premier League has the biggest crowds in 
the world.

Well, the second-biggest crowds, anyway. The average attendance in 
the Premier League in 2012–2013 (the season for which we have com-
pared attendances around Europe) was 35,921. That was nearly 7,000 
fewer than went to see the average Bundesliga game that same year.

This fact comes from a weirdly addictive statistics website. The best 
thing about European-football-statistics.co.uk is its collection of average 
attendance rates for almost every soccer league in Europe. These stats 
give surprising insights into fandom and help reveal which European 
country is maddest about the game.

The first thing you notice on the website is how much attendance 
figures fluctuate over time. The data on the site go back decades. Back in 
the 1980s, when Italian stadiums were as safe as family restaurants and 
Serie A was the world’s best league, Italians watched far more soccer 
than the English. In the 1984–1985 season the average crowd in Serie A 
was 38,872. Meanwhile, in the English first division in that year of the 
Heysel disaster and the fatal fire at Bradford City, only 21,080 braved the 
average league match.

How times change. By the 2012–2013 season, Serie A and the Pre-
mier League had pretty much changed places: the average Italian game 
drew only 23,234 people, a good 12,000 fewer than the Premier League.

Many other European leagues also have sharp trends in attendance 
over time, further evidence that fans behave much more like consumers 
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than like addicts. French, German, and Dutch attendance rates have 
soared since the 1990s. In eastern Europe, by contrast, we see what 
Brian Clough once called the great hordes of people not going to soc-
cer matches. These empty stadiums are a post-communist phenomenon. 
Back in 1989, Nicolae Ceauşescu’s last year in power, the average crowd 
at a Romanian first-division match was officially 17,000, nearly as many 
as in England at the time. In 2012–2013 it was just 5,184.

The least popular league in Europe was Estonia’s, with an average 
attendance in the country’s top division of 215 (presumably not so hard 
to count). And even given that Russian men are dying at such a startling 
rate, it’s disappointing that only 13,180 on average bothered to turn up 
to Premier League matches there. The English Championship, the level 
below the Premier League (average: 17,488), was more popular, and in 
fact outdrew every league in Europe east of Germany. The English and 
Germans are the only Europeans who go to watch mediocre soccer in 
numbers.

However, as a friend of ours in Moscow once advised, “Never believe 
any Russian statistic.” Paul in ‘t Hout, longtime boss of European-foot-
ball-statistics.co.uk, told us he doubted the stats for certain eastern Euro-
pean countries. He got particularly suspicious when the official attendance 
for a game was reported as a round number—3,000, for instance—as 
opposed to a precise one, like 3,142. He e-mailed: “In some leagues I 
found figures for one game of for example 2,000 and 5,000.” His doubts 
recall Benford’s Law, a theory about the frequency with which digits will 
appear in data. One implication of this law is that datasets with lots of 
zeroes at the end often turn out to be fraudulent.

The western European data on attendances tend to be more reliable. 
Even there, though, there are doubts. In England, is the attendance the 
number of people who actually went to the game or the number who held 
tickets for it? After all, many season-ticket holders skip some matches. At 
a small club at the end of a disappointing season, they might have trouble 
passing on their tickets. In countries such as Italy, ticket sellers have been 
known to wave through hundreds of scary-looking away fans without 
anyone paying. Some turnstile attendants might slip the odd bribe into 
their pockets and click somebody through, or let in friends for free. Clubs 
in some countries might report a lower attendance number than the real 
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figure, to reduce the tax they pay on their ticket income. Anyway, there’s 
often nobody assiduously counting butts in seats.

Still, the figures on European-football-statistics.co.uk do tell us some-
thing. Most of them are not made up. Especially in western Europe, they 
probably correlate to a large degree with the number of people who ac-
tually went to games. And we can accept the general finding that eastern 
European crowds are low. A glance at the pictures on TV tells us that. 
Admittedly, we can’t make a precise ranking of average crowds in all Eu-
ropean countries, but we can identify a few countries where attendance at 
soccer seems to be particularly high as a share of their populations.

The way to identify these hot spots is first to count the combined 
average crowds for the main professional divisions in each country. Let’s 
start with the largest European countries, which typically have three se-
rious divisions each. England has four, but so as to compare it to France, 
Germany, Italy, and Spain, we will analyze only its top three divisions.

The sixty-eight English league clubs in those three divisions averaged 
about 1.29 million spectators between them in 2012–2013. (The clubs 
in League Two, the English fourth tier, averaged an additional 105,000 
combined, too few to make much difference to the national total.) That 
is, over two normal match days, in which every club played at home at 
least once, you would expect 1.29 million people to show up in England’s 
top three divisions. That is by no means a precise figure, but it is probably 
a decent indication.

We then divided that spectator average by the country’s population. 
England has 53 million inhabitants; 1.29 divided by 53 = 0.024. That 
means that the total combined spectator average of English clubs equaled 
2.4 percent of the English population.

It turns out the English were the most enthusiastic stadium-goers of 
all the large European countries. Figure 12.2 shows the (very rough) stats 
for the top three divisions of each big country.

Spain has experienced a sharp fall since 2007–2008, when we last cal-
culated these numbers. Probably because of the recession, its percentage 
dropped from 1.9 percent then to 1.5 percent today. Spain’s average in 
both cases included only the top two divisions—all that European-foot-
ball-statistics.co.uk had. However, in the other large countries the crowds 
for the third division added only between 0.1 and 0.2 percentage points 
to the national total.
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So far the English have lived up to their reputation as great consum-
ers (if not players) of soccer. But when we compare them to the smaller 
western European nations, their spectating becomes less spectacular. The 
Scots, for one, are much more eager watchers of soccer. Celtic and Rang-
ers between them drew average crowds of over 92,000 in 2012–2013. 
That’s not bad in a nation of 5.3 million, particularly in a season when 
Rangers were playing in the third division. In the typical fortnight that 
year, a combined total of 1.7 percent of Scots watched either Celtic or 
Rangers play at home. The two most watched clubs in England, Man-
chester United and Arsenal, would need home crowds of 450,000 each to 
draw the same proportion of the English population. You might even say 
that the English are somewhat lackluster fans, given that they have the 
best teams on earth playing on their doorsteps. On the other hand, they 
also have to pay the highest ticket prices on earth.

The Scots are among the European spectating elite, if not at the very 
top. Figure 12.3 shows the European countries whose inhabitants, ac-
cording to European-football-statistics.co.uk, were most inclined to 
watch professional soccer in 2012–2013.

For Scotland, Norway, and the Netherlands, we counted attendance 
figures in the top two divisions; for even smaller Cyprus, Iceland, and the 
Faeroes, only the top one. All twelve clubs in the Icelandic top division 

Country Total spectator average as percentage of population
England 2.4
Spain 1.5
Germany 1.5
Italy 1.0
France 0.9

FigUre 12.2. Total spectator average as percentage of population, part 1

Country Total spectator average as percentage of population
Faeroes 
Iceland 4.0
Scotland 3.8

Norway 2.6
Cyprus 3.6

10.0

Netherlands 2.5

           FigUre 12.3. Total spectator average as percentage of population, part 2
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put together had a total average attendance of just 12,684 in 2013, a bit 
less than the San Jose Earthquakes all by themselves. However, that was 
pretty good for a country of about 320,000 people who had just deci-
mated their own economy by buying up half the world’s toxic assets.

But even among these high-flying countries, one stands out: the 
freezing windswept Faeroe Islands of the north Atlantic. The Faeroes’ 
ten first-division clubs, staffed mostly by men who work in fishing or 
whaling, have combined average home crowds of 5,070 people. That fig-
ure may not sound mammoth, but it amounts to a whopping 10 percent 
of the Faeroes’ population. By tradition, the crowd invades the artificial 
pitch at halftime and after the game.

International games draw about 5,000 people to the national stadium 
(which handily houses a bed-and-breakfast). However, Virgar Hvidbro, 
general secretary of the Faeroe Islands Football Association, recalls 8,000 
cramming in for a game against Malta in the good old days when regula-
tions were less strict. A rare foreign observer of Faeroese soccer, the Brit-
ish photographer Andrew Tobin explains: “Watching the local team is 
one of the main activities available in the small towns which, while often 
very picturesque, lack many other forms of entertainment.” According to 
Tobin, many Faeroese introduce themselves first with their own name, 
and second with the name of the English club they support.

When it comes to watching live soccer, no other country in Europe 
even comes close to the Faeroes. We’ve already seen that 17 percent of 
the islanders played the game in 2006. These fishing folk sure do like 
their soccer. “The importance of football to the Faeroes is almost the 
same as it is for the Brazilians,” says prime minister Kaj Leo Johannesen, 
who is of course a former international soccer goalkeeper.

It would be silly to treat the attendance figures for these top six na-
tions as exact to the decimal point. On the other hand, these are countries 
that tend to produce fairly reliable statistics. Norway and the Netherlands 
are wealthy and hyperorganized. Iceland was wealthy until it discovered 
toxic assets and remains hyperorganized. The Faeroes are fairly well off, 
and those 5,070 spectators can’t be very difficult to count. Scottish soccer 
has some modern stadiums and voracious marketing officials, who keep 
elaborate electronic databases of their supporters. They have a pretty good 
idea of how many come to matches. In ‘t Hout told us that he considered 
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the Norwegian, Icelandic, and Scottish attendance data quite reliable, be-
cause they were reported as exact figures—3,921 or 5,812 spectators. He 
was more suspicious of Cyprus, where (as in eastern Europe) the figures 
were reported as round numbers like 2,000 or 9,000.

Still, we can say with some confidence that all these top six nations 
love going to watch soccer. Their position at the top of these rankings 
is not a one-shot deal. When we did this exercise in 2008, Cyprus, Ice-
land, Scotland, and Norway were all in the top four (the website had no 
attendance figures for the Faeroes back then). People in these countries 
watch in astonishing numbers, given how poor their leagues are. To 
quote Nick Hornby, marveling at the thousands of people who watch 
even the most pathetic English clubs, “Why, really, should anyone have 
gone at all?”

In the case of Norway in particular, it should be noted that Nor-
wegians don’t just go to watch their own soccer. They go and watch 
England’s, too. Obsession with English soccer is now almost a human 
universal—South African cabinet meetings have occasionally been inter-
rupted by quarrels over the previous night’s English games—but Norway 
got there first. On Saturday, November 29, 1969, decades before the 
Premier League hatched its secret plans for world domination, Nor-
wegian TV broadcast its first-ever live English soccer match: Wolves 
1, Sunderland 0. Naturally, the nation was hooked. The Saturday game 
from England fast became an institution. “The most important thing 
in Norway when it comes to affection for soccer is the Saturday TV 
games,” says Andreas Selliaas, who works for Norsk Tipping, the Nor-
wegian national lottery. “My father supports Leyton Orient. Why?”

Orient isn’t even the worst of it. Tiny British neighborhood teams 
like Barnet and Rushden and Diamonds have Norwegian fan clubs (King 
Harald is an honorary member of the Spurs supporters’ club). Then there 
are the planeloads of Norwegians who commute to Old Trafford. Ac-
cording to the British national tourist agency VisitBritain, 80,000 Nor-
wegians came to see a soccer match in Britain in 2011, more than any 
other visiting nationality except the Irish. And while doing all this, the 
Norwegians still find time to lead the world at winter sports.

Norway and the other five leading spectating countries each get a star 
in our quest to find Europe’s most enthusiastic soccer nation. Four of the 
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top six—Faeroes, Norway, Iceland, and the Netherlands—also appeared 
in our very cautious list of the countries that played the most soccer. 
The Faeroes were ahead of their nearest rivals in both categories, so they 
currently lead the European pack. But the Norwegians, Icelanders, and 
Dutch also enter the final round of our contest with two stars each.

nations of CouCh Potatoes:  
the most PoPular tv Programs in history

In our quest to establish which country cares most about soccer, one sta-
tistic towers over all the others: TV viewing figures. After all, relatively 
few people actually play soccer—seldom more than 10 percent of a coun-
try’s inhabitants—and even fewer watch it in stadiums. In any case, we 
have seen the flaws in the data for playing and spectating. But we do 
have good figures for the most popular way to consume soccer: watching 
World Cups and European championships on TV. Viewing figures are 
the final piece of evidence to assess before we can name the most soc-
cer-mad country in Europe.

TV ratings have plunged over the past thirty-odd years. Once upon 
a time only the BBC broadcast in Britain, and so every program the 
BBC aired had a market share of 100 percent of viewers. Then television 
expanded: first came other free channels like ITV and Channel Four, 
and later satellite and broadband cable. Audiences in all rich countries 
splintered among the different channels. The share that any one show 
could command slumped. In the US, for instance, thirty-six of the top 
forty-five shows ever aired were shown before 1990. No longer does the 
whole family sit down together to watch M*A*S*H or Cheers. But here’s 
the thing: all the top nine American programs from 1990 through 2008 
were sports events. Seven were Super Bowls, and the other two were la-
dies’ figure skating events from the 1994 Winter Olympics, which people 
watched largely because they knew that one American skater had paid 
someone to hobble her rival on the national team. Only sports could still 
unite Americans on the sofa.

It is the same in Germany, where seven out of the eight highest-rated 
programs from the start of TV viewing data through 2008 involved the 
German soccer team playing in a major tournament. In Britain only the 
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1966 World Cup final and the 1970 FA Cup final replay between Leeds 
and Chelsea made the top ten. Still, here too big soccer tournaments pro-
vide some of the communal glue once supplied by trade unions, churches, 
and royal weddings. Possibly the best chance English people get to bond 
with each other nowadays, unless they are weeping over the passing of 
a royal or a reality-TV star, is during a World Cup. Big soccer matches 
have that sort of unifying role in most European countries.

Before we can work out which country watches the most interna-
tional soccer on TV, we need to separate the reliable viewing data from 
the false ones. Organizations like FIFA and the International Olympic 
Committee report the highest numbers they can. The more TV view-
ers an event attracts, the more advertising will flow to the event, and 
the more broadcasters will pay to screen it. Hence the improbable tallies 
that organizers sometimes cite for their events. According to FIFA, a 
cool 715 million people watched the World Cup final in 2006. Even this 
claim looks modest compared to the 1.5 billion who supposedly saw the 
opening ceremony of the Commonwealth Games in Melbourne in 2006. 
What to believe?

This is where Kevin Alavy comes in. Alavy is managing director of 
the Futures Sport + Entertainment consultancy. His job is to sit in Lon-
don working out how many people really watch different sporting events, 
though in fact he is far more charming than that description implies. This 
is how he defines his work: “Very simply, are these sports events worth 
the massive investment that they typically cost, and how can my clients 
get even more value from their association with sport?”

Alavy can both explain how the inflated numbers were invented and 
give advertisers (and some of the rights holders) the more reliable esti-
mates they need. He also extracts trends from the mountains of broad-
casting data that exist nowadays. For this book, he gave us some insight 
into the data he has been gathering on World Cups and European cham-
pionships since 1998. Using it, we can identify the most fanatical soccer 
nation in Europe.

Around the world, TV data are extrapolated from the viewing habits 
of a sample of the population—in the US, about 10,000 people. Individ-
uals used to get paid a small fee to keep a diary of their TV consumption. 
Then came the “people meter”: a little electronic box attached to a TV set 
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that allows each person in a household to indicate when they are watch-
ing. Invented in Britain, the people meter is now used in most wealthy 
countries to measure viewing. Alavy calls it “the gold standard of global 
media research.”

To see how people-meter data differ from the inflated data, consider 
the Super Bowl. It is indisputably the most watched event in the US. The 
ten Super Bowls through 2008 were the ten most watched American TV 
programs of that decade. But exactly how watched were they? Figures of 
750 million to 1 billion global viewers per game are cited. Instead, using 
the people-meter data, Alavy puts a typical Super Bowl’s average live 
audience in those years at about 100 million viewers, or about one-third 
of all Americans excluding the under-five set. (That is a mammoth figure, 
except when compared to the viewing figures for big soccer games. For 
instance, six matches at Euro 2004 drew a larger live global audience than 
that year’s Super Bowl.) The inflated figure of “750 million to 1 billion” 
is not an outright lie. Rather, it is a reasonable guess as to the number 
of people in the world who could have watched the Super Bowl on TV 
because they subscribe to the right channels.

Using the people meter, Alavy has collected verifiable viewing figures 
for sports in fifty-four countries. Thirty-one of the countries on his list 
are in Europe, twelve in Asia, ten in the Americas, and only one (South 
Africa) in Africa, a continent where there is almost no serious measure-
ment of viewing habits. Many poorer countries still use diaries rather 
than people meters. Even so, for thirty-three of Alavy’s fifty-four coun-
tries, we have figures for at least four of the six major soccer tournaments 
covered from the World Cup of 1998 through Euro 2008.

The viewing figure Alavy uses for any given game or event is the “av-
erage program audience.” That is the average number of viewers during 
the entire event, rather than the peak figure, which would typically be one 
and a half times higher, or the “reach,” which includes anyone who caught 
at least three minutes. The average audience for many TV programs is 
frighteningly low. In fact, Alavy estimates that on current trends, over a 
quarter of sports programs around the world are now watched by nobody. 
That is, they have no measurable audience.

Happily, big international soccer tournaments are watched by many 
people, and not only by men. Forty percent of the global audience for 
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Euro 2004 was female, for instance. It’s precisely the long-term rise in 
female viewers that has made televised soccer more popular than ever 
before. Almost any game at a World Cup and many in the European 
Championship nowadays will beat the magic mark of 100 million global 
viewers. Hardly anything else on television can match that, not even 
iconic events like the Oscars or Barack Obama’s inauguration or Princess 
Diana’s funeral, says Alavy.

He reports the viewing figure for any game at these tournaments as a 
percentage of all the people in each country who live in households with 
TV sets. In most European nations almost every household has owned a 
set since the 1970s. However, that is not true in less developed nations. 
Only about a quarter of India’s population of 1.2 billion, for instance, 
lived in households with TVs in 2008.

Alavy’s collection is a treasure chest: thousands of TV ratings cov-
ering hundreds of games between national teams screened in fifty-four 
countries since 1998. But there is an obvious problem: Germans probably 
watch a lot of games involving Germany, and Germany has a pretty good 
record; how to compare the viewing figures of the successful Germans 
with the not-quite-so-successful English? Indeed, how to compare Ger-
man viewing of Euro 2008, where their team made the final, to viewing 
by the English, whose team didn’t even qualify? Or to cite another com-
plication: a casual fan who watches only his own national team is surely 
not to be compared to the fanatic who glues herself to the sofa for every 
match of the tournament. Going one step further, viewers in Malaysia 
or Colombia who follow the Euro must surely be considered to have 
reached the acme of perfection in fandom.

There are other problems. The World Cup in Japan and Korea had 
disastrous TV ratings in Europe, because most games were played in the 
European late morning or at lunchtime. That is why FIFA was so eager 
to keep the World Cup of 2010 in South Africa despite all the problems 
there: Johannesburg is usually on the same time as central Europe, mak-
ing it ideal for European viewers. It’s less convenient for Americans. In 
all the agonizing over the refusal of Americans to watch soccer on TV 
(as opposed to playing it, which American children do in great numbers), 
an obvious but overlooked explanation is that most of the best games are 
played in Europe at times when most Americans are working. In 2014, 
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for the first time in twenty years, Americans will have a World Cup more 
or less in their own time zones (but even then most kickoff times have 
been scheduled to suit Europeans).

We also need to control for the significance of each match. Obviously 
the final will draw more viewers than a group match, but how many 
more?

In short, no two of our thousands of ratings are strictly comparable. 
Happily, there is a way to control for the differences, and so to strip down 
to the essence of TV fandom. We can expect viewing levels in every 
country to rise for the final of a tournament. We can also expect an uplift 
when the country’s own national team plays, or when a game is shown in 
prime time. We need to wheel out the technique of multiple regression. 
Quite simply, multiple regression is a mathematical formula (first identi-
fied by the mathematician Carl Friedrich Gauss in 1801) for finding the 
closest statistical fit between one thing (in this case TV viewing figures) 
and any other collection of things (time of match, who is playing, and so 
forth). The idea is beautifully simple. The problem used to be the endless 
amount of computation required to find the closest fit. Luckily, modern 
computers have reduced this process to the press of a button (just look up 
“regression” on your spreadsheet package).

When you have many observations—like the thousands we have 
here—the regression technique is extremely powerful. Not only does it 
give you a precise figure for the influence of one factor on another, but it 
can also tell you how reliable that statistical estimate is. For example, the 
regression can show that playing a game in prime time will add, say, 4 
percent to the size of the audience, and it can also say that the probability 
that this estimate is mistaken is less than 1 percent.

Running a regression will allow us to isolate each contributory fac-
tor—such as kickoff time—and measure its impact on attendance. Not 
only will this tell us a great deal about what attracts viewers to televised 
soccer, but the final figure we are left with after these regressions consists 
of two parts. One part is what is called a “random error”: that which we 
cannot explain because we know too little about what happened on the 
day. The other part, though, is a “fixed effect”: an estimate of the viewing 
share that a soccer match will achieve in a given country, stripped of 
all other characteristics like kickoff time, identity of teams, stage in the 
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tournament, and so on. The fixed effect is what we are after. The size of 
the fixed effect in each country will tell us how eager that country is to 
watch international soccer on TV.

The method works like this: our data show that the fixed effect for the 
UK is 6.98. This means that just under 7 percent of all British households 
with TV sets will watch a World Cup or European championship game, 
regardless of its characteristics. Seven percent is the proportion of Brits 
that we can expect to have watched, say, Tunisia versus Saudi Arabia at 
the World Cup of 2006. However, if the game is played in the middle 
of prime time (meaning a kickoff between 7 and 8:45 p.m.), the total 
of British viewers rises by about 4.3 percent. If the game is a semifinal, 
viewing goes up an additional 5.6 percent.

So our regressions would lead us to estimate the British audience for 
each World Cup semifinal in 2006 at 16.9 percent: the core audience of 
7 percent would have risen by 4.3 percent because each game kicked off 
in prime time, and by an additional 5.6 percent because it was a semifinal. 
The actual viewing figures for each game were within 2 percentage points 
of our estimates.

By no means perfect, but over the hundreds of games seen in fif-
ty-four countries, the errors are relatively small. The average rating figure 
for each game taken across all fifty-four countries is 8.6 percent. Again: 
that is the proportion of households with TV sets that watched the game. 
For more than three-quarters of our estimates, the error was smaller than 
half this number. So while we cannot place too much weight on any sin-
gle estimate for a particular match seen in a specific country, overall the 
regression summarizes the data pretty well. The regression captures just 
over two-thirds of the variation in viewing figures. The remaining third 
of the variation is due to unexplained random factors.

Before we ask which countries are the biggest soccer couch potatoes, 
let’s pick apart the other regression effects for what they tell us about 
fandom. We found that only two time-of-day effects mattered: games 
played during “sleep time” (midnight to 5:40 a.m.) reduced the average 
audience by 3.6 percentage points, while prime time added about 4 per-
centage points depending on the exact time.

The significance of a match was crucial. In the group stages, if one or 
both teams playing in the third match were already knocked out, the TV 
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rating fell. If both teams were out, the game lost 4.7 percentage points of 
its rating—a giant loss, since a rating of 4.7 percent is usually enough to 
keep a series on TV in the first place.

Yet when one or both teams in a third group game had nothing much 
to play for because they had already qualified for the next round, viewing 
figures barely fell. Soccer is soap opera. We watch it because of the story 
that unfolds after the game, not just because of the game itself. As long 
as a team is still in the tournament, its story continues.

Viewing figures rise steadily for each round of a tournament. The 
World Cup’s round of sixteen adds 1.4 percent to the audience, while 
quarterfinals add 2.5 percent, semifinals 5.6 percent, and the final itself 
10.1 percent. Even the match for third place, often mocked as meaning-
less, raises audiences by 4.9 percent—only slightly less than the semifinal 
effect. UEFA dropped the third-place playoff from the European Cham-
pionship in 1984 because the game was thought to be boring. Perhaps 
UEFA should reconsider.

Besides time and significance of the match, a third effect sometimes 
matters: who is playing. Brazil is everybody’s “second team.” Despite get-
ting duller since 1970, the team continued to command a viewing pre-
mium of 2.2 percent whenever it played. Weirdly, only one other national 
team consistently enhanced viewing figures across all fifty-four nations in 
Alavy’s database: not Italy or Holland or Argentina but, yes, England. Its 
games boosted global TV ratings by 1.4 percent.

To sum up, imagine a World Cup final played in mid–prime time 
between England and Brazil. This would add 10.1 (the final effect) + 
4 (prime-time effect) + 1.4 (England effect) + 2.2 (Brazil effect) = 17.7 
percent to average viewership expected in any country.

There is one last factor to consider: nationalism. Its effect is enormous. 
For any game, for any country, broadcasting the national team added an 
average of 17.9 percent to the audience. It appears that for the average 
person on earth, simply watching his own national team in a humdrum 
group match is more attractive than watching England versus Brazil in 
the World Cup final. People who love soccer are vastly outnumbered by 
nationalists who tune in only for “our boys.”

If England did play Brazil in a World Cup final in prime time, how 
many Britons would watch? Our model would predict 7 percent (the core 
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audience) + 17.9 (the nationalist effect) + 16.3 (the prime time, final, 
and “Brazil” effects) = 41.2 percent. That would equal about 25 million 
viewers. In fact, this is almost certainly an underestimate, partly because 
it wouldn’t count the people watching in pubs and other public places. 
Predictions about events that are both extremely rare and important are 
inevitably subject to wide margins of error. The same problem afflicts 
forecasting in financial markets: no statistical model can accurately 
predict a meltdown of the stock market like the one that happened in 
2008. We have a good idea of how regular “small” factors like the time of 
day will affect viewing figures. We are much less precise about the effect 
of big one-shot deals like the country’s own national team playing a final.

Now we can finally open the last door: After correcting for all inci-
dental factors, which country has the highest TV ratings for World Cups 
and European championships?

Core TV viewing rating for soccer as 
Team percentage of households with TV sets
Croatia 12.4
Norway 11.9
Netherlands 11.5
Uruguay 10.7
Denmark 9.1
Serbia 9.0
Ecuador 9.0
Brazil 8.8
Korea 8.7
Sweden 8.6
Germany 8.6
Hungary 7.9
Italy 7.8
Argentina 7.4
Indonesia 7.3
Singapore 7.1
Romania 7.1
UK 7.0
Lebanon 7.0

FigUre 12.4. The biggest soccer couch potatoes
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And the winner is: Croatia! Alavy notes that Croat passion goes be-
yond soccer. “They also have very high ratings in other major sporting 
events,” he says. For instance, when Croatia and Spain met in the world 
handball final in 2005, average ratings in Croatia were nearly four times 
higher than in Spain. This enthusiasm may stem from having recently 
fought for independence in a nationalist war, or it may just be because 
Croatia has very good sports teams.

The other European countries that watch the most international soc-
cer—the Norwegians, Dutch, Danes, and Serbs—also have relatively 
small populations and relatively big soccer reputations. Quite likely, small 
nations score high in our rankings because they tend to be more interested 
in what is going on outside their borders than big nations like France or 
Mexico. Alavy notes, “To have high average ratings, it’s all about having 
a high tendency to watch when your local heroes are not playing.”

Britain, for all its claims of soccer obsession, is stuck in what Alavy 
calls “a kind of midtable mediocrity,” sandwiched in eighteenth place 
between Romania and Lebanon. Germany has the most eager couch 
potatoes among Europe’s big countries. Eleventh in the table, the Ger-
mans would be even higher but for their new custom of “Public View-
ing,” as they call it in their impenetrable language. Since 2006, they have 
taken to watching games in huge crowds on big screens outside. About 
12 million Germans are estimated to have chosen this method to watch 
their team lose to Italy in that year’s World Cup semifinal. The figure 
was particularly impressive given that the 30 million other Germans who 
watched at home were by themselves the country’s largest-ever TV audi-
ence up to that point. During Euro 2008, the “Fan Mile” by the Bran-
denburg Gate in Berlin had to be closed nearly three hours before the 
final because it was already packed with nearly half a million singing and 
dancing “public viewers.” Yet these people do not show up in Germany’s 
people-meter data.

Generally, European countries dominate at the top of Alavy’s table. 
Partly this is because most World Cup games are played at times de-
signed to suit them. There is a vicious (or virtuous) cycle here: because 
Europe has high viewing figures for soccer, World Cups are often held 
in Europe, and so European teams do well, and so European viewing fig-
ures are high. Only as Asians become richer and more enthusiastic about 
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soccer might this change. Chinese prime time could be a very lucrative 
market one day.

The Asian figures in our table need a pinch of salt. The Korean figures 
are for 2002 to 2008, so they benefited from the “halo effect” created 
by South Korea’s run to the semifinal in 2002. Moreover, in Korea and 
Indonesia the World Cup is hard to escape because it is often shown 
“wall-to-wall” on several channels simultaneously. By contrast, Singapore 
scores high partly because only the best World Cup matches are shown 
there—and partly because Singaporeans love betting on soccer the way 
other people love soccer.

Figure 12.5 shows Alavy’s least enthusiastic nations.
The Taiwanese must really not like soccer. Of course, even they can-

not achieve a negative rating in practice, but our data combine the actual 
viewing figures with the specific characteristics of each game (time of 
day, group match, and so forth) to produce a final figure. In real life the 
Taiwanese numbers did not come out far from zero. Nor did the ratings 
for the US and India, though viewing rose sharply in both countries for 
the World Cup of 2010. An oddity of the US is that it is the only country 
where the nominal national team often does not draw the highest rat-
ings. At the World Cup of 2006, viewers there preferred watching Brazil, 
Italy, and Mexico. For many people living in the US, of course, these are 
their true “home” teams.

Core TV viewing rating for soccer 
Team as percentage of households with TV sets
Australia 2.7
New Zealand 2.5
Ukraine 2.1
Mexico 2.0
Lithuania 1.8
Canada 1.7
Latvia 1.6
India 1.2
US 0.6
Taiwan –0.8

FigUre 12.5. Least-enthusiastic nations
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Americans, Indians, and Taiwanese at least have an excuse for not 
watching soccer: they prefer other sports. The nations that stand out 
among Alavy’s least enthusiastic are Mexico and Ukraine, which both 
have respectable traditions in soccer. Indeed, several other countries that 
don’t care much—Spain, Portugal, and France—have some of the best 
soccer teams on earth. Alavy notes that Spanish audiences for interna-
tional sports have traditionally tended to be relatively low, perhaps be-
cause of the country’s regional divides. Many Basques, for instance, did 
not want to follow a Spanish “national” team. That is now changing: 
Spanish viewing figures shot up during Euro 2008 even before Spain 
reached the final, and then again, for obvious reasons, at the World Cup 
of 2010.

The problem, in terms of our quest for Europe’s most soccer-crazy 
nation, is that Alavy didn’t have TV viewing figures for two of our con-
tenders, Iceland and the Faeroe Islands. It may be that the entire popu-
lation of both countries watches every game of every international soccer 
tournament, even the goalless tie between Bolivia and South Korea in 
the World Cup of 1994, but he just doesn’t know. We checked with 
some high-powered Faeroes television executives (the place has had TV 
since the early 1980s), and even they don’t have any viewing figures. 
“The islands pretty much sit down for World Cup and European finals,” 
Hvidbro of the Faeroes FA assured us. However, in the absence of hard 
numbers we have to rule the islanders out of our quest. They can content 
themselves with a very honorable mention.

Iceland is a different matter. It introduced people meters only in 2007, 
and anyway is too small a market for Futures Sport + Entertainment to 
have bothered to track its viewing habits. But we went and found some 
Icelandic figures. FIFA produced an unprecedentedly rigorous report on 
worldwide viewing of the 2010 World Cup. The report, written by the 
research consultancy KantarSport, drew on well-sourced viewing figures 
from national TV stations around the world. Again, we’ll just look at 
the European figures. The key number, for us, is the average TV ratings 
for live matches—i.e., the percentage of the possible total audience that 
watched the average match. The leading European countries as ranked by 
KantarSport and FIFA are shown in Figure 12.6.
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Iceland’s first place is impressive given that the country’s TV broadcast 
250 hours of live matches from South Africa, more than twice as much as 
Norwegian TV, and 90 hours more than Dutch TV. Icelanders did partic-
ularly well to outwatch the Dutch, given that they themselves didn’t have 
a dog in the fight whereas Holland went all the way to the final.

the Country that bought west ham

Iceland, the land of fish, volcanoes, and endless winters, is officially Eu-
rope’s kookiest nation about soccer.

Just to recap: here is how it won our award. In our first category, 
playing soccer, Germany and the Faeroes scored highest in Europe, at 
least according to FIFA. Austria, Norway, Slovakia, Sweden, Iceland, 
Holland, and Ireland followed at some distance.

Of these enthusiastic playing countries, the most enthusiastic about 
spectating were the Faeroes, with Iceland a distant second. Somewhat 
further behind, the Dutch and Norwegians also went to lots of games, as 
did the Scots and Cypriots.

So our third category, TV viewing, had to provide the decider be-
tween the front-runners: the Faeroes, Norway, the Netherlands, and 

FigUre 12.6. Viewing of World Cup 2010 (European countries only)

      Country                               Average live TV rating   
                                   (as percentage of possible in-home audience)

 Iceland 18.8
 Netherlands 16.1
 Germany 12.4
 Serbia 11.1
 Croatia 10.8
 Montenegro   9.7
 Norway   9.7
 Switzerland   9.6
 United Kingdom    9.0
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Iceland. Norway and Holland registered among the Continent’s lead-
ing couch potatoes as compiled by Kevin Alavy, alongside Denmark and 
Croatia. (In the previous edition of this book, when we didn’t yet have 
viewing figures for Iceland, we named Norway as the most soccer-loving 
country in Europe.)

There are no TV data for the Faeroes. But Iceland’s viewing of the 
2010 World Cup blew away even the Dutch and Norwegians. Given that 
the Icelanders also led these two nations in going to the stadium, they 
clearly have an unhealthy obsession with soccer.

In some ways, Iceland’s story is very like Norway’s or the Faeroes’. 
Iceland too is a social democracy, whose government does its best to give 
all inhabitants the chance to play sport. It’s also a cold country, with long 
winters, which Icelanders tend to spend hunkered down inside, either 
working hard or drinking hard while they wait for the summer partying 
season. What to do while hibernating? Vidar Halldórsson, an Icelandic 
sports sociologist, says: “We grew up watching English football on TV, 
from the 1970s. The only TV station in Iceland showed English games 
once a week, on Saturdays (not live, but a week later). They were the only 
professional sports we saw then.” In a survey of Icelandic men in 2003, 
Halldórsson found that 88 percent could name a favorite English soccer 
team. Aron Jóhansson (raised in Iceland but now an American inter-
national) recalls boys fighting in the streets of Reykjavik over English 
soccer results. “That passion was very deep,” he says. It’s a passion that 
arguably reached its apogee in 2006 when the billionaire Björgólfur Guð-
mundsson—then Iceland’s second-richest man after his son, Björgólfur 
Thor—bought West Ham United. After the financial crisis struck Ice-
land in 2008, Forbes magazine revalued Guðmundsson’s estimated net 
worth from $1.1 billion to zero. In 2009 he was declared bankrupt. Still, 
no doubt the passion remained.

By then, also, Icelanders were finally playing soccer year-round. Ice-
land’s league runs from May to September—“the shortest football sea-
son in the world,” the country’s soccer federation proudly calls it. But in 
the late 1990s, Iceland began building an all-weather soccer infrastruc-
ture that may be unparalleled on earth. Over 110 Icelandic schools got 
artificial mini-fields, and there are now seven heated indoor halls with 

9781568584812-text.indd   240 2/20/14   11:35 AM



t h e  C o u n t r y  t h at  l o v e s  s o C C e r  m o s t   241

full-size soccer grounds. Nowadays Icelanders can play even in winter, 
whether they belong to a club or not.

Playing sport is a part of life in Iceland, especially in the villages. Gen-
der barely matters: nearly a quarter of the country’s registered soccer play-
ers are girls aged under eighteen. Even six-year-old kids are trained by 
qualified paid soccer coaches. And they usually play other sports besides.

Sport in Iceland is something you do very seriously, for fun, while 
continuing real life on the side. There can’t be many countries where the 
national team’s goalkeeper is also a professional filmmaker. Hannes Thor 
Halldórsson actually shot the commercial for Icelandair that featured his 
own team. “It was weird,” he told Sports Illustrated. “I had to act in the 
commercial as well, so I was directing the commercial in the national 
kit and boots.” Meanwhile Iceland’s legendary handball captain, Olafur  
Stefansson, seemed to regard himself primarily as an existentialist philos-
opher. When we asked him during the London Olympics what a hand-
ball gold would mean for the little country, he replied that he was unable 
to answer: “You have so many different realities. The game is—what is it? 
a simulacrum of life itself, maybe in simplified terms.”

In Beijing in 2008, Stefansson’s team had beaten Spain in the Olym-
pic semifinal. During that game, “there was not a single transaction made 
on the Icelandic stock exchange,” says the sociologist Halldórsson. Ste-
fansson’s men ended up with silver. No country that small had ever won 
an Olympic medal in a team sport.

Icelanders excel in many different competitions—they have won Miss 
World three times—but soccer is what really does it for them. In No-
vember 2013 Iceland only had to beat Croatia in a playoff to become the 
smallest nation ever to reach the World Cup. Before the home match, 
the soccer federation put the 9,800 tickets available to Icelanders up for 
sale at 4 a.m., worried that its website would crash if it opened sales in 
daytime. The tickets were gone before the sun rose (admittedly not dif-
ficult in an Icelandic winter). Sadly, Iceland lost 2–0 over two legs. But 
if these people ever make it to the World Cup, they might really start to 
like soccer.
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are soCCer fans Polygamists?

A Critique of the Nick Hornby Model of Fandom

Just this one afternoon started the whole thing off—there was no 
prolonged courtship. . . . In a desperate and percipient attempt to 
stop the inevitable, Dad quickly took me to Spurs to see Jimmy 
Greaves score four against Sunderland in a 5–1 win, but the 
damage had been done, and the six goals and all the great players 
left me cold: I’d already fallen for the team that beat Stoke 1–0 
from a penalty rebound.

—nick hornby in Fever Pitch (1992),  

on the origin of his lifelong love of arsenal

Fever Pitch is a wonderful memoir, the most influential soccer book ever 
written, and an important source for our image of the soccer fan. The 
“Fan,” as most Britons have come to think of him, is a creature tied for 
life to the club he first “fell for” as a child. Hornby says his love of Arsenal 
has lasted “longer than any relationship I have made of my own free will.” 
But is Hornby’s “Fan” found much in real life? Or are most British soccer 
supporters much less loyal than the world imagines them to be?

Let’s start with Hornby’s version, because it is the accepted story of 
the British Fan. As far as life allows, the Hornbyesque Fan sees all his 
club’s home games. (It’s accepted even in the rhetoric of fandom that 
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traveling to away games is best left to unmarried men under the age of 
twenty-five.) No matter how bad his team gets, the Fan cannot abandon 
it. When Hornby watched the Arsenal of the late 1960s with his dad, the 
team’s incompetence shamed him but he could not leave: “I was chained 
to Arsenal and my dad was chained to me, and there was no way out for 
any of us.”

“Chained” is a very Hornbyesque word for a Fan’s feelings for his 
club. Often the Fan uses metaphors from drugs (“hooked”) or roman-
tic love (“relationship,” “fell for”). Indeed, some adult Englishmen who 
would hardly dare tell their wives that they love them will happily appear 
in public singing of their love for a club, or for a player who would snub 
them in a nightclub if they ever managed to sneak past his entourage.

No wonder the Fan’s loyalty to his club is sometimes described as 
a bond stronger than marriage. Rick Parry, as chief executive of the 
Premier League in the 1990s, recited the then dominant cliché about 
fandom: “You can change your job, you can change your wife, but you 
can’t change your soccer team.  .  .  . You can move from one end of the 
country to another, but you never, ever lose your allegiance to your first 
team. That’s what English soccer is all about. It’s about fierce loyalty, 
about dedication.” (The Argentine variant: “You can change your wife—
but your club and your mother, never.”) Recently, in more metrosexual 
times, soccer officials trying to emphasize the strength of club brands 
have extended the cliché by one more attachment: you can even change 
your gender, the officials say, but not your club.

Ideally, the Hornbyesque Fan supports his local team (even if Hornby 
did not). This gives the Fan roots, a sense of belonging. In a wonder-
ful essay on fandom in the highbrow journal Prospect, Gideon Rachman 
quotes an archetypal declaration of faith from a Carlisle Fan named 
Charles Burgess, who wrote in The Guardian, “There never was any 
choice. My dad . . . took me down to Brunton Park to watch the derby 
match against Workington Town just after Christmas 41 years ago—I 
was hooked and have been ever since.  .  .  . My support has been about 
who we are and where we are from.”

In real life Rachman is a commentator on international politics in the 
Financial Times, but his essay in Prospect is a key text in the British debate 
about fandom. It is the anti–Fever Pitch. In it, Rachman outs himself as 
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a “fair-weather fan, an allegiance-switcher,” who at different times in his 
life has supported Chelsea, QPR, and Spurs. So casual are his allegiances 
that he registered with FIFA for the World Cup of 2006 as an Ivory 
Coast supporter, figuring that he wouldn’t face as much competition 
for tickets. He got into every round including the final. He went to the 
World Cup in South Africa as a registered Paraguay fan.

Rachman treats the passions of Hornbyesque Fans as slightly bizarre. 
After all, in England a Fan’s choice of team is largely random. Few clubs 
have particular religious or class affiliations, and few English people have 
an attachment dating back generations to any particular location. Some 
children become fans of their local team, however terrible it might be, 
but if you live in a rural part of England like Cornwall you may have no 
local team, while if you live in London or around Manchester you will 
have many. As Rachman asks, “Why devote a huge amount of emotion 
to favoring one part of west London over another?”

Nonetheless, the Hornbyesque Fan is a widely admired figure in Brit-
ain, at least among men. Whereas fanatic is usually a pejorative word, a 
Fan is someone who has roots somewhere. As we will argue later, this 
respect is connected to the quirks of British history: in Britain, roots of 
any kind are in short supply.

However, our first question is: How true is the Hornby model of fan-
dom? Does it really describe the way most British fans feel about their clubs?

the Chinese serial fan

Very little is known about sports fans who are not hooligans. The aca-
demics D. L. Wann and M. A. Hamlet estimated in 1995 that only 4 
percent of research on sports concentrated on the spectator.

So we start our quest into the nature of fandom with only one or two 
fairly safe premises. One is that foreign fans of English clubs, at least, 
are not all monogamous in their devotion. Rowan Simons explains in 
Bamboo Goalposts, his book about Chinese soccer, that many Chinese fans 
support “a number of rival teams at the same time” and are always chang-
ing their favorite club. Simons adds, “So dominant is the serial supporter 
in China that it is quite rare to find a fan with a real unflinching loyalty 
to one team.”
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Stephanus Tekle, senior consultant at the market researchers 
Sport+Markt, has polling data to back up Simons’s claim. Tekle says that 
since the late 1990s hordes of new fans around the world—particularly 
women—have come to soccer without long-standing loyalties. Many of 
these people appear to be “serial supporters” who probably support Man-
chester United and Liverpool, or Real Madrid and Barcelona, simulta-
neously. No wonder that clubs like United or Real keep changing their 
guesses as to how many fans they have worldwide. Figure 13.1 presents a 
few of United’s estimates of the past few years.

None of these estimates is necessarily wrong. There may well be 659 
million people on earth who have feelings for Manchester United. How-
ever, few of these “fans” are likely to be lifelong Hornbyesque devotees. 
Jose Angel Sanchez, now director general of Real Madrid, a club with its 
own share of foreign serial supporters, thought many of these serial fans 
might eventually evolve into Hornbys. He told us in 2003, “We used to 
say that the chances of changing your team is less than changing your 
partner or even your sex. But the way that people enter soccer in Asia is 
different: they enter through the stars. But this will not stay this way, in 
my opinion.” Well, perhaps.

Still, surely British fans are a lot more loyal than those fickle Chinese, 
right? Unfortunately, polling suggests otherwise. In 2008 Sport+Markt 
found that Chelsea had 2.4 million “fans” in Britain. Again according to 
Sport+Markt, that represented a rise of 523 percent in the five years since 
Roman Abramovich had bought the club. Yet even that figure of 2.4 mil-
lion represented a swift decline: in 2006, when, no doubt coincidentally, 
Chelsea had just won the league twice running, Sport+Markt credited the 
club with a mammoth 3.8 million British fans.

Year Estimated fans Source
2003 75 million Mori
2007 About 90 million Manchester United
2008 333 million TNS Sport

(including 139 million 
“core fans”)

2011 659 million Kantar

FigUre 13.1. Fan estimates for Manchester United
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Again, we are not saying that Sport+Markt’s figures were wrong. 
Rather, its premise was. To serial supporters, the question “Which is 
your preferred soccer club?” does not make sense. It presumes that every-
one who likes soccer is a one-club Hornbyesque Fan. Instead, researchers 
should be asking, “Which are your preferred soccer clubs?” After all, a 
very large proportion of people who like soccer are polygamous consum-
ers. One of the authors of this book, Stefan, as a Saturday-morning coach 
of grade-school children saw the color of the shirts switch from red to 
blue and back again depending on who last won the league. Newly rising 
clubs like Chelsea are particularly prone to attracting short-term fans, 
says Tekle of Sport+Markt. Clubs like Liverpool or Manchester United 
with stronger brands tend to have more loyal long-term supporters, he 
adds. In fact, the likes of Manchester United are likely to have both far 
more Hornbys and far more casual fans than other clubs. But detractors 
of United tend to seize upon the hordes of casual fans and don’t mention 
the Hornbys.

Hornby himself recognized the prevalence of casual fans in soccer. 
Many of the people who pop up briefly in the pages of Fever Pitch enjoy 
the game but are not wedded to a particular club. Hornby calls this type 
the “sod-that-for-a-lark floating punter,” and speaks of it with admira-
tion: “I would like to be one of those people who treat their local team 
like their local restaurant, and thus withdraw their patronage if they are 
being served up noxious rubbish.”

sPeCtators: the harD Core

We know there are, broadly speaking, two types of soccer fan: the Horn-
bys and the sod-that-for-a-lark floating punters. We know that the sod-
that-for-a-lark people are heavily represented among foreign fans of clubs 
like United, and even seem to be pretty common in Britain. By 2006, if 
we can believe Sport+Markt’s figures, about 90 percent of Chelsea’s Brit-
ish fans were people who had not supported them in 2003. No doubt a 
club like Hartlepool has a higher percentage of devoted Hornbys among 
its fans, but then clubs like Hartlepool don’t have many fans anyway.

One might carp that the sod-that-for-a-lark lot are mostly just arm-
chair fans, and that “real” fans tend to be Hornbys. However, it would be 
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wrong to dismiss armchair fans as irrelevant. The overwhelming majority 
of soccer fans in Britain are armchair fans, in the sense that they hardly 
ever go to games. In a survey by the pollsters Mori in 2003, 45 percent of 
British adults expressed an interest in soccer. But we’ve seen that the total 
average weekly attendance figures of all professional clubs in England and 
Scotland equal only about 3 percent of the population. In other words, 
most of the country’s soccer fans rarely or never enter soccer stadiums.

Fletcher Research, in one of the first serious market analyses of En-
glish soccer in 1997, found that only about 5 percent of supporters of 
Premier League clubs attend even one match in an average season. If only 
a small minority of soccer fans get to the stadium at all, even fewer see 
every single home game for years on end, as Hornby did.

Most soccer fans are armchair supporters. If we want to unearth the 
Hornbys, we need to concentrate on the elite of fans who actually go to 
games: the spectators.

We know that in the Premier League at least, most spectators now 
watch every home game their club plays. Often they have to: at the most 
successful clubs, only season-ticket holders can get seats. Many of these 
regular spectators may be sod-that-for-a-lark punters at heart, who have 
been enticed by ticketing policies to show up every week. However, it’s 
among this group of week-in and week-out spectators that we must look 
for the small hard core of lifelong Hornbys in English soccer. At mo-
ments of high emotion, the TV cameras like to zoom in on spectators in 
the stands—heads in hands, or hugging their friends—as if these people 
incarnated the feelings of the club’s millions of supporters. They don’t. 
Rather, they are the exceptions, the fanatical few who bother to go to 
games. Some of these spectators presumably support their club “through 
thick and thin,” watching them unto eternity like Hornby does.

At least, that is the theory. But we studied attendance numbers in 
English soccer over the past sixty years and found that even among the 
actual spectators, a startlingly high proportion appeared to be sod-that-
for-a-lark types.

| |

Nobody seems to have tried before to calculate how many British fans are 
Hornbys. Yet the figures required to make some sort of estimate do exist. 
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That marvelous website, European-football-statistics.co.uk, has statistics 
on attendance rates and league performance for all clubs in the top four 
divisions of English soccer since 1947. Using these data we can find out 
(a) the annual mortality rate of soccer spectators; that is, how many of the 
people who watched last season don’t come back the next? and (b) the 
sensitivity of new spectators to the success of teams. Do most newcomers 
flock to Chelsea when Chelsea wins the league?

Our model is based on some fundamental truths of soccer fandom. 
Generally speaking, teams cannot have very loyal Hornbyesque Fans 
(that is, a low mortality rate) and at the same time be capable of attract-
ing large numbers of new spectators when they are successful. If most of 
the crowd consisted of Hornbys who never gave up their seats, then when 
a team did well, there would be no room in the stadium for all the new 
fans who wanted to watch them. So floating supporters can get tickets 
only if the mortality rate of the existing spectators is high enough.

Previous studies have shown that a club’s attendance tends to rise and 
fall with its league position. (The rare exceptions include Newcastle, Sun-
derland, and the Manchester City of the late 1990s, when bad results 
failed to deter spectators.) In our data for the sixty-one-year period from 
1947 through 2008, there were 4,454 changes in clubs’ final league po-
sition. The average club moves six or seven league positions a year. In 64 
percent of the cases where the club rose in the league, its home crowd 
increased, too. In 74 percent of the “down” years, home attendance fell. 
This means that 69 percent of all cases confirmed the simple hypothesis 
that fans respond to performance. Simply put: there is a market in soccer 
spectators. The few academics who study fandom—most of them in the 
US—explain the fans’ motives through the psychological phenomenon of 
“BIRGing,” or “basking in reflected glory.”

To account for the ebb and flow of English soccer fans, we have con-
structed a very simple model. It consists of two elements that are logically 
connected to one another. First, there are the “new fans” coming into 
the game. New fans are estimated as the difference between the total 
attendance for the season and the number of loyal fans left over from 
the previous season. We divide new fans into two groups: the BIRGers, 
who come to watch the team depending on its success, and those who 
come for reasons we can’t explain. We will treat these reasons as random 
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factors, although each person probably had a good reason to come to the 
game at the time—a friend invited him, a girlfriend left him, or some 
such.

The second element of our model is the “loyal fans”: those who came 
back from the previous season. Loyal fans are estimated as the difference 
between the total attendance for the season and the new fans entering the 
game. Of course, the difference between the loyal fans plus the new fans 
and last season’s attendance is the “lost fans.” We can think of these lost 
fans as falling into two groups as well: the BIRGers who were lost to the 
club because its performance declined, and those who were lost for other 
reasons that we cannot measure (got back together with girlfriend, took 
up DIY, or whatever).

So,

Total fans  =  loyal fans from last year
                   + fans sensitive to winning
                   + random fans

In our model we estimate the shares of loyal fans and fans sensitive 
to winning by minimizing the number of random fans. We minimize 
random fans precisely because we think most fans go for a reason: either 
loyalty or BIRGing. Randomness surely plays a relatively small role.

Now, we are not claiming that we can identify new fans, loyal fans, 
and lost fans individually. However, we can identify these categories in a 
statistical sense, as groups. We know how many people are in each group, 
even if we do not know their names.

Our model produces two results. First, it gives us an estimate of the 
BIRGers: the fraction of new fans that a team can expect to attract as 
a result of the position it achieves in the league. Looking at the annual 
changes in attendance figures, we found that spectators are only mildly 
sensitive to a team’s performance. Our estimates implied that the club 
that won the Premier League would attract 2.5 percent of all new spec-
tators entering the league the next season. However, a team that finished 
at the bottom of the Premier League, or at the top of the Championship 
(English soccer’s second tier), does almost as well: it attracts 2 percent of 
all the league’s new spectators. Teams in the middle of the four divisions 
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(that is, those ranked around forty-sixth in England) would attract 1 per-
cent of all new spectators, while teams at the very bottom of the fourth 
tier would attract almost nobody. In short, while new spectators do like 
success, the vast majority of them are not simple BIRGers, glory hunters. 
Judging by the ebb and flow of crowds over the sixty-one years through 
2008, most people seem to go to a plausible club playing near their home.

That is the profile of the newcomers. But how many of last year’s crowd 
do they replace? What is the mortality rate of the existing spectators?

We know how many spectators each club lost or gained, season by 
season for sixty-one years. We also know how many spectators the league 
as a whole lost or gained. That means that for every club we can calculate 
the average percentage of spectators at a given game one season who 
would not attend that same fixture the next season. And the percentage 
that fits the data best: 50. Yes: on average in the postwar era, half of all 
spectators in English soccer did not take their seats again for the equiva-
lent match the next season.

Let’s be clear about what exactly we are saying. Imagine that Bristol 
City plays Wolves one season, in front of 15,000 spectators. The next 
season, for the same fixture, even if there are again 15,000 spectators, half 
of them would typically be people who had not seen the previous year’s 
match. Seven thousand five hundred of last year’s crowd would be gone. 
Now, many of those 7,500 people might well see other games in the new 
season. Many of the “newcomers” might be people who had seen Bristol 
City–Wolves two years before, or ten years before, but had then gone 
missing at that fixture for a while. However, the point still stands: at any 
given match in England, half the spectators would be new compared with 
the same match the season before.

Here’s an example of how the model works (for the sake of simplicity, 
we have rounded up all numbers):

Bristol City finished the 2006–2007 season in second place in League 
One, the English third tier. The team’s total attendance that season was 
295,000. Note that that doesn’t mean 295,000 different people. Rather, 
295,000 tickets were sold for all City’s matches combined. Most fans 
would have attended multiple matches. The total attendance for all four 
divisions was 29.5 million.

The next season,
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(a) The total attendance for all four divisions rose by 400,000, to 29.9 
million

(b) Bristol City came in fourth in the championship—a rise of twenty- 
two places

So to calculate Bristol City’s expected attendance in 2007–2008, we 
estimate its number of loyal “returning” fans and of new fans:

(c) Loyal fans are 50 percent of the previous season’s total: 148,000
(d) New fans are calculated by estimating Bristol City’s share (based 

on league performance) of new fans of the entire league
(e) We predict 15.1 million new spectators for English soccer as a 

whole. That equals this year’s total attendance (29.9 million) minus 
loyal fans from last year (50 percent of 29.5 million = 14.8 million) 
= 15.1 million

(f ) Given that Bristol City finished twenty-fourth out of ninety-two 
clubs, we estimate its share of all new fans in the country at 1.7 
percent. Its number of new fans should therefore equal .017 x 15.1 
million = 257,000

(g) So Bristol City’s loyal + new spectators = 148,000 + 257,000 = 
405,000

(h) Bristol City’s actual number for 2007–2008 was 374,000, so our 
model overestimated their support by 31,000, or 8 percent

Obviously the model does not work perfectly for every club. At big 
clubs, such as Arsenal or Manchester United, there is very little flux in 
the stands. Their stadiums are pretty much always full, and total atten-
dance therefore always the same. Most of their spectators are season 
ticket holders who see every game. These people generally renew their 
season tickets each year, because they know that if they don’t their seats 
will be snapped up by others and they might never get back into the 
stadium again.

However, taking all ninety-two clubs together, the estimate that fits 
the data best is that 50 percent of the fans who saw a game last season 
do not see it again the next season. To quote one analysis of the English 
game, “One Third Division club in the London area, for example, has an 
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estimated ‘hard core’ support of about 10,000; this rises to 20,000 accord-
ing to the team’s success and the standing of the visiting team.” These 
words were written in 1951 in an economic study of soccer published by 
the London-based Political and Economic Planning think tank. They 
remain a good summary of English fandom as a whole since the war.

The discovery that half of all spectators—supposedly the hardest of 
hard-core Fans—are not there when the same fixture rolls around the 
next season conflicts with the Hornby version of loyal one-club fandom. 
Yet it has to be true, to explain the churn we see in attendance numbers. 
Even a club like Leeds, noted for its devoted fans—while stuck in League 
One it drew significantly larger crowds than Juventus—saw attendance 
fall from a peak of 755,000 in the 2001–2002 season to only 479,000 in 
2006–2007.

Nor is this high mortality rate a new phenomenon. The sixty-one years 
of attendance data suggest that habits of English spectators have changed 
little over the years. While there has always been a hard core of Hornbys, 
it seems it has also always been the case that the majority of people who 
go to English soccer matches go only once in a while, and are often quite 
fluid about whom they choose to watch. And given that spectators are the 
fans who commit the most time and money to the game, their devotion 
is in most cases really rather limited. The long-term devoted spectator of 
the kind that Hornby described in Fever Pitch, far from being typical, is a 
rare species. Committed one-club lifelong fandom is a beautiful theory—
or as Gandhi supposedly said of Western civilization, “It would be a good 
idea.” The reality is that in English soccer, the loyal Hornbys are a small 
shoal in an ocean of casual Rachmans. England may be a nation of fans, 
but it’s scarcely a nation of Hornbys.

Call yourselves “loyal suPPorters”

In 1996 Alan Tapp, a professor of marketing at Bristol Business School, 
started to develop a relationship with a struggling club in the Premier 
League. Over the next four years he met the club’s executives, got to see 
the data they had on their supporters, and assembled a team of researchers 
who conducted hundreds of interviews with the club’s fans. Tapp eventu-
ally published two papers about his work in academic marketing journals. 

9781568584812-text.indd   252 2/20/14   11:35 AM



a r e  s o C C e r  f a n s  P o ly g a m i s t s ?  253

Together they add up to a rare, marvelous study of how the spectators 
of one club actually behave. Tapp titled his second paper, published in 
2004, “The Loyalty of Soccer Fans—We’ll Support You Evermore?” with 
a very pregnant question mark. What he found was that fans talk loyal 
but don’t always act it.

The club Tapp and his colleague Jeff Clowes studied—based in a Mid-
lands town that is quite easy to identify—was not very good. It wasn’t the 
sort of outfit to attract many BIRGing glory hunters. Most of the club’s 
spectators lived locally. In a survey in 1998, a massive 87 percent of them 
agreed slightly or strongly with the phrase, “I would describe myself as a 
loyal supporter.”

Well, they would say that, wouldn’t they? Tapp cautions that many 
of those 87 percent might have been engaging in “socially desirable re-
sponding.” After all, almost nobody in English soccer calls himself a 
“sod-that-for-a-lark floating punter.” That would be socially taboo. Most 
fans told Tapp and Clowes that they regarded sod-that-for-a-lark types 
as “pariahs.” As Rick Parry said, English fans pride themselves on their 
loyalty.

Yet when Tapp studied how these spectators behaved, he found a pe-
culiar lack of loyalty. To start with the most basic fact: the club’s average 
crowd during the four-year period of study slipped from about 24,000 to 
just 16,000.

The average across the period was about 21,000, which broke down 
as follows:

• About 8,000 season-ticket holders
• Another 8,000 places typically filled from a group of 15,000 or so 

regular attendees
• 5,000 spectators who came from “a ‘revolving door’ of perhaps 

20,000 ‘casual fans’”

Tapp came up with three labels for the different groups: “fanatics,” 
“committed casuals,” and “carefree casuals.”

The “fanatics,” or Hornbys, were mostly season-ticket holders. Tapp 
said some of these people were veritable “‘soccer extremists’ who had 
commitment to the sport and the club that is arguably unparalleled in 
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other business or leisure sectors.” There was the man who, when asked by 
Tapp’s team what he would save if there were a fire in his house, replied, 
“Oh my [match] programs and tapes. No question. And my wife and 
kids of course.” Many of the fanatics came from the local area and had 
supported the club since childhood.

But even some of the fanatics were less fanatical than they claimed 
to be. Tapp found that each season, on average, 1,000 of the 8,000 sea-
son-ticket holders did not renew their seats and were replaced by new 
people. “Even at the fanatic end, the loyalty bucket had significant leaks,” 
he remarked.

The team was playing badly. In one season, a mere 2 percent of fans 
proclaimed themselves “very satisfied” with performances. However, it 
was not the bad soccer that was driving them away. When Tapp’s team 
asked people why they were letting their season tickets lapse, the lapsers 
usually talked about their lives away from the stadium. Fans were much 
more likely to give up their season tickets if they had children under age 
five, or if they described their lives as “complicated.”

So it wasn’t that the lapsers felt less loyal to the team than the people 
who kept going year in, year out. They were simply at different stages 
in life. Some regular fans admitted that at one point in life “they had 
simply lost interest, often in their late teens and early 20s.” Others had 
been “triggered” by a son or daughter to return to the stadium. Older 
people, whose lives were presumably more stable, were the most likely to 
renew their season tickets. Tapp surmises that they “have simply settled 
into some form of auto-repurchase.” In other words, showing up to the 
stadium year in, year out is not a good marker of loyalty. Rather, it is a 
good marker of age.

At the far end of the scale from the “fanatics” were the “carefree ca-
suals.” Few of the carefree casuals claimed to be “loyal supporters.” They 
were “soccer fans” rather than “club fans,” they preferred to see a good 
game rather than a victory for their team, and they treated soccer as just 
one of several possible activities on a Saturday. Tapp noted, “Being club 
supporters is not part of their self-image.”

Many of the “carefree casuals” sometimes went to watch other teams. 
Tapp reckons that it is probable that some regulars at Derby County, for 
instance, also occasionally show up at Derby’s rival Nottingham Forest, 

9781568584812-text.indd   254 2/20/14   11:35 AM



a r e  s o C C e r  f a n s  P o ly g a m i s t s ?  255

even if this flies in the face of everything we are always told about English 
soccer fans.

Tapp adds that these people are mostly not “brand switchers,” who 
switch from supporting one club to supporting another. Very few people 
love Derby one year, Forest the next, and Carlisle the year after. Rather, 
these adulterous spectators are engaging in what marketing experts call 
“repertoire buying”: they purchase different brands at different times. In 
normal consumer markets in almost every country, “repertoire buyers” are 
thought to outnumber both “brand-loyal” and “price buyers.” In soccer, 
too, repertoire buyers seem to be fairly common. Tapp says, “Repertoire 
fans took a lot of pleasure from a multiplicity of aspects of the game itself, 
while single club fanatics were less interested in soccer, more devoted to 
the club as an entity.”

Tapp’s middle group of spectators at the Midlands club was made up 
of “committed casuals.” These people didn’t go to every match, but they 
did tend to describe themselves as “loyal supporters.” They rarely watched 
other clubs and were more interested than the “carefree casuals” in seeing 
their team win. However, they too treated soccer as just one option for 
their Saturday. Tapp said they “perhaps have their soccer support in per-
spective with the rest of their lives.”

In short, through close-up study very rare in English soccer, he had 
gotten past the cliché of “We’ll support you evermore.” Instead he found 
the same thing that we did: there are some Hornbys in British soccer, but 
even among the self-proclaimed “loyal supporters” of an inglorious club 
they are outnumbered by casual fans who can take it or leave it. Tapp 
ends by cautioning sports marketers that for all the rhetoric of undying 
love pervading English soccer, fans’ “loyalty cannot be relied upon.” He 
urges marketers to “look under the surface of supporter loyalty,” where 
they will find “loyalty patterns quite similar to, say, supermarket goods 
sectors.”

hornbys, Clients, sPeCtators, anD others

It turns out that few British soccer fans are either Hornbys or BIRGing 
glory hunters. Rather, most have a shifting relationship with the club or 
clubs they support. Of the 50 percent of spectators who do not show up 
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for the same fixture from one season to the next, the largest group may 
well continue to be monogamous fans of that club. They just don’t watch 
every game, or can’t afford to go anymore, or are busy raising children, 
or have moved to another part of the country, or simply care less than 
they used to. The object of their love might not have changed, but the 
intensity has. Many of them may once have been Hornbys who fell for a 
team as eight-year-olds when their fathers took them to their first game. 
However, by the time they are twenty-eight or eighty-eight they are no 
longer the same fans. For many people, fandom is not a static condition 
but a process.

Other lapsed fans will have lost interest altogether. Others still might 
be shifting their allegiances to another club or clubs, because they have 
either moved to a new town, started to follow the team their kids sup-
port, or simply fallen for better soccer elsewhere. Rachman, for example, 
explains in his Prospect essay that he stopped supporting Chelsea “because 
they were a terrible team, followed by violent cretins.”

Instead he made a two-and-a-half-mile journey within West London 
and became a QPR fan. In the rhetoric of English soccer, the choice 
facing the supporter is often presented as stark: either he sticks with his 
local team, or he becomes a BIRGing glory hunter. However, reality is 
more nuanced. England is so densely stuffed with professional soccer 
clubs—forty-three within ninety miles of Manchester, as we saw—that 
many people can find a new local side without going to the trouble of 
moving house.

Then there is a dirty secret of English soccer: many fans support more 
than one team. If you live in Plymouth, say, you might support Plymouth 
Argyle, Chelsea, and Barcelona, and have a fondness for a half-dozen 
other clubs, even though if Plymouth ever makes the FA Cup final, you 
will travel to Wembley decked out as a “lifelong Plymouth fan.” Hornby 
himself, in Fever Pitch, supports Cambridge United as well as Arsenal. 
In fact, whereas the usual analogy for soccer fandom is idealized monog-
amous marriage, a better one might be music fandom. People are fans of 
the Beatles, or the Cure, or the Pixies, but they generally like more than 
one band at the same time, and are capable of moving on when their 
heroes fade.
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As so often, it was Arsène Wenger who put this best. In 2009 he gave 
Arsenal’s website an untraditional account of how he thought fandom 
worked:

Soccer has different types of people coming to the game. You have the 
client, who is the guy who pays one time to go to a big game and wants 
to be entertained. Then you have the spectator, who is the guy who 
comes to watch soccer. These two categories are between 40 and 60 
[years old]. Then you have two other categories. The first is the sup-
porter of the club. He supports his club and goes to as many games as 
he can. Then you have the fan. The fan is a guy between 15 and 25 years 
old who gives all his money to his club.

Obviously Wenger’s four categories are not exact. Here and there they 
even conflict with those of Tapp and Clowes, who found that many fans 
lose interest between fifteen and twenty-five. But Wenger agrees with the 
other observers that there are several different categories of spectator, of 
varying emotional intensity, and that people move between these catego-
ries depending largely on their time in life.

Ties in soccer fandom are much looser than the rhetoric of “We’ll 
support you evermore” suggests. In that regard, they resemble ties of real 
existing marriage in Britain today. People still get married promising “till 
death do us part,” but in 2011 there were 117,558 divorces in England 
and Wales, nearly five times as many as in 1960, even though the num-
ber of marriages has plummeted. Over half of all adults in England and 
Wales are not presently married. A lifelong monogamous marriage has 
become almost as rare as a lifelong monogamous love of a soccer club.

the inauthentiC nation

Against all evidence, the stereotype persists that the typical British soccer 
fan is a full-on Hornby. No wonder it does, because the tiny percentage 
of fans who are Hornbys dominate the national conversation about fan-
dom. Of course they do: they are the people who are most motivated to 
join the conversation. For them, following soccer is not just a hobby but 
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an identity. Also, they make up a disproportionately large share of the 
soccer economy—”the most valuable customers,” Tapp calls them—and 
so clubs and media listen to them more than to the sod-that-for-a-lark 
punters. And the Hornbys have a compelling story to tell. Most of the 
best stories are about love, and these are people who proclaim their love 
in public every week.

Yet there is a deeper reason the Hornby account of fandom has been 
so easily accepted in Britain. That is because it tells a story of roots, of be-
longing—a lifelong love of the club your father or grandfather supported 
before you—in a country that is unusually rootless. In transient Britain, 
the story of the rooted Fan is especially seductive.

Britain was the first country on earth where peasants left their native 
villages to go to work in rootless industrial cities. It was among the first 
countries where the churches began to empty; a tie that helps root peo-
ple all over the world has long been extraordinarily weak among native 
Britons.

Even after the Industrial Revolution, the British never settled down 
much. The average Briton now changes his residence about once every 
seven years, more often than all other Europeans except the Nordics and 
the Dutch, according to a Eurobarometer survey for the European Com-
mission in 2005. Many Britons emigrate. About 5.5 million of them now 
live outside Britain, as do an additional 50 million–odd people with Brit-
ish ancestry. Probably only India and China have produced diasporas that 
are as large and as widely spread, says the British government.

It is hard for people this transitory to build up deep ties of any kind, 
even to soccer clubs. Admittedly, Tapp and Clowes found that many of 
the “fanatical” supporters of the club they studied had spent their lives 
in the local town. But it was the club’s “casual” fans, who “had often 
moved to the area as adults,” who were more typical of British migra-
tory patterns. For instance, Tapp and Clowes identified one group whom 
they called “professional wanderers”: “people (mainly managers/profes-
sionals) who have held jobs in a number of different places who tended 
to strike up (weakly held) allegiances with local teams, which they retain 
when they next move.” Like most Britons, the professional wanderers 
were too rootless to become Hornbyesque Fans. None of the casual fans 
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interviewed by Tapp and Clowes “felt a close part of the local commu-
nity, in contrast to the fanatics.”

And Britons have suffered yet another uprooting: as well as leaving 
their place of birth, many of them have left their class of birth, too. This 
upheaval began on a large scale in the 1960s. As the economy grew, and 
more Britons stayed on at school and went to university, a mostly work-
ing-class nation turned into a mostly middle-class one. For many people 
this was a traumatic change. Their fathers had been factory workers, and 
now they were managers/professionals, with the different set of experi-
ences and attitudes that entails. They lost touch with their roots. Natu-
rally, many of them began to worry about their authenticity deficits.

In the 1990s, British soccer went upscale. The price of tickets jumped. 
In the food stands outside the stadiums, the proverbial middle-class 
quiches replaced the proverbial working-class pies. All these changes 
prompted endless laments for a lost cloth-capped proletarian culture 
from people who themselves somewhere along the way had ceased to be 
cloth-capped proletarians. They yearned to be authentic.

All this makes the true Fan a particularly appealing character to Brit-
ons. He is the British version of a blood-and-soil myth. Unlike so many 
actual Britons, the Fan has roots. Generations may pass, and blue collars 
turn to white, but he still supports his “local” team in what is supposed 
to be the “workingman’s game.” Lots of Britons who aren’t Hornbyesque 
Fans would like to be. The Fan is more than just a compelling character. 
He is a British national fantasy.
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a fan’s suiCiDe notes

Do People Jump Off Buildings When Their Teams Lose?

It is one of the eternal stories that are told about soccer: when Brazil gets 
knocked out of a World Cup, Brazilians jump off apartment blocks. It 
can happen even when Brazil wins. One writer at the World Cup in Swe-
den in 1958 claims to have seen a Brazilian fan kill himself out of “sheer 
joy” after his team’s victory in the final. Janet Lever tells that story in Soc-
cer Madness, her eye-opening study of Brazilian soccer culture published 
way back in 1983, when nobody (and certainly not female American so-
cial scientists) wrote books about soccer. Lever continues:

Of course, Brazilians are not the only fans to kill themselves for their 
teams. In the 1966 World Cup a West German fatally shot himself 
when his television set broke down during the final game between his 
country and England. Nor have Americans escaped some bizarre ends. 
An often cited case is the Denver man who wrote a suicide note—”I 
have been a Broncos fan since the Broncos were first organized and I 
can’t stand their fumbling anymore”—and then shot himself.

Even worse was the suicide of Amelia Bolaños. In June 1969 she was 
an eighteen-year-old El Salvadorean watching the Honduras–El Salva-
dor game at home on TV. When Honduras scored the winner in the last 
minute, wrote the great Polish reporter Ryszard Kapuscinski, Bolaños 
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“got up and ran to the desk which contained her father’s pistol in a 
drawer. She then shot herself in the heart.” Her funeral was televised. El 
Salvador’s president and ministers, and the country’s soccer team walked 
behind the flag-draped coffin. Within a month, Bolaños’s death would 
help prompt the “Soccer War” between El Salvador and Honduras.

Then there was the Bangladeshi woman who reportedly hanged 
herself after Cameroon lost to England in the World Cup of 1990. 
“The elimination of Cameroon also means the end of my life,” said her 
suicide note. In fact, if The Hindu newspaper in India is right, Bangla-
deshis have a terrible proclivity for soccer suicides. After Diego Mara-
dona was thrown out of the World Cup of 1994 for using ephedrine, 
“about a hundred fans in Bangladesh committed suicide,” said an article 
in The Hindu in 2006. (It would be fascinating to know the newspaper’s 
source.)

By now the notion that soccer prompts suicide has become a truism. 
It is often cited to show the grip of the game over its devotees, and as one 
reason (along with heart attacks on sofas during televised matches) the 
average World Cup causes more deaths than goals.

We found that there is indeed an intimate connection between sui-
cide and soccer. However, the connection is the opposite of what is 
commonly believed. It’s not the case that fans jump off buildings when 
their teams lose. Working with a crack team of Greek epidemiologists, 
we have found evidence that rather than prompting suicide, soccer stops 
thousands of people from killing themselves. The game seems to be a 
lifesaver.

| |

Measured suicide rates rose by 60 percent in the forty-five years to 2011, 
estimates the World Health Organization. Nearly a million people a year 
now kill themselves, according to the WHO. That is more than twice as 
many as died in war worldwide in the average year from 1955 through 
2002, and nearly twice the number that die of breast cancer each year. 
To use Germany as an example: in 2005, 10,260 Germans officially died 
by suicide, more than were killed by traffic accidents, illegal drugs, HIV, 
and murder and other violence put together. For Germans under age 
forty, suicide was the second–most common cause of death. And the 
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reported figures for suicides were understatements, said the University 
Hamburg-Eppendorf, which runs a therapy center for people at risk of 
suicide: “There may be a significant share of unrecognized suicides among 
the death types labeled ‘traffic accidents,’ ‘drugs,’ and ‘causes of death 
unknown.’”

The suicide risk varies depending on who in the world you are. If 
you are an elderly, alcoholic, clinically depressed, divorced Lithuanian 
man, be very afraid, but suicide rates are relatively low in Latin America, 
leaving aside for the moment the issue of World Cups. Globally, women 
attempt suicide more often than men do, but most “successful” suicides 
are males. In the US, for instance, nearly 80 percent of the 38,364 people 
who were reported as having killed themselves in 2010 were male. For 
reasons that nobody quite understands, suicide peaks in spring when day-
light hours are longest. In the Northern Hemisphere, that means May 
and June.

The question of why people commit suicide has preoccupied sociol-
ogists since sociology began. In 1897 Émile Durkheim, descendant of a 
long line of French rabbis, published his study Suicide. It wasn’t just the 
first serious sociological study of suicide. It was one of the first serious 
sociological studies of almost anything. Drawing on copious statistics, 
Durkheim showed that when people lost their connection to wider so-
ciety because of a sudden change—divorce, the death of a partner, a fi-
nancial crisis—they sometimes killed themselves. He concluded that this 
particular form of suicide “results from man’s activities lacking regulation 
and his consequent sufferings.”

A few decades later, sociologists began to wonder whether man’s suf-
ferings might possibly include the results of sports matches. The numbers 
of suicides this caused might be significant: after all, most suicides are 
men, and sports give meaning to many men’s lives. Frank Trovato, a 
sociology professor at the University of Alberta in Canada, was among 
the first to investigate the suicide-sports nexus. He found that when the 
Montreal Canadiens ice hockey team—once described as the national 
team of French Canada—got knocked out of the playoffs early between 
1951 and 1992, Quebecois males aged fifteen to thirty-four became 
more likely to kill themselves. Robert Fernquist, a sociologist at the Uni-
versity of Central Missouri, went further. He studied thirty American 
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metropolitan areas with professional sports teams from 1971 to 1990 and 
showed that fewer suicides occurred in cities whose teams made the play-
offs more often. Routinely reaching the playoffs could reduce suicides by 
about twenty each year in a metropolitan area the size of Boston or At-
lanta, said Fernquist. These saved lives were the converse of the mythical 
Brazilians throwing themselves off apartment blocks.

Later, Fernquist investigated another link between sports and suicide: 
he looked at the suicide rate in American cities after a local sports team 
moved to another town. It turned out that some of the fans abandoned 
by their team killed themselves. This happened in New York in 1957 
when the Brooklyn Dodgers and New York Giants baseball teams left, in 
Cleveland in 1995–1996 when the Browns football team moved to Bal-
timore, and in Houston in 1997–1998 when the Oilers football team de-
parted. In each case the suicide rate was 10 percent to 14 percent higher 
in the two months around the team’s departure than in the same months 
of the previous year. Each move probably helped prompt a handful of 
suicides. Fernquist wrote, “The sudden change brought about due to the 
geographic relocations of pro sports teams does appear to, at least for a 
short time, make highly identified fans drastically change the way they 
view the normative order in society.” Clearly none of these people killed 
themselves just because they lost their team. Rather, they were very trou-
bled individuals for whom this sporting disappointment was too much 
to bear.

Perhaps the most famous recent case of a man who found he could 
not live without sports was the Gonzo author Hunter S. Thompson. He 
shot himself in February 2005, four days after writing a note in black 
marker with the title, “Football Season Is Over”:

no more games. no more bombs. no more walking.  
no more fun. no more swimming. 67. that is 17 years past 50.  

17 more than i needed or wanted. boring . . . 

Thompson, an occasional sportswriter, loved football. One night 
during the presidential campaign of 1968, he took a limousine journey 
through New Hampshire with his least favorite person, the Republi-
can candidate Richard Nixon, and they talked football nonstop in the 
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backseat. “It was a very weird trip,” Thompson wrote later, “probably 
one of the weirdest things I’ve ever done, and especially weird because 
both Nixon and I enjoyed it.” The reminiscence, in Fear and Loathing on 
the Campaign Trail ‘72, segues into an ominous musing on suicide, as a 
Nixon aide snatches away the cigarette Thompson is smoking over the 
fuel tank of the candidate’s plane. Thompson tells the aide, “You people 
are lucky I’m a sane, responsible journalist; otherwise I might have hurled 
my flaming Zippo into the fuel tank.”

“Not you,” the aide replies. “Egomaniacs don’t do that kind of thing. 
You wouldn’t do anything you couldn’t live to write about, would you?”

“You’re probably right,” says Thompson. As it later turned out, he was 
wrong. His ashes were fired from a cannon in Aspen, Colorado.

So much for suicides and North American sports. We know much 
less about the connection between suicides and European soccer. In one 
of the very few European studies done so far, Mark Steels, a psychiatrist 
at the University Hospital in Nottingham, asked whether Nottingham 
Forest’s worst defeats prompted local suicides. He looked at admissions 
for deliberate self-poisoning to his hospital’s accident and emergency de-
partment on two bad days for Forest: after the team’s defeats in the FA 
Cup final of 1991 and the FA Cup quarterfinal of 1992. He found that 
both games were followed by an increase in self-poisonings. After the cup 
final, the rise was statistically significant, meaning that it was unlikely to 
have happened by chance. Steels concluded that “a sudden disappoint-
ment experienced through an entire community may prove one stress too 
many for some vulnerable members of this community.”

| |

All this is fascinating but inconclusive. For starters, the sample sizes of all 
these studies are pretty small. How many people are admitted to a Not-
tingham hospital for self-poisoning after a soccer match? (Answer: ten in 
the twelve hours after the 1991 cup final, nine after the 1992 quarterfi-
nal.) How many people kill themselves in Cleveland in any given month? 
The other problem is that almost all these researchers pursued what you 
might call the Brazilian apartment-building hypothesis: that when people 
suffer a sporting disappointment, they kill themselves. Mostly these are 
studies of the dogs that barked: people who did commit suicide.
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But what if the relationship between suicide and sports is deeper than 
that? If sports give meaning to fans’ lives, if they make them feel part of 
a larger family of fans of their team, if fans really do eat and sleep soccer 
like in a Coca-Cola ad, then perhaps sports might stop some of these 
fans from killing themselves. We wanted to find out whether there were 
dogs that didn’t bark: people who didn’t commit suicide because sports 
kept them going.

It so happens that we have a case study. Frederick Exley was a fan 
of the New York Giants football team, whose life alternated between 
incarcerations in mental hospitals and equally unhappy periods spent in 
the bosom of his family. In 1968 Exley published what he called “a fic-
tional memoir,” A Fan’s Notes, one of the best books ever written about 
sports. Nick Hornby gave Fever Pitch the subtitle “A Fan’s Life” in part 
as a tribute to Exley.

The Exley depicted in A Fan’s Notes is a classic suicide risk. He is an 
alcoholic loner separated from his wife. He has disastrous relationships 
with women, alienates his friends, and spends months at a time lying 
in bed or on a sofa at his mother’s or aunt’s house. For a while his only 
friend is his dog, Christie III, whom he dresses in a mini blue sweatshirt 
like his own and teaches to stand up like a man. “Like most Americans,” 
Exley writes, “I had led a numbingly chaste and uncommitted existence 
in which one forms neither sympathies nor antipathies of any enduring 
consequence.”

Only one thing in life provides him with any community: the New 
York Giants. While living in New York City he stands on the terrace 
during every home game with a group of Brooklyn men: “an Italian 
bread-truck driver, an Irish patrolman, a fat garage mechanic, two or 
three burly longshoremen, and some others whose occupations I for-
get. . . . And they liked me.”

When the Giants are not playing, Exley spends much of his time 
drinking alone. But when a game is on, he watches—depending on the 
stage of his life—with his Brooklyn group, or with other people in bars, 
or with his stepfather at home. Exley is the stepfather’s eternal houseg-
uest from hell, but “things were never better between us than on autumn 
Sunday afternoons”: “After a time, hardly noticeable at first, he caught 
something of my enthusiasm for the beauty and permanent character of 
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staying with someone through victory and defeat and came round to the 
Giants.” Fittingly, the stepfather dies just before a Giants game: “Seated 
on the edge of the davenport watching the starting line-ups being intro-
duced, he closed his eyes, slid silently to the floor, and died painlessly of 
a coronary occlusion.”

Inevitably, at one point in the memoir, Exley contemplates suicide. 
He has convinced himself he has lung cancer. Determined to avoid the 
suffering his father went through, he decides to kill himself instead. 
Drinking with strangers in bars, he gets into the habit of working “the 
conversation round to suicide” and soliciting their views on how best to 
do it. The strangers are happy to oblige: “Such was the clinical and specu-
lative enthusiasm for the subject—‘Now, if I was gonna knock myself 
off  .  .  .’—that I came to see suicide occupying a greater piece of the 
American consciousness than I had theretofore imagined.”

Only one thing keeps Exley going. The Giants are “a life-giving, an 
exalting force.” He is “unable to conceive what [his] life would have been 
without football to cushion the knocks.” The real-life Frederick Exley 
lived to the age of sixty-three, dying in 1992 after suffering a stroke 
alone in his apartment. He might never have gotten that old without the 
Giants.

There may be a great many Exleys around. The viewing figures we 
saw earlier in this book suggest that sport is the most important com-
munal activity in many people’s lives. Nearly a third of Americans watch 
the Super Bowl. However, European soccer is even more popular. In 
the Netherlands, possibly the European country that follows its national 
team most eagerly, three-quarters of the population watch Holland’s big-
gest soccer games. In many European countries, World Cups may now 
be the greatest shared events of any kind. To cap it all, World Cups 
mostly take place in June, the peak month for suicides in the Northern 
Hemisphere. How many Exleys have been saved from jumping off apart-
ment buildings by international soccer tournaments, the world’s biggest 
sporting events?

This is not just a rhetorical question. A study of soccer tournaments 
and suicide would bring together both an incomparably compelling com-
munal event and a sample the size of several countries. So we set about 
finding the data.
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We needed suicide statistics per month over several years for as many 
European countries as possible. These figures do not seem to be pub-
lished anywhere. Luckily, we found out that the Greek epidemiologists 
Eleni Petridou and Fotis Papadopoulos had laboriously gotten ahold of 
these data by writing to the statistical offices of several countries. A statis-
tician who works with Petridou and Papadopoulos, Nick Dessypris, went 
through the numbers for us. He found that in almost every country for 
which he had numbers, fewer people kill themselves while the national 
team is playing in a World Cup or a European Championship. Dessypris 
said the declines were “statistically significant”—unlikely to be due to 
chance.

Let’s take Germany, the biggest country in our study and one that 
always qualifies for big tournaments. Petridou and Papadopoulos had ob-
tained monthly suicide data for Germany from 1991 through 1997. A 
horrifying total of 90,000 people in Germany officially killed themselves 
in this period. The peak months for suicides were March through June.

But when Germany was playing in a soccer tournament—as it did in 
the Junes of 1992, 1994, and 1996—fewer people died. In the average 
June with soccer, there were 787 male and 329 female suicides in Ger-
many. However, a lot more people killed themselves in the Junes of 1991, 
1993, 1995, and 1997, when Germany was not playing soccer. In those 
soccer-free Junes, there was an average of 817 male and 343 female sui-
cides, or 30 more dead men and 14 more dead women than in the average 
June with a big tournament. For both German men and women, the June 
with the fewest suicides in our seven-year sample was 1996, the month 
that Germany won Euro ’96.

We found the same trend for ten of the twelve countries we studied. 
In Junes when the country was playing in a soccer tournament, there 
were fewer suicides. These declines are particularly remarkable given how 
much alcohol is consumed during soccer tournaments, because drinking 
would normally be expected to help prompt suicides. Only in the Neth-
erlands and Switzerland did soccer tournaments not seem to save lives; 
these two countries saw very slight increases in the suicide rate during 
tournaments. In the other countries, the lifesaving effect of soccer was 
sometimes spectacular. Our data for Norway, for instance, run from 1988 
through 1995. The soccer-mad country played in only one tournament 
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in that period, the World Cup of 1994. The average for the seven Junes 
when Norway was not playing soccer was 55 suicides. But in June 1994 
there were only 36 Norwegian suicides, by far the lowest figure for all 
eight Junes in our data set. Or take Denmark, for which we have sui-
cide tallies from 1973 through 1996, the longest period for any country. 
In June 1992 the Danes won the European Championship. That month 
there were 54 male suicides, the fewest for any June since 1978, and 28 
female suicides, the joint lowest (with 1991) since the data set began.

We have tried to make some very rough estimates of how many lives 
these tournaments saved in each country. “Lives saved” represents the 
decline in deaths during the average June when a country’s national team 
is playing in a World Cup or European Championship compared to the 
average June when the team isn’t playing. Figure 14.1 shows the tally.

The figures are negative for the Netherlands and Switzerland because 
more people killed themselves when their teams were playing than when 
there was no soccer.

The next question is what happens after a team is knocked out. Do 
all the people who had been saved from suicide by soccer then fall into a 
void and jump off apartment buildings? If so, you would expect a rise in 
suicides in the period after the tournament.

Male lives saved Female lives saved
Austria 9 -3
Czech Republic 14 6
Denmark 4 4
France 59 8
Germany 30 14
Greece 0 5
Ireland 2 1
Netherlands -5 0
Norwaya [19 lives saved spread across both genders]
Spain 4 1
Sweden 4 15
Switzerland -1 -2
aThe data for Norway were not broken down by gender.

FigUre 14.1. Lives saved from suicide during World Cup or European 
Championship compared to average June
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However, we found that in ten of our twelve countries, suicides de-
clined for the entire year when the national team played in a big tour-
nament. Only in the Netherlands did suicides rise in the year when the 
team played; in Spain the difference was negligible. But in the other ten 
countries, even after the team got knocked out and the euphoria ended, 
there was no compensating rise in suicide. To the contrary: it seems that 
the uniting effect of the tournament lasted for a while afterward, con-
tinuing to depress the suicide rate. For each of these ten countries, more 
lives were saved on average over the entire year than in June alone. Figure 
14.2 contains our very rough estimates for lives saved over the entire year 
when the national team plays in a tournament (“lives saved” represents 
the decline in deaths during a “soccer” year compared to the average year).

Very roughly, the typical soccer tournament in this period appears to 
have helped save several hundred Europeans from suicide.

We couldn’t find any monthly suicide data for any of the British na-
tions. However, the only two previous studies on this topic that we know 
of in Britain suggest that the lifesaving effect works there, too.

“Parasuicide” is a suicidal gesture in which the aim is not death but 
rather self-harm, or a cry for help. One example of parasuicide is taking 
an insufficient overdose. George Masterton, a psychiatrist in Edinburgh, 
and his co-author J. A. Strachan studied Scottish parasuicides during 

FigUre 14.2. Lives saved by gender in “soccer” years

Male lives saved Female lives saved
Austria 46 15
Czech Republic 55 12
Denmark 37 47
France 95 82
Germany 61 39
Greece 9 13
Ireland 19 -10
Netherlands -10 -1
Norway [92 lives saved spread across both genders]
Spain 2 -3
Sweden 44 16
Switzerland 20 2
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and immediately after the World Cups of 1974, 1978, 1982, and 1986. 
Each time, Scotland had qualified for the tournament. Each time, Mas-
terton and Strachan found a fall in parasuicide for both genders during 
the tournament that “has been sustained for at least eight weeks after the 
last game.” The Scottish case is a pretty strong piece of evidence against 
the apartment-building theory of soccer suicides, because if there was 
ever an excuse for soccer fans to try to kill themselves, it was Scotland’s 
performance at the World Cup of 1978. (The team’s fantasist manager, 
Ally McLeod, had boasted beforehand that the Scots would leave with a 
“medal of some sort.”)

Later Masterton and Anthony J. Mander studied the numbers of peo-
ple who came to the Royal Edinburgh Hospital with psychiatric emer-
gencies during and after the World Cups of 1978, 1982, and 1986. The 
researchers found “reductions in all illness categories during and after-
wards (with the exception of alcoholism during).” The decline in emer-
gencies applied to both genders, and was more marked after each World 
Cup than during it. For instance, there was a 56 percent fall in admis-
sions of male neurotics in the weeks after a tournament.

The authors then tried to explain what was going on here:

There are few outlets which permit a wide and acceptable expression of 
Scottish nationhood—sport is perhaps the most powerful, and [soccer] 
is the national game. . . . We would speculate that such a common in-
terest and endeavour, fused with a surge of nationalism, might enhance 
social cohesion in the manner proposed by Durkheim to explain the 
decreased suicide rates that accompany times of war.

Social cohesion is the key phrase here. This is the benefit that al-
most all fans—potential suicides and the rest of us—get from fandom. 
Winning or losing is not the point. You can get social cohesion even 
from losing. Very often, a nation will bond over a defeat in a big soccer 
game. People sob in public, perform postmortems in the office the next 
morning, hunt for scapegoats together. For Italians, for instance, defeat 
to North Korea in 1966 was a shared national moment almost as mem-
orable as victory in Berlin in 2006. It is not the case that losing matches 
makes significant numbers of people so unhappy they jump off apartment 
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buildings. In the US, fans of longtime losers like the Chicago Cubs and 
the Boston Red Sox baseball teams (Boston only became frequent win-
ners again from 2004) have not killed themselves more than other peo-
ple, says Thomas Joiner, author of Why People Die by Suicide, whose own 
father died by suicide.

Joiner’s article “On Buckeyes, Gators, Super Bowl Sunday, and the 
Miracle on Ice” makes a strong case that it’s not the winning that counts 
but the taking part—the shared experience. It is true that he found fewer 
suicides in Columbus, Ohio, and Gainesville, Florida, in the years when 
the local college football teams did well. But Joiner argues that this is 
because fans of winning teams “pull together” more: they wear the team 
shirt more often, watch games together in bars, talk about the team, and 
so on, much as happens in a European country while the national team 
is playing in a World Cup. The “pulling together” saves people from sui-
cide, not the winning. Proof of this is that Joiner found fewer suicides in 
the US on Super Bowl Sundays than on other Sundays at that time of 
year, even though few of the Americans who watch the Super Bowl are 
passionate supporters of either team. What they get from the day’s parties 
is a sense of belonging.

That is the lifesaver. In Europe today, there may be nothing that 
brings a society together like a World Cup with your team in it. For 
once, almost everyone in the country is watching the same TV programs 
and talking about them at work the next day, just as Europeans used to 
do thirty years ago before they got cable TV. Part of the point of watch-
ing a World Cup is that almost everyone else is watching, too. Isolated 
people—the types at most risk of suicide—are suddenly welcomed into 
the national conversation. They are given social cohesion. All this helps 
explain why big soccer tournaments seem to save so many female lives 
in Europe, even though relatively few women either commit suicide or 
(before about 2000 at least) watch soccer. The “pulling together” during a 
big soccer tournament is so universal that it drags many women along in 
a way that club soccer does not. It may also be that during tournaments, 
some troubled women benefit from a brief vacation from male partners 
who are distracted by soccer.

Other than sports, only war and catastrophe can create this sort of na-
tional unity. Most strikingly, in the week after John F. Kennedy’s murder 
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in 1963—a time of American sadness but also of “pulling together”—not 
one suicide was reported in twenty-nine cities studied. Likewise, in the 
US in the days after the September 11, 2001, attacks, another phase of 
national “pulling together,” the number of calls to the 1–800-SUICIDE 
hotline halved to about three hundred a day, “an all-time low,” writes 
Joiner. And in Britain in 1997, suicides declined after Princess Diana 
died.

Joiner speculates that “pulling together” through sports may partic-
ularly suit “individuals who have poor interpersonal skills (often charac-
teristic of severely depressed or suicidal persons).” You don’t have to be 
charming to be a fan among fans.

In 1956 Frederick Exley was drunk, unemployed, and loveless in Chi-
cago. He writes, “Though I had completely disregarded football my first 
year in that happy city, during the autumn of 1956, after losing my job, 
I once again found that it was the only thing that gave me comfort.” At 
some point or other in life, we have all known how that feels.
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haPPiness

Why Hosting a World Cup Is Good for You

You don’t often see people consciously building a white elephant, but 
that’s what was happening in Brasilia in 2012. Smack in downtown, on 
the main avenue of Brazil’s tropical capital, workers were finishing off a 
stadium for 70,000 people. The Estadio Nacional was one of twelve sta-
diums built for the World Cup in 2014. And it was doomed to become 
redundant even before the tournament ended. Brasilia’s tinpot clubs sel-
dom draw 1,000 spectators. Nor will the Rolling Stones regularly be fly-
ing into this city in the middle of nowhere to fill the Nacional. Brasilia 
might as well tear down the stadium after the last World Cup game, and 
save itself a fortune in maintenance costs. Other host cities like Manaus, 
Cuiabá, and Natal could do likewise.

It’s this kind of waste that brought Brazilians onto the streets in June 
2013, demonstrating against their country’s hosting of the World Cup 
and the Rio Olympics of 2016. “We have world-class stadiums—now 
we need a country to go around them,” read one protestor’s banner. “A 
teacher is worth more than Neymar,” said another. Worldwide, from At-
lanta to the International Olympic Committee’s headquarters in Lau-
sanne, Switzerland, people are reaching the same conclusion: hosting 
sports events doesn’t make you rich.

Whenever a country prepares to host a World Cup or an Olympics, 
its politicians prophesy an “economic bonanza.” They invoke hordes of 

9781568584812-text.indd   273 2/20/14   11:35 AM



274 S o c c e r n o m i c S

shopaholic visitors, the free advertising of host cities to the world’s TV 
viewers, and the long-term benefits of all the roads and stadiums that will 
get built. No wonder that nowadays almost every government seems to 
want to host these events. The bidding to stage the World Cups of 2018 
and 2022 was the most cutthroat ever. If only the bidding countries could 
grasp the real reason for wanting to be a host: hosting doesn’t make you 
rich, but it does make you happier. Brazil will benefit from 2014, but not 
in money.

| |

The 1989 movie Field of Dreams is a sentimental redemption story star-
ring Kevin Costner as an Iowa farmer. Growing up the son of a baseball 
nut, the farmer had dreamed of being a baseball star. As an adult, he 
hears a voice telling him to build a baseball diamond on his cornfield. “If 
you build it, he will come” is the film’s catchphrase. The moral: building 
stadiums where they do not currently exist is uplifting and good for you. 
This originally American idea later spread to soccer around the world.

There is in the US a small industry of “consultants” who exist to pro-
vide an economic rationale for “If you build it, he will come.” In almost 
any city in the US at almost any time, someone is scheming to build a 
spanking new sports stadium. The big prize for most American cities is 
to host a major league team, ideally an NFL franchise, but if that can’t be 
had, then baseball, basketball, or, if nothing else is going, soccer or even 
ice hockey. Hosting an American sports franchise has a lot in common 
with hosting a World Cup. Both the franchise and the World Cup are 
mobile beasts. Their owners are generally willing to move to whichever 
city or country offers them the best deal. In the US, owners of sports 
teams usually demand that the host city’s taxpayers pony up for a sta-
dium, with lucrative parking lots thrown in. All this is then handed over 
to the franchise owner, who also gets to keep the money he makes from 
selling tickets. About seventy new major league stadiums and arenas were 
built in the US in the twenty years before the financial crisis of 2008. The 
total cost: $20 billion, about half of which came from the public. In New 
Orleans, for instance, the taxpayer paid for the Superdome but not for 
better levees.

9781568584812-text.indd   274 2/20/14   11:35 AM



h a P P i n e s s  275

In one typical case in 1989, seventy investors, including one George 
W. Bush, son of the then American president, paid $83 million for the 
Texas Rangers baseball club. The Bush group wanted a bigger stadium. 
Strangely for a phalanx of right-wing millionaires, it decided that local 
taxpayers should finance it. If that didn’t happen, the new owners threat-
ened to move the Rangers elsewhere. The people of the local town of Ar-
lington duly voted to increase the local sales tax by half a percent, raising 
the $191 million needed for the ballpark.

The president’s son George W. became the Rangers’ managing direc-
tor. Mostly this just meant being the official face of the club. He would 
sit in the stands during games handing out baseball cards with pictures of 
himself. When he ran for governor of Texas in 1994, he constantly cited 
his experience in baseball. There wasn’t much else on his CV. He was 
duly elected, and decorated his Austin office with 250 signed baseballs.

In 1998 the Bush group sold the Rangers to Tom Hicks (the man 
who later became co-owner of Liverpool FC) for $250 million. Most of 
the value was in the stadium that the taxpayers had built. Bush person-
ally netted $14.9 million. He admitted, “When it is all said and done, I 
will have made more money than I ever dreamed I would make.” Mean-
while, he was already beginning to parlay his governorship into a bigger 
political prize.

So the trick for American club owners is to persuade the taxpayer to 
cough up for stadiums. This is where economists come in handy. Econ-
omists like to say that people respond to incentives. Well, economists 
certainly respond to incentives. Anyone hoping to persuade taxpayers to 
pay for a stadium in the US commissioned an economist to write an 
“economic impact” study. By a strange coincidence, these studies always 
showed that the stadium would make taxpayers rich. (One book describ-
ing this racket is aptly called Field of Schemes.)

The argument typically went as follows: Building the stadium would 
create jobs first for construction workers, and later for people who worked 
in it. Fans would flock in from all around (“If you build it, he will come”), 
and they would spend money. New businesses would spring up to serve 
them. As the area around the stadium became populated, more people 
would want to live there, and even more businesses (and jobs) would 
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spring up. “The building of publicly funded stadiums has become a sub-
stitute for anything resembling an urban policy,” notes Dave Zirin in his 
People’s History of Sports in the United States.

The “economic impact” study then typically clothed this model with 
some big numbers. If you put your mind to it, you could think up a total 
in benefits that ran into the billions, whatever currency you happened 
to be working in. Best of all, no one would ever be able to prove that 
number wrong. Suppose you promise that a stadium will bring a city eco-
nomic benefits of $2 billion over ten years. If the city’s income (hard to 
measure in the first place) rises by only $1 billion over the decade, then, 
of course, it was something completely different (the world economy, say) 
that restricted the income. You could prove the original estimates wrong 
only if you could estimate how much economic growth there would have 
been had the stadium never been built—but this “counterfactual” figure is 
unknowable, precisely because it is a counterfactual. The same economists 
soon branched out into writing studies that justified ever more extrava-
gant spending on the Olympics.

It would have seemed rude to derail this industry with anything so 
inconvenient as the truth. But then along came Rob Baade. The quiet, 
courteous academic seemed an unlikely figure to be taking on the stadium 
lobby. After all, he is a former top-class athlete himself: at college, Baade 
captained the Wisconsin basketball team. When the white coach seemed 
antagonistic to the majority of black players, Baade found himself cham-
pioning players against coach in what he describes as one of the most 
difficult years of his life.

Afterward he wanted to do graduate work in public finance, a branch 
of economics that usually involves many equations and few words. But he 
also wanted to coach basketball and to apply something of what he had 
learned while on the Wisconsin team. A colleague told him about a job 
at Lake Forest College, an idyllic little place just outside Chicago. To 
the dismay of some of his purist professors, he went to Lake Forest on a 
temporary appointment and ended up coaching there for eighteen years, 
while also rising to full professor of economics. He was a good coach, 
too: the year before he arrived, the team had not won a single game, but 
within four years they were winning 85 percent of their games.
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When you start out as an academic you try to write papers that will 
grab your colleagues’ attention. Baade used his own background to enter 
the economics of sports, then still almost virgin terrain. At a seminar in 
New York he presented a paper titled “The Sports Tax.” Journalists from 
the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal happened to be in the 
audience, and they zeroed in on what had been almost a throwaway line 
in his talk: public investment in stadiums does not provide a good return 
for taxpayers. As a coach himself, Baade might have been expected to 
join the stadium boosters. Had he done so, he could have earned himself 
good money in consulting. Instead he went into opposition.

The Heartland Institute, a conservative think tank, asked him to write 
up his thoughts. There are few issues in American political life where 
the Right joins with an intellectual liberal like Baade, but the paper he 
published in 1987 laid out the problem clearly: “Contrary to the claims 
of city officials, this study has found that sports and stadiums frequently 
had no significant positive impact on a city’s economy and, in a regional 
context, may actually contribute to a reduction in a sports-minded city’s 
share of regional income.”

Baade had asked the awkward questions that stadium boosters always 
ignored. For instance, where would all the construction workers for the 
new stadium come from? Wouldn’t they have jobs already, and therefore 
wouldn’t a shortage arise somewhere else? Worse still, as competition for 
their skills intensified, wouldn’t costs rise?

Once you start thinking of people as having alternatives rather than 
just standing around waiting for the stadium to arrive, the economics 
begin to look less appealing. For every dollar going in, there is probably 
a dollar going out somewhere else. In particular, if a city has to balance 
its budget, then spending more on stadiums must mean spending less 
on hospitals and schools. These lost jobs have to be counted against the 
stadium’s benefits. And if the city doesn’t balance its budget, isn’t it stor-
ing up future burdens for taxpayers, who will have to forgo something, 
someday?

That is bad enough, but what if the stadium doesn’t produce the prom-
ised benefits? After all, most stadiums are used for only a few hours a 
week, and barely at all in the off-season. Even allowing for the occasional 
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rock concert (and there is a limit to how many times Elton John can play 
in your town), most of the time the neighborhood around the stadium 
will be deserted. Nobody wants to live in a place like that. The neighbor-
hoods around the old Yankee Stadium or Shea Stadium hardly became 
desirable, for instance.

Nor did Baade believe that a stadium would draw in much spending 
from outside the city. Most out-of-town fans would buy a hot dog and 
beer, watch the game, and leave—hardly an economic bonanza. A mall, 
or a cineplex, or even a hospital would generate more local spending.

Around the end of the 1980s other economists, too, began asking 
these awkward questions. However, Baade went one better. To show 
that the boosters’ numbers didn’t add up, he generated some numbers 
of his own. Perhaps he couldn’t measure the counterfactual, but he could 
get close by comparing economic growth in cities that had major league 
teams with those that didn’t. After all, he reasoned, if the boosters were 
right, then over time cities with stadiums must do better than cities with-
out stadiums.

Baade examined data such as income per head and the numbers of 
new businesses and jobs created in various cities. The more he looked, the 
less difference he found between the economic profiles of cities with and 
without stadiums. All this spending was evidently producing no benefit.

Gradually people took notice. Other economists started to replicate 
Baade’s findings, and found new ways to test the proposition that stadi-
ums create wealth. “Antistadium movements” began in many American 
cities. (In the TV comedy series Portlandia, hipsters in Portland cam-
paign against the mere theoretical possibility of their town’s ever trying 
to bid for the Olympics.)

In the mid-1990s Baade was asked to testify before Congress. On the 
day of his testimony, Congress was also holding hearings on the Clinton 
Whitewater affair and on military intervention in Bosnia, but when the 
stadium hearings started, the other chambers emptied. One of the people 
in the room was Paul Tagliabue, NFL commissioner and someone all 
the congressmen wanted to be seen with. Powerful people like Tagliabue 
were getting quite irritated by Baade’s awkward facts.

Academic freedom is a cherished value of American universities, but, 
as Baade was starting to realize, so is making money. He recalls an old 
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guy coming up to him after one meeting and saying, “You might be right, 
professor, but if I were you I would watch my back. You’re getting in the 
way of a whole lotta commercial projects.” A university seldom likes see-
ing its employees upset local politicians and businesspeople. Lake Forest 
College always supported Baade, but at times it would have been conve-
nient had he thought differently.

He kept on telling the truth regardless. Among economists, often not 
the sportiest of types, he developed a special credibility as a former ath-
lete. This sometimes came in handy, such as when a questioner in a public 
debate asked, “No disrespect, professor, but what does an economist like 
you know about athletics?”

Eventually Baade descended on soccer. He and a colleague, Victor 
Matheson, conducted a study of the impact of hosting the World Cup of 
1994 in the US. They looked for evidence of faster economic growth in 
the host cities, and as usual they found nothing. Yet by now, the old bogus 
American arguments for hosting sports had spread to other countries.

The raising and dashing of hopes of an economic bonanza became as 
integral a part of a modern soccer tournament as the raising and dashing 
of hopes that England would win it. A few months after England hosted 
Euro ’96, for instance, a report by a body called Tourism Research & 
Marketing said that fewer than 100,000 overseas fans had visited En-
gland for the tournament, against a forecast—admittedly plucked out of 
thin air by the English Football Association—of 250,000. Nor had the 
visitors spent much. Euro ’96 generated about $155 million in direct in-
come for Britain. This was peanuts compared to the $20 billion spent by 
all overseas visitors to the country in 1996. Meanwhile, a study by Liv-
erpool University and the city council found that the 30,000 visitors to 
Liverpool during Euro ’96 spent only $1.56 million between them. How 
many jobs had that created? Thirty, all of them temporary.

A few years later Japanese and Korean government officials were pre-
dicting that the World Cup of 2002 could boost their economies by a 
staggering $26 billion and $9 billion, respectively. Of course, after the 
event there was little sign of any such boost, and indeed some evidence 
that tourists had stayed away for fear of soccer hooligans. Big sports tour-
naments attract some visitors, and deter many others. Greek tourism of-
ficials estimated in late 2004 that there’d been a 10 percent fall in tourist 

9781568584812-text.indd   279 2/20/14   11:35 AM



280 S o c c e r n o m i c S

arrivals during that year’s Athens Olympics, as vacationers choosing 
summer destinations steered clear of the frenzy. Nor did the twenty-two 
stadiums built for the Athens Games generate an economic bonanza. In 
2010 an analysis by the Wall Street Journal found that twenty-one were 
unoccupied.

Finally, the weight of this research was starting to stack up. It was 
becoming obvious that even if you build it, he won’t necessarily come. 
The boosters’ claims of economic benefits were growing muted. The esti-
mates produced for the World Cup in Germany in 2006 were altogether 
more sober. Even a study sponsored by the German soccer federation 
suggested a mere $2 billion in new benefits. (Similarly in London, esti-
mates of the likely economic benefits from the 2012 Olympics were kept 
studiously vague.)

Perhaps the best estimate we have of how much visitors to soccer 
tournaments actually spend was done at the German World Cup. This 
was the biggest media event in history, a month-long party (except for 
the boring soccer), yet even here the hosts didn’t make much money.

A team of economists, led by Holger Preuss from the University 
of Mainz, decided to work out how much “new” money visitors to the 
World Cup actually spent. In the old days, when boosters estimated eco-
nomic bonanzas, they simply multiplied the number of seats in stadiums 
by some imaginary spending number (counting meals, hotels, and trans-
portation as well as tickets) to produce an enormous hypothetical sum.

The problem with this method, as serious economists pointed out, 
is that not every visitor to an event really injects extra spending into the 
economy. Preuss’s team surveyed a large sample of visitors to the World 
Cup and found that only about one-fifth were foreigners who had trav-
eled to Germany specifically for the soccer. More than half the “visitors” 
were in fact Germans. For the most part these Germans would have been 
in Germany anyway, and had there been no World Cup they presumably 
would have spent their money on other forms of entertainment (such as 
going to movies or restaurants). If they spent money at the World Cup, 
they spent less elsewhere in the German economy, which largely offset 
any economic benefit from the soccer. Of course, some Germans who 
might otherwise have been spending their money on Spanish vacations 
stayed home for the soccer. However, their spending was probably offset 
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by other Germans who went abroad precisely to avoid the madness of the 
World Cup.

The remaining foreign visitors to the World Cup—about a quarter of 
all visitors—were either “time switchers,” who would have come to Ger-
many anyway at some point and simply timed their visit to coincide with 
the World Cup, or foreigners, who would have been in Germany during 
the World Cup anyway and just decided to go along and see what all the 
fuss was about. Preuss’s team called this last category “casuals.”

“Time switchers” and “casuals” would have added little to spending, 
because even without the World Cup they would have spent their money 
in Germany. Preuss’s team asked respondents detailed questions about 
their spending plans. They concluded that the World Cup generated 
spending by visitors of €2.8 billion. That was negligible beside the Paris 
Hiltonesque €1 trillion–plus spent annually by consumers in Germany. It 
was also much less than the German state spent preparing for the tour-
nament. Remarkably, more than a third of that visitor income came from 
people who never got inside a stadium but merely watched the games on 
big screens in public places. In short, even the World Cup was barely a 
hiccup in the German economy.

Almost all research shows the same thing: hosting sports tournaments 
doesn’t increase the number of tourists, or of full-time jobs, or total eco-
nomic growth. Added to all this are the host’s costs. If the economic 
benefits of putting on these tournaments are muted, the expenses seldom 
are. Economists Brad Humphreys and Szymon Prokopowicz made some 
rough estimates of the costs to Poland of hosting just half of Euro 2012. 
Poland needed to lay on a lot more than just new stadiums, airports, 
and hotels for fans. UEFA requires, for its own officials and guests, the 
use of one entire five-star hotel within a forty-five-minute drive of every 
stadium. The teams need an additional sixteen hotels, most of them five-
star. The referees have to be in five-star hotels near the stadiums. The 
doctors who perform the doping controls need five-stars “in the coun-
tryside.” Much of the cost of these hotels came courtesy of the Polish 
government. Poland also had to put up surveillance cameras all over its 
stadiums and towns.

In all, Humphreys and Prokopowicz estimated that the country would 
have to spend about $10 billion on Euro 2012. With hindsight, this looks 
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like a serious underestimate. True, some of the infrastructure that Po-
land bought still has its uses after the tournament. However, much of it 
doesn’t, because the things you need for a soccer tournament—a massive 
new stadium, roads to that stadium, an airport in a sleepy town—are 
never quite the same as the things you need for daily life.

Almost all the research points in one direction: hosting doesn’t create 
an economic bonanza. And yet South Africa went into its World Cup in 
2010 promising its citizens an economic bonanza. In a sense, the country 
had to. When about a third of your population lives on less than $2 a day, 
the government can hardly say it’s blowing billions on a month of fun. It 
has to argue that the soccer will benefit the poor. You then end up with 
people like Irvin Khoza, who chaired the tournament’s local organizing 
committee, saying things like, “The 2010 World Cup will change the 
face of the country. It may prove a pivotal point in our development as a 
young democracy.”

The South African ruling class put this message across so energetically 
that when the country was named host in May 2004, crowds celebrating 
in the township of Soweto shouted, “The money is coming!” Half the 
people you met in South Africa in the years before the tournament had 
a scheme for 2010: buying apartments just to rent them out during the 
tournament, selling sausage and maize pudding outside stadiums, cor-
ralling peasant women to weave beaded flags in the colors of all the par-
ticipating teams. Much of South African conversation was about such 
schemes, and in newspaper profiles, when a celebrity described what he 
was working on, he would often add, “The key thing is to be ready for 
2010.” The year had become a magic number.

As 2010 approached, the tournament’s expected costs inevitably 
soared. South Africa had initially promised a cheap World Cup. All the 
stadiums put together, it had said in 2004, would cost only about $170 
million. But with FIFA demanding perfection, and every local powerbro-
ker in South Africa wanting his own A-1 stadium, the bill for stadiums 
ended up about ten times that. This embarrassing overrun may be why 
copies of South Africa’s original bid book were “disappeared.”

Some of the South African organizers ended their journey in 2010 
feeling rather chastened. We witnessed this one chilly winter’s Saturday 
during the World Cup, in a chic convention center in Johannesburg’s 
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business district of Sandton. A few dozen visiting Brazilian officials had 
taken their seats to listen to South African officials explain what it had 
really been like to stage the tournament—to hear, in the words of one 
South African speaker, about “some of our cuts and bruises.”

The Brazilian guests were mostly cheery, as befits officials on a “study 
visit” to a World Cup. But they heard some chilling things. Perhaps 
the most chilling came from a lady we won’t name, to keep her out of 
trouble. She was a senior official for Gauteng, the province that includes 
Johannesburg.

She told the Brazilians how in 2009, she had reviewed the projected 
economic boost that the World Cup would give South Africa. She 
looked—and found almost nothing. “It wasn’t going to be giving us the 
benefits that we had told the country the World Cup was going to give 
us,” she said. True, the tournament would improve Johannesburg’s creaky 
transport links a bit, but “it wasn’t as much as we had thought.”

And so, over a year before kickoff, Gauteng quietly discarded hopes of 
economic boost. Instead it recast the World Cup as an exercise in brand-
ing—“almost a 30-day advertisement for Gauteng.” That, the lady admit-
ted, was all the tournament had proven to be. “There are a lot of mistakes 
we made that you hopefully won’t make,” she told the Brazilians.

After her talk, we buttonholed her to ask why the promised economic 
boost had never happened. “If you look at all the research about me-
ga-events,” she replied, “all the findings are that the economic returns are 
highly inflated by people hoping to profit from the events.”

That’s right. For instance, the expected hordes of foreign visitors 
never reached South Africa. In 2009 the management consultancy Grant 
Thornton—producer of a stream of upbeat economic forecasts about the 
World Cup—was predicting 483,000 foreign visitors for the tournament. 
(Earlier forecasts had been even sunnier.) A retrospective study based 
on official South African statistics, co-authored by Stefan with Thomas 
Peeters of the University of Antwerp and Victor Matheson from the Col-
lege of the Holy Cross, estimates that the number of additional visitors 
in June and July 2010 was only 220,000, less than half Grant Thornton’s 
prediction. Given that tourist arrivals from countries outside of Africa 
average about 2 million per year, this represented a boost to tourism, 
but not a big one. Nor did the economy as a whole see much benefit. 
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John Saker, chief operating officer of KPMG Africa, said: “The big boost 
didn’t happen.”

Predictably, most of the stadiums that South Africa built for the tour-
nament are now white elephants. The country never had any need for 
them. The larger hosting cities—Cape Town, Johannesburg, Durban, and 
Pretoria—have for decades possessed large, very decent rugby grounds 
that can serve the modest needs of local soccer, too. Johannesburg also 
had the original Soccer City, a stadium rightly touted as the best in Af-
rica when South Africa was bidding for the World Cup.

Very few domestic games outside the Johannesburg region draw more 
than about 10,000 spectators. Provincial towns like Nelspruit, Polokwane, 
and Port Elizabeth now have World Cup stadiums, but they do not have 
clubs in the country’s Premier Soccer League. (If you are wondering how 
Port Elizabeth became a host city, it just happens to be the hometown 
of Danny Jordaan, the World Cup’s chief executive.) In October 2010 
the French company SAIL Stadefrance said it was pulling out of its thir-
ty-year lease to operate Cape Town’s Green Point Stadium, even before 
the lease came into effect. The company admitted it had underestimated 
the cost of running the venue. Quite likely, in the next few years Cape 
Town will find better uses for that prime piece of land overlooking the 
Atlantic Ocean than a redundant soccer stadium.

brazil 2014: the hyPe never Ceases

You would have thought that people would learn from the shame of 
the South African World Cup; from the way FIFA forced a developing 
country to build unnecessary stadiums fancy enough for sponsors, while 
a few miles away people lived in corrugated-iron shacks. In 2009 a senior 
European soccer official mused to us about putting pressure on FIFA to 
let Brazil host a cheaper World Cup. It could be done, this man said, if 
a few powerful soccer federations—Germany, France, the US, England, 
and some others—argued that Brazil needn’t build the most expensive 
stadiums on earth, just some good solid ones that wouldn’t turn into 
white elephants the day the circus left town.

No such luck, however. One morning in Johannesburg during the 
World Cup of 2010, one of us, Simon, had breakfast with the Brazilian 
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sports minister, Orlando Silva Jr. The minister was a charming man, 
wearing the sort of casual clothes we wish our own ministers in Britain 
would try. And he was really looking forward to hosting the World Cup. 
“I guess that the cup has served as a stimulus for development and in-
frastructure here in South Africa,” he said, “and we will follow the same 
path in Brazil.” He said his country had deliberately chosen “less devel-
oped regions” to host matches, just to give them the chance to develop. 
Brazil was building airports, ports and stadiums all over. There’d be jobs 
galore. In short, the World Cup was just what Brazil’s economy needed.

Regrettably Silva is no longer in office, having resigned in 2011 over a 
corruption scandal. However, Brazil 2014 is already looking like a rerun 
of South Africa 2010. There is the ever-rising cost of stadiums: from 
an initial estimate of under $1 billion, most of which would be paid by 
private businesses, to over $3.5 billion (almost entirely funded by the 
Brazilian taxpayer) by late 2013. And let’s just say the estimated cost (or 
“investment,” as officials like to call it) was unlikely to fall. The construc-
tion companies knew the stadiums had to be ready by June 2014. This 
meant they could charge almost whatever they liked to build them; the 
government would just have to pay.

No wonder the construction of stadiums kept hitting delays. That 
allowed the construction companies to tell the government at the last 
minute, “Oops, this is costing more than we thought. Give us more cash 
or we won’t finish on time and you will look stupid in front of the world.”

The Brazilian World Cup is a wonderful thing if you happen to own 
a construction business; not so wonderful if you pay taxes in Brazil, or 
if you were hoping the government would do something about all the 
terrible Brazilian roads that don’t lead to soccer stadiums.

We confidently predict that in July 2014, when the last of the party 
animals has tumbled out of a cupboard and flown home, it will turn out 
that nobody made much more from the tournament than they would 
have in the regular tourist season.

Having said all that, the Brazilian World Cup will probably have a 
more worthwhile legacy than the South African one did. For a start, if 
Brazil has its wits about it, it will piggyback the preparations for the 
World Cup with the Rio Olympics of 2016. South Africa built infra-
structure for one party. Brazil, at least, should be building for two.
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More important, Brazil has a greater need than South Africa did for 
the main legacy of a World Cup: soccer stadiums. Brazil has nearly 200 
million inhabitants, almost four times as many as South Africa. It has a 
much larger soccer-going public: no club in South Africa has an average 
attendance of over 20,000, whereas several in Brazil do.

And Brazil lacks decent stadiums. When it was named host in 2007, 
it didn’t have a single one good enough for a World Cup. Its soccer 
fans were watching—or not watching—in the tumbledown stadiums of 
a poorer era.

A wealthier Brazil can afford better grounds. During the recent boom 
years, this became more of a middle-class country. It now has more in-
habitants able to pay to watch soccer in comfort. The World Cup will 
make that happen. The government’s aim, said Silva at our breakfast, “is 
to raise the comfort level of our stadiums without excluding the workers.” 
Once the comfort level rises in the shiny new stadiums, more middle-class 
Brazilians and their families should start coming to league matches. This 
is what happened in England after the country raised the comfort level 
of its stadiums in the early 1990s. True, England then was a much richer 
country than Brazil is today. But Brazil today is richer than its current, 
run-down stadiums. Admittedly six of the host cities for 2014 don’t even 
have teams in the national championship, but at least the other six stadi-
ums (including a marvelous new Maracanã in Rio) should come in handy 
after 2014. That’s a better ratio than South Africa managed.

If well-off Brazilians start buying expensive tickets to games after 
2014, that would make Brazilian clubs richer. An official at Chelsea told 
us he saw Brazil in the future as “a marketplace of threat for the talent 
that you have here [in England].” Already, as the country gets richer, 
Brazilian clubs can afford to keep more of their better players at home. 
Brazil has ceded its traditional position of soccer’s biggest exporter of 
players to neighboring Argentina. Post-2014, Brazil could have a very 
good league. After all, the Brazilian economy is bigger than England’s, 
and the country produces some decent soccer players.

If our rosy predictions for Brazilian soccer come true, then that won’t 
make Brazil as a whole richer. Rather, the Brazilian World Cup is best 
understood as a series of financial transfers: from women to men (who 
will have more fun), from Brazilian taxpayers to FIFA and the world’s 
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soccer fans, and from taxpayers to Brazilian soccer clubs and construc-
tion companies. Possibly Brazilian society desires these transfers. Still, 
we have to be clear that this is what’s going on: a transfer of wealth from 
Brazil as a whole to various interest groups inside and outside the coun-
try. This is not an economic bonanza. Brazil is sacrificing a little bit of its 
future to host the World Cup.

Ah, say the boosters, but the biggest economic benefits from these 
events are intangible. Think of all the billions of people seeing the host 
country on TV every night. Saker of KPMG Africa promised that 
South Africa would benefit from “word of mouth and goodwill for years 
to come” after 2010. Similarly, Silva told us that the 2014 World Cup 
would promote Brazil’s image in the world. Well, maybe. First of all, as 
the American sports economist Andrew Zimbalist says, “Brazil is hardly 
a secret as an international tourist destination.” Rio is already the most 
visited city in the Southern Hemisphere, he notes. Furthermore, there’s 
the risk that the World Cup could damage Brazil’s brand. That has hap-
pened to several Olympic hosts: Munich in 1972, Montreal in 1976, and 
Atlanta in 1996. The 2014 World Cup might persuade people that Brazil 
is not a crime-ridden country with terrible traffic; alternatively, it might 
persuade them that Brazil is precisely that.

It’s rare for a truth long known to economists to sink in with the 
general public, but that is happening on this issue. People everywhere 
are cottoning onto the truth that building stadiums doesn’t bring wealth. 
In referendums in Europe in 2013, the citizens of Munich voted against 
bidding for a winter Olympics, and the Viennese against bidding for a 
summer Games. In the US, the economic crisis seems to have made 
taxpayers more skeptical of stadium boondoggles. In 2013 the At-
lanta Braves and Minnesota Vikings, in cahoots with local politicians, 
avoided letting locals vote on funding their planned new stadiums— 
because they suspected people would vote against. When Insider  
Advantage–Fox 5 polled 1,698 registered voters in Cobb County, Geor-
gia, in November 2013, 56 percent opposed spending local tax dollars 
on the Braves stadium. Yet later that month, Cobb County commis-
sioners voted for it.

Other international sporting bodies don’t want to anger taxpayers 
the way FIFA has in Brazil. That’s partly why the IOC gave the 2020 
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Olympics to Tokyo: the megacity could better afford to stage the Games 
than its poorer rivals Istanbul and Madrid. In soccer, UEFA went one 
step further: it didn’t choose a host at all for Euro 2020. The burden 
would have been too great, explained UEFA’s general secretary Gianni 
Infantino, especially in hard economic times. Instead thirteen countries 
will share the hosting.

FIFA, too, must have learned from its Brazilian experience. It now 
knows that to ask a democratic country to fund white elephants is to 
ask for protests. Much easier to give the World Cup to dictatorships 
like Russia or Qatar, where protestors are discouraged. Alternatively, you 
could choose a host country that doesn’t need to build world-class stadi-
ums because it already has dozens. Step forward the USA for 2026.

haPPiness is a worlD CuP

Most people now agree with Rob Baade: hosting a sports tournament 
doesn’t make a place rich. The question then is why countries still bother. 
Why did so many countries go to such embarrassing lengths to stage the 
World Cups of 2018 and 2022? The answer has nothing to do with desire 
for profit. To the contrary: Qatar, which won the bidding for 2022, has 
so much money that it can afford to waste pots of it on a month of fun. 
However, the frantic bidding by respectable democracies, such as Aus-
tralia, the US, England, and Spain, does reveal something about the new 
politics of happiness slowly emerging in the rich world.

In recent years, social scientists have learned a lot about happiness. 
Their best source in Europe is the Eurobarometer research program, 
which is funded by the European Commission. Each year it asks about 
1,000 citizens from each European country how happy they are. To quote 
the exact question: “On the whole, are you very satisfied, fairly satisfied, 
not very satisfied, or not at all satisfied with the life you lead?”

The survey has been conducted for over forty years. By now some 
insights have accumulated. Perhaps the most interesting is that having 
money in itself doesn’t make you happy. “There is a paradox at the heart 
of our lives” is how Richard Layard opens his book Happiness: Lessons 
from a New Science, one of a flood of recent works on the subject. “Most 
people want more income and strive for it. Yet as Western societies have 
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got richer, their people have become no happier.” Layard says that in the 
US, Britain, and Japan, people have gotten no happier in the past fifty 
years even as average incomes have more than doubled.

It seems that we humans adapt quickly to our environment. The 
things we once thought of as luxuries soon become necessities (although, 
by the same token, our sense of well-being would quickly adapt to losing 
half our income). What we care about is not our absolute wealth but our 
rung on the ladder. Ruut Veenhoven, a leading researcher of happiness, 
says, “When we have overtaken the Joneses, our reference drifts upward 
to the Smiths, and we feel unhappy again.”

Only in countries where income per capita is below about $15,000—
countries such as Brazil, the Philippines, and India—has increased wealth 
brought some happiness. Layard writes, “The reason is clear—extra in-
come is really valuable when it lifts people away from sheer physical pov-
erty.” But that very rarely happens in Europe anymore.

Some other truths emerge from the European data. Scandinavians are 
very happy; eastern Europeans are not. The Irish both north and south 
of the border are surprisingly happy. Age, sex, and social status matter, 
too. In western Europe at least, the average person’s happiness tends to 
decline with age until he or she is twenty-six, and then starts to rise 
again. Women seem to be happier than men, which might help account 
for their much lower rates of suicide. The more educated people are, the 
happier they tend to be. Married people are generally happier than un-
married ones. What happens around you in society also matters: when 
unemployment or inflation rises, people tend to grow unhappier. Spend-
ing time with friends and family makes people happy.

And, we discovered, so does hosting soccer tournaments. Staging a 
World Cup won’t make you rich, but it does tend to cheer you up.

The day before the World Cup final of 2006, one of the authors, 
Simon, visited the street where he used to live in Berlin. Fifteen years be-
fore, the Hohenfriedbergstrasse had been a dull-brown place with toilets 
on the stairwells and potentially fatal ancient coal ovens in every apart-
ment. Nobody ever spoke to anyone else. This time he had to check the 
street sign to make sure it was the same place. Flags were flying from 
every house—German flags made in China, but also flags of many other 
nations—and children were playing everywhere even though they had 
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supposedly gone extinct in Germany. The World Cup seemed to have 
made a usually gloomy nation happy.

This is typical. Georgios Kavetsos and Stefan Szymanski (with a lot 
of help from Robert McCulloch, guru of happiness research) took the 
European Commission’s happiness data for twelve western European 
countries from 1974 to 2004 and checked whether it correlated at all 
with sports tournaments. The obvious first question was whether people 
became happier when their national team did well. It turned out that they 
didn’t: there was no visible correlation. Then Kavetsos and Stefan looked 
at hosting and happiness, and here they found a link. After a country 
hosts a soccer tournament, its inhabitants report increased happiness.

What Kavetsos and Stefan did was to replicate existing studies of 
happiness using all the measures researchers usually consider (income, 
age, marital status, and so on), and then see whether living in a host 
country made a difference as well. Their data on happiness covered eight 
separate hosts of tournaments: Italy and France for the World Cups of 
1990 and 1998 and for the European championships Italy (1980), France 
(1984), West Germany (1988), England (1996), and Belgium and the 
Netherlands (2000). In all but one of these eight host countries, there 
was a significant uptick in self-reported happiness just after the tourna-
ment. The only exception was the UK, where happiness fell slightly just 
after Euro ‘96, but then we all know that the UK is not England.

The London Olympics do seem to have boosted British happiness. 
The UK’s Office for National Statistics registered a small rise in self- 
reported “life satisfaction” from 2011–2012 to 2012–2013, despite the 
economic crisis. Of the 165,000 British adults polled, 77 percent rated 
their life satisfaction at seven or more out of ten—up a touch from 75.9 
percent in 2011–2012. The ONS commented that the Olympics and the 
Queen’s Diamond Jubilee may have “influenced people’s assessment of 
their . . . well-being.”

The mass of evidence is persuasive. However, given that so many 
other factors influence happiness, we wanted to test whether this effect 
could be measured even after allowing for the other factors. To do this, 
several large databases had to be welded together, and in the process the 
data from some years were lost. For instance, it turns out that the income 
of respondents was not surveyed in every single year. That left us with 
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data for five hosts: Italia ’90, and the Euros of 1984, 1988, and 2000, the 
last of which had two hosts. Admittedly, this is a small sample, but in all 
five host countries, happiness rose after the tournament, even allowing 
for all the other effects that influence happiness. The inhabitants reported 
a higher level of happiness the year after the tournament than they had 
the year before, and they reported more happiness in the autumn surveys 
(that is, held after the tournament) than in the spring surveys (held before 
the tournament). Interestingly, this is just what the late British soccer 
writer Arthur Hopcraft observed when England hosted the World Cup 
in 1966. He wrote two years later:

The competition released in our country a communal exuberance which 
I think astonished ourselves more than our visitors. It gave us a chance 
to spruce up a lot, to lighten the leaden character of the grounds where 
the matches were played, to throw off much of our inhibition of be-
havior, particularly in the provinces, so that we became a gay, almost 
reckless people in our own streets, which is commonly only how we 
conduct ourselves when we put on our raffia hats in other countries’ 
holiday resorts. Except in the celebrations that greeted the end of the 
Second World War, I have never seen England look as unashamedly 
delighted by life as it did during the World Cup.

We found much the same thing in the nations we studied. The jump 
in happiness was quite large. Citizens of wealthy countries like the Neth-
erlands or France would need to make hundreds of euros more a month 
to experience a similar leap. One way to express this is that the average 
person gains twice as much happiness from hosting a soccer tournament 
as from having higher education. The effect can also be likened to an 
unexpected increase in income that takes someone from the bottom half 
of the income distribution to the middle of the top half. It’s not quite 
winning the lottery, but very satisfying nonetheless. If you calculate this 
for an entire nation, then the leap in happiness from hosting can easily be 
worth a few billion euros.

In general in the host countries, older men gained the most extra hap-
piness, presumably because many of them were sitting in front of their 
television sets with little else to do. Lesser-educated people gained more 
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happiness than better-educated ones. Of all the subgroups we studied, 
only one (a significant one) did not get any happier: women.

The gain in happiness lasts at least a couple of months, given that the 
tournaments are played in midsummer and the survey is carried out in 
the autumn. For World Cups, the gain was quite persistent: even two 
and four years after the tournament, every subgroup we looked at was still 
happier than before the tournament. European championships, though, 
lifted happiness only briefly. We found no impact on happiness in the 
host country a year after the Euro.

But if people gain a lot of happiness after hosting a tournament, they 
lose a little happiness before it. The ritual fuss over whether the stadiums 
will be ready, whether hooligans or terrorists will invade their country, 
and whether their team will be made to look ridiculous appears to cause 
stress. Six years and four years before hosting a tournament, many of the 
subgroups we studied showed a decline in happiness.

| |

It turns out that hosting doesn’t make you rich, but it does make you 
happy. This begs a question. If countries want to host soccer tournaments 
(and American cities want to host major league teams) as part of their 
pursuit of happiness, why don’t they just say so? Why bother clothing 
their arguments in bogus economics?

The answer is that politicians have still barely discovered the lan-
guage of happiness. They talk mostly about money. Anything that serves 
only to make people happy gets derided with the contemptuous phrase 
“feel-good factor,” as if politics should be above such trivialities. Most 
politicians have simply assumed that the real business of government is 
to make people richer. For one thing, measuring income is easier than 
measuring happiness. And so, when politicians argue for hosting tour-
naments, they typically use the language of money. It is almost the only 
vocabulary they have. John Kay, writing in the Financial Times in 2013 
about the costs of the London Olympics, remarked: “A curious puri-
tanism requires politicians to pretend activities intended to make us feel 
good about ourselves are justified by their contribution to ‘the economy.’ 
The Olympiad was a good party, which cost the British population about 
£200 per head.”
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But it is becoming clear that in rich countries, more money doesn’t 
make people happier. Robert F. Kennedy was one of the first to see this, 
remarking in March 1968, three months before he was murdered, that 
the gross domestic product “measures everything .  .  . except that which 
makes life worthwhile.” For a few years before the economic crisis hit 
in 2008, European politicians did begin talking less about money and 
more about happiness. In Britain in 2006, for instance, the Conserva-
tive leader David Cameron tried to introduce the acronym “GWB”— 
“general well-being”—to counter the decades-old “GDP” for “gross do-
mestic product.” He said, “Improving our society’s sense of well-being is, 
I believe, the central political challenge of our times. . . . Politics in Brit-
ain has too often sounded as though it was just about economic growth.” 
Instead Cameron wanted politics “to recognize the value of relationships 
with family, friends and the world around us.”

It seems that soccer tournaments create those relationships: people 
gathered together in pubs and living rooms, a whole country suddenly 
caring about the same event. A World Cup is the sort of common proj-
ect that otherwise barely exists in modern societies. We’ve seen that the 
mere fact of following a team in the World Cup deters some very isolated 
people from committing suicide. If playing in a tournament creates so-
cial cohesion, hosting one creates even more. The inhabitants of the host 
country—and certainly the men—come to feel more connected to ev-
eryone else around them. Moreover, hosting can boost the nation’s self- 
esteem, and so makes people feel better about themselves.

In the end, the best reason for hosting a World Cup is that it’s fun. 
Brazil’s President Dilma Rousseff ought to have been honest and said, 
“It’ll cost us money, we’ll have less left over for schools and roads and 
poor people, but we all love soccer and it should be a fun month, so it’s 
worth it.” Then Brazilians could have a clearheaded debate about the true 
pros and cons of hosting. It’s reasonable enough to want to throw the 
world’s biggest party. But you don’t throw a party to make money. You 
do it because it makes you happy.

Hosting makes even politicians happy. Most of their work is frus-
trating. You try to get money to build, say, roads, but other politicians 
stop you. Even when you get the money, it’s hard to build the roads, 
because people pop up to object. It’s the same with housing or foreign 
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policy or recycling: being a politician is an endless, tedious struggle with 
your enemies.

But it isn’t when you want to host a sports tournament. Suddenly ev-
eryone gets on board. While London was bidding for the Olympics, the 
rower Steve Redgrave pulled an Olympic gold medal out of his pocket 
during a meeting at the House of Commons, and MPs of all parties 
began drooling over him. Even going to war doesn’t create that sort of 
unanimous sentiment anymore.

The end of ideology—the disappearance of nationalism, socialism, re-
ligion, communism, and fascism from western Europe—means that in 
good times many politicians have little better to do than to plug sports 
events using specious arguments. Ken Livingstone wrote when he was 
mayor of London, “Crucially, the Olympics will also bring much-needed 
new facilities: an Olympic-size swimming pool in a city that has just two 
Olympic pools to Berlin’s 19, and a warm-up track that would be turned 
over to community use.”

Plainly, arguments like these are just excuses. If you want to regen-
erate a poor neighborhood, regenerate it. Build nice houses and a train 
line. If you want an Olympic pool and a warm-up track, build them. 
You could build pools and tracks all across London, and it would still 
be cheaper than hosting the Olympics. The only good reason to host an 
Olympics is that it makes people happy. The politicians behind London’s 
bid did not say so, but they did sense that the voters would reward them 
for winning the Games. The 8 million Londoners, in particular, have the 
highest incomes in the European Union, and so would need to receive 
a fortune in tax rebates to buy the happiness the Games seem to have 
brought them.

Puritans might rightly argue that even a rich country like Britain has 
better things on which to spend money. However, the likely gain in hap-
piness from the Olympics does mean the politicians are canny to give the 
people bread and circuses. In wealthy countries like Britain, the math of 
hosting and happiness probably stacks up.

But it’s much less likely that Brazil will get its money’s worth in hap-
piness from hosting the World Cup. This is still very much a sub-$15,000 
country, where putting more money in people’s pockets would make 
them happier. And like South Africa, it’s among the most economically 
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unequal countries on earth. Both countries have a first-world sector of 
the economy with the money and skills to host a World Cup—but also 
a third-world sector that desperately needs the fruits of the money and 
skills. Millions of Brazilians are still stuck in life-diminishing poverty. 
Some of them have been pushed out of their slums to make way for the 
World Cup. Like South Africans, they should ask how many homes with 
running water could have been built for the cost of their new stadiums.

We already know the World Cup won’t make Brazilians richer. It’s 
also probably not the most efficient way to make them happier.
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Countr ies
Rich and Poor, Tom Thumb, Guus Ghiddink, England, 

Spain, Saddam, and the Champions of the Future 
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why englanD loses  
anD others win

beaten by a Dishwasher

Here is what we wrote in the first edition of Soccernomics, which appeared 
nine months before the World Cup of 2010 kicked off:

When the England team flies to South Africa for the World Cup, 
an ancient ritual will start to unfold. Perfected over England’s fourteen 
previous failures to win the competition away from home, it follows this 
pattern:

Phase 1: Pretournament—Certainty that  
englanD will win the worlD CuP

Alf Ramsey, the only English manager to win the trophy, predicted the 
victory of 1966. However, his prescience becomes less impressive when 
you realize that almost every England manager thinks he will win the tro-
phy, including Ramsey in the two campaigns he didn’t. When his team 
was knocked out in 1970 he was stunned and said, “We must now look 
ahead to the next World Cup in Munich where our chances of winning 
I would say are very good indeed.” England didn’t qualify for that one.

Glenn Hoddle, England’s manager in 1998, revealed only after his 
team had been knocked out “my innermost thought, which was that En-
gland would win the World Cup.” Another manager who went home 
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early, Ron Greenwood, confessed, “I honestly thought we could have 
won the World Cup in 1982.” A month before the World Cup of 2006, 
Sven Goran Eriksson said, “I think we will win it.”

The deluded manager is never alone. As the England player Johnny 
Haynes remarked after elimination in 1958, “Everyone in England thinks 
we have a God-given right to win the World Cup.” This belief in the face 
of all evidence was a hangover from empire: England is soccer’s mother 
country and should therefore be the best today. The sociologist Stephen 
Wagg notes, “In reality, England is a country like many others and the 
England soccer team is a soccer team like many others.” This truth is only 
slowly sinking in.

Phase 2: During the tournament—englanD meets  
a former wartime enemy

In five of its last seven World Cups, England was knocked out by either 
Germany or Argentina. The matches fit seamlessly into the British tab-
loid view of history, except for the outcome. As Alan Ball summed up 
the mood in England’s dressing room after the defeat to West Germany 
in 1970, “It was disbelief.”

Even Joe Gaetjens, who scored the winning goal for the US against 
England in 1950, turns out to have been of German-Haitian origin, not 
Belgian-Haitian as is always said. And in any case, the US is another 
former wartime enemy.

Phase 3: the english ConCluDe that the game 
turneD on one freakish PieCe of baD luCk that 

CoulD haPPen only to them

Gaetjens, the accounting student and dishwasher in a Manhattan restau-
rant who didn’t even have an American passport, scored his goal by ac-
cident. “Gaetjens went for the ball, but at the last moment, decided to 
duck,” England’s captain Billy Wright wrote later. “The ball bounced on 
the top of his head and slipped past the bewildered Williams.”

In 1970 England’s goalkeeper Gordon Banks got an upset stom-
ach before the quarterfinal against West Germany. He was okay on the 
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morning of the game and was picked to play, but a little later was discov-
ered on the toilet with everything “coming out both ends.” His under-
study, Peter Bonetti, let in three soft German goals.

There was more bad luck in 1973, when England failed to qualify 
for the next year’s World Cup because Poland’s “clown” of a goalkeeper, 
Jan Tomaszewski, unaccountably had a brilliant night at Wembley. “The 
simple truth is that on a normal day we would have beaten Poland 6–0,” 
England’s midfielder Martin Peters says in Niall Edworthy’s book on 
England managers, The Second Most Important Job in the Country. Poland 
went on to reach the semifinals of the ’74 World Cup.

In 1990 and 1998 England lost in what everyone knows is the lottery 
of the penalty shoot-out. In 2002 everyone knew that the obscure, buck-
toothed Brazilian kid Ronaldinho must have lucked out with the free 
kick that sailed into England’s net, because he couldn’t have been good 
enough to place it deliberately. In 2006 Wayne Rooney would never have 
been sent off for stomping on Ricardo Carvalho’s genitals if Cristiano 
Ronaldo hadn’t tattled on him. These things just don’t happen to other 
countries.

Phase 4: moreover, everyone else CheateD

The Brazilian crowd in 1950 and the Mexican crowd in 1970 deliberately 
wasted time while England was losing by keeping the ball in the stands. 
The CIA (some say) drugged Banks. Diego Maradona’s “hand of God” 
single-handedly defeated England in 1986. Diego Simeone playacted in 
1998 to get David Beckham sent off, and Cristiano Ronaldo did the same 
for Rooney in 2006.

Every referee opposes England. Those of his decisions that support 
this thesis are analyzed darkly. Typically, the referee’s nationality is men-
tioned to blacken him further. Billy Wright, England’s captain in 1950, 
later recalled “Mr Dattilo of Italy, who seemed determined to let nothing 
so negligible as the laws of the game come between America and victory.” 
The referee who didn’t give England a penalty against West Germany in 
1970 was, inevitably, an Argentine. The Tunisian referee of 1986 who, 
like most people watching the game, failed to spot the “hand of God” has 
become legendary.
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Phase 5: englanD is knoCkeD out without getting 
anywhere near lifting the CuP

The only exception was 1990, when the team reached the semifinal. Oth-
erwise, England has always been eliminated when still needing to defeat 
at least three excellent teams. Since 1970, Bulgaria, Sweden, and Poland 
have gotten as close to winning a World Cup as England has.

Perhaps England should be relieved that it doesn’t finish second. As 
Jerry Seinfeld once said, who wants to be the greatest loser? The science 
writer Stefan Klein points out that winning bronze at the Olympics is 
not so bad, because that is a great achievement by any standards, but 
winning silver is awful, as you will always be tortured by the thought of 
what might have been.

England has never been at much risk of that. The team won only five 
of its eighteen matches at World Cups abroad from 1950 through 1970, 
and didn’t qualify for the next two tournaments in 1974 and 1978, so at 
least it has been improving since. The general belief in decline from a 
golden age is mistaken.

Phase 6: the Day after elimination,  
normal life resumes

The one exception is 1970, when England’s elimination may have caused 
the Labour Party’s surprise defeat in the British general election four 
days later. But otherwise the elimination does not bring on a nationwide 
hangover. To the contrary, England’s eliminations are celebrated, turned 
into national myths, or songs, or commercials for pizza chains.

Phase 7: a sCaPegoat is founD

The scapegoat is never an outfield player who has “battled” all match. Even 
if he directly caused the elimination by missing a penalty, he is a “hero.”

Beckham was scapegoated for the defeat against Argentina in 1998 
only because he got a red card after forty-six minutes. Writer Dave Hill 
explained that the press was simply pulling out its “two traditional re-
sponses to England’s sporting failure: heralding a glorious defeat and 
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mercilessly punishing those responsible for it, in this case Posh Spice’s 
unfortunate fiancé.”

Beckham wrote in one of his autobiographies that the abuse contin-
ued for years: “Every time I think it has disappeared, I know I will meet 
some idiot who will have a go at me. Sometimes it is at matches, some-
times just driving down the road.” He added that he kept “a little book 
in which I’ve written down the names of those people who upset me the 
most. I don’t want to name them because I want it to be a surprise when 
I get them back.” One day they will all get upset stomachs.

Often the scapegoat is a management figure: Wright as captain in 
1950, Joe Mears as chief selector in 1958, and many managers since. 
Sometimes it is a keeper, who by virtue of his position just stood around 
in goal rather than battling like a hero. Bonetti spent the rest of his career 
enduring chants of “You lost the World Cup.” After retiring from soccer, 
he went into quasi exile as a mailman on a remote Scottish island.

In 2006 Cristiano Ronaldo was anointed scapegoat. Only after a de-
feat to Brazil is no scapegoat sought, because defeats to Brazil are con-
sidered acceptable.

Phase 8: englanD enters the next worlD CuP  
thinking it will win it

That’s what we wrote in 2009. We are not usually this prescient. If we 
predicted England’s experience in South Africa in 2010 precisely, it’s 
only because over the decades the route map of England’s eliminations 
had become perfectly clear.

In phase one of our sequence, England flew to South Africa expecting 
to win the World Cup. That expectation wasn’t particularly ludicrous: 
Fabio Capello’s team had qualified with more dash than ever before, win-
ning nine out of ten qualifying games.

Phase two was, “During the Tournament England Meets a Former 
Wartime Enemy.” Following the 4–1 thumping by the Germans in 
Bloemfontein, England has now exited against Germany or Argentina in 
six of its last eight World Cups.

We called phase three “The English Conclude That the Game Turned 
on One Freakish Piece of Bad Luck That Could Happen Only to Them.” 
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In 2010 this was of course Frank Lampard’s shot that bounced inside 
the German goal without the referee noticing. As Lampard himself had 
lamented after England’s previous elimination, in 2006, “It seems to be 
the English way to lose in bizarre circumstances but it wears you down. 
It gets to the point where you want to tell Lady Luck to f*** off and take 
her bad sister with her.”

Phase four is “Morever, Everyone Else Cheated.” FIFA should have 
been using goal-line technology, and the German keeper should have 
fessed up that Lampard had scored.

In phase five, “England Is Knocked Out Without Getting Anywhere 
Near Lifting the Cup.” Had the English somehow beaten Germany, in-
stead of losing by three goals, they would have then needed to beat Ar-
gentina, Spain, and Holland.

In phase six, normal life resumed the day after elimination. Riots 
broke out in English cities in the summer of 2011, not the summer of 
2010.

In phase seven, the manager Capello was chosen as the nation’s scape-
goat. The Italian had raised English hopes by making his players look like 
world-beaters for two years, before finally pulling off the mask in South 
Africa to reveal them as the usual losers. Furthermore, as a foreigner he 
made a perfect scapegoat.

The World Cup as ritual has a meaning beyond soccer. The elimina-
tion is usually the most-watched British television program of the year. It 
therefore educates the English in two contradictory narratives about their 
country: one, that England has a manifest destiny to triumph, and, two, 
that it never does. The genius of the song “Three Lions,” English soccer’s 
unofficial anthem, is that it combines both narratives: “Thirty years of 
hurt / Never stopped me dreaming.”

There is an alternative universe in which Beckham didn’t get sent off, 
Banks’s stomach held up, Lampard’s goal counted, and so on. In that 
universe England has won about seven World Cups. Many English peo-
ple think they would have preferred that. But it would have deprived the 
nation of a ritual that marks the passing of time much like Christmas or 
New Year’s and celebrates a certain idea of England: a land of unlucky 
heroes that no longer rules the world, although it should.
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Yet with that failure in 2010, something changed. To adapt T. S. 
Eliot, humankind can only take so much reality. England’s umpteenth 
disappointment seems to have finally convinced the nation’s fans and 
media to shed the fantasy of manifest destiny. When the understated 
Roy Hodgson replaced Capello as manager in 2012, he seemed intent on 
reducing expectations from low to zero. “It’s difficult to say what would 
constitute ‘success’ at Euro 2012,” he mused at his first press conference. 
“I’d like people to cut us a bit of slack.” People did. When his team lost 
the European quarterfinal on penalties to a former wartime enemy, Italy, 
nobody was very surprised.

Finally, the English have become realistic. Perhaps helped by a gen-
eral decline in national status, they are beginning to realize they are just 
another country, without any manifest destiny to triumph.

a PerfeCtly DeCent team

Any mathematician would say it’s absurd to expect England to win the 
World Cup.

England wins just over two-thirds of its matches. To be precise, from 
1990 to 2010 (counting from the end of the 1990 World Cup to the end 
of the 2010 World Cup) England played 224, won 122, tied 57, and 
lost 45. If we treat a tie as half a win, this translates into a winning per-
centage of 67.2 percent. If we then break this down into five four-year 
World Cup cycles England’s winning percentage has ranged between 65 
and 76, except for the 1998–2002 cycle, when it slumped to 60 percent. 
In other words, its performance for most of recent history has been very 
constant.

Yes, these statistics conceal some ghastly mishaps as well as some 
highs, but the statistics tell us that the difference between anguish and 
euphoria is a few percentage points.

On the face of it, winning two-thirds of the time—meaning bookies’ 
odds of 1–2 on—is not too shabby in a two-horse race. Of course, some 
countries do even better. Brazil’s winning percentage is nearly 75 percent. 
But against most teams, England is the deserved favorite. In the 1990–
2010 period, England’s win percentage was ninth best in the world.
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The problem comes when we try to translate this achievement into 
winning tournaments. England’s failure to win anything since the holy 
year of 1966 is a cause of much embarrassment for British expatriates in 
bars on the Spanish coast.

It is tricky to calculate the exact probability of England qualifying for 
a tournament, because it requires an analysis of many permutations of 
events. However, we can reduce it to a simple problem of multiplicative 
probability if we adopt the “must-win” concept. For example, England 
failed to qualify for Euro 2008 by coming in third in its group behind 
Croatia and Russia. In doing so it won seven matches, lost three, and 
tied twice (for an average winning percentage of exactly 66.66 percent). It 
was narrowly beaten by Russia, which won seven, lost two, and tied three 
times (a winning percentage of 70.83 percent).

Suppose that to guarantee qualification you have to win eight games 
outright. Then the problem becomes one when you have to win eight out 
of twelve, where your winning probability in each game is 66 percent. 
Calculating this probability is a bit more complicated, since it involves 
combinatorics.

The answer is a probability of qualification of 63 percent. That means 
that England should qualify for fewer than two-thirds of the tournaments 
it enters. In fact, from 1970 through 2014 England qualified just over 70 
percent of the time: for eight out of eleven World Cups and seven out 
of ten European championships. Given that the number of qualifying 
matches has risen over time, England’s performance is somewhat better 
than you might expect.

The sad fact is that England is a good team that does better than 
most. This means it is not likely to win many tournaments, and it doesn’t. 
When we first published this book, we called the British edition Why 
England Lose. Going into the 2010 World Cup, English people often 
asked us: “Aren’t you worried about your title? What if England win?” 
We weren’t very worried. Later we changed the title anyway, because it 
turned out (amazingly) that few English people wanted to buy a book 
called Why England Lose.

Until 2010, the English tended to think that England should do better. 
The team’s usual status around the bottom of the world’s top ten was not 
good enough. The national media, in particular, felt almost perpetually let 
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down by the team. England was “known as perennial underachievers on 
the world stage,” according to the tabloid The Sun; its history “has been a 
landscape sculpted from valleys of underachievement,” said The Indepen-
dent newspaper; the former England captain Terry Butcher grumbled in 
the Sunday Mirror in 2006 that “historical underachievement has some-
how conspired to make England feel even more important.”

“Why does England lose?” is perhaps the greatest question in En-
glish sports. In trying to answer it, we hear strange echoes from the field 
of development economics. The central question in that field is, “Why 
are some countries less productive than others?” The two main reasons 
England loses would sound familiar to any development economist. So 
would the most common reason falsely cited for why England loses. Here 
are those three reasons for England’s eliminations—first the false one, 
then the correct ones.

british Jobs for british workers?  
why there are too many englishmen in  

the Premier league

When pundits gather to explain why England loses, their favorite scape-
goat of the last few years is imports: the hundreds of foreigners who 
play in the Premier League. Here is England’s midfielder Steven Gerrard 
speaking before England lost at home to Croatia and failed to qualify for 
Euro 2008: “I think there is a risk of too many foreign players coming 
over, which would affect our national team eventually if it’s not already. 
It is important we keep producing players.”

After all, if our boys can barely even get a game in their own league, 
how can they hope to mature into internationals? After England’s defeat 
to Croatia, FIFA’s president, Sepp Blatter, Manchester United’s man-
ager, Alex Ferguson, and UEFA’s president, Michel Platini, all made 
versions of Gerrard’s argument. In 2013 Greg Dyke, the new chairman 
of England’s Football Association, warned: “In the future it’s quite pos-
sible we won’t have enough players qualified to play for England who 
are playing regularly at the highest level in this country or elsewhere in 
the world. As a result, it could well mean England’s teams are unable to 
compete seriously on the world stage.”
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These men are effectively blaming imports for the English lack of 
skills. The reasoning is that our own workers don’t get a chance because 
they are being displaced by foreign workers. Exactly the same argument 
is often made in development economics. Why are some countries not 
very productive? Partly because their inhabitants don’t have enough skills. 
The best place to learn skills—such as making toothpaste, or teaching 
math, or playing soccer—is on the job. To learn how to make toothpaste, 
you have to actually make it, not just take a class to learn how to make it. 
But if you are always importing toothpaste, you will never learn.

That is why, for more than half a century, many development econo-
mists have called for “import substitution.” Ban or tax certain imports so 
that the country can learn to make the stuff itself. Import substitution has 
worked for a few countries. Japan after the war, for instance, managed to 
teach itself from scratch how to make all sorts of high-quality cars and 
electrical gadgets.

The idea of import substitution in the Premier League has an emo-
tional appeal to many English fans. Britons often complain about feeling 
overrun by immigrants, and few spots in the country are more foreign 
than a Premier League field on match day. Some clubs have wisely dis-
pensed with Englishmen almost altogether. All told, Englishmen ac-
counted for only 37 percent of the minutes played by individual players 
in the Premier League in the 2007–2008 season before Croatia’s night at 
Wembley. By the 2012–2013 season, only 32 percent of starters in the 
league were English. To some degree, English soccer no longer exists.

“It is my philosophy to protect the identity of the clubs and country,” 
Platini has said. “Manchester United against Liverpool should be with 
players from Manchester and Liverpool, from that region. Robbie Fowler 
was from Liverpool. He grew up in that city, it was nice, but now you 
don’t have the English players.”

Imagine for a moment that Platini somehow managed to suspend EU 
law and force English soccer clubs to discriminate against players from 
other EU countries. If that happened, Platini and Gerrard would proba-
bly end up disappointed. If inferior English players were handed places in 
Premier League teams, they would have little incentive to improve. This 
is a classic problem with import substitution: it protects bad producers. 
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What then tends to happen is that short-term protection becomes long-
term protection.

But, in fact, Platini’s entire premise is wrong. If people in soccer 
understood numbers better, they would grasp that the problem of the 
England team is not that there are too few Englishmen playing in the 
Premier League. To the contrary: there are too many. England would do 
better if the country’s best clubs fielded even fewer English players.

You could argue that English players account for “only” 32 percent 
of starting players in the Premier League. Or you could argue that they 
account for a massive 32 percent of starting players, more than any other 
nationality in what is now the world’s toughest league. The Dutch, Por-
tuguese and Uruguayans dream of accounting for 32 percent of starters in 
the Premier League, or indeed in any big league. The English have about 
sixty-five to seventy players starting regularly in the world’s toughest 
league. That should be enough to make up a decent squad of twenty-two.

In other words, English players get a lot of regular experience in top-
level club soccer. Even if we lump together the world’s three toughest 
leagues—the Premier League, Spain’s Primera División, and Germany’s 
Bundesliga—then only Germans and Spaniards play more tough club 
soccer. But certainly English players get far more experience in top-level 
soccer than, say, Croatians or Russians do.

The experience of competing against the best foreign players every 
week has probably helped English internationals to improve. Englishmen 
have had to get better just to stay in their club teams. They now learn 
about international soccer every week.

Indeed, since the Premier League has become more international, 
England’s performances have improved. The switch from a mostly Brit-
ish league to a mostly foreign one can be dated to 1995, the year of 
the “Bosman ruling” that allowed European players to play anywhere 
in Europe. Let’s compare England’s performances in the era of a Brit-
ish league, from 1968 through 1992, to its performances since 1998. 
(We have consciously excluded the World Cup of 1966, which was an 
anomalous event given that England were playing at home.) In that first 
“British” period through 1992, England reached one World Cup semi-
final, in 1990. However, that was an exception. In those years, England 
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reached the quarterfinals of major tournaments only four times in thir-
teen attempts. By contrast, in the “international” period since 1998, it 
has reached four quarterfinals in just eight attempts. Moreover, its win 
percentage at major tournaments jumped from 52 percent in 1968–1992 
to 62 percent in the “international” period (counting a tie as worth half 
a win). The figures suggest that if anything, the international league has 
been good for the England team.

In fact, you could argue that in recent years, as the Premier League 
has gotten ever stronger, England’s players have been playing too much 
rather than too little top-class international club soccer. The Premier 
League is becoming soccer’s NBA, the first global league in this sport’s 
history. So the players earn millions of dollars. So the league is all- 
consuming, particularly if you play for one of the big clubs, as almost all 
regular English internationals do. The players have to give almost all their 
energy and concentration in every match. It’s a little easier even in the 
German or Spanish leagues, where smaller teams like Mainz or Osasuna 
cannot afford to buy brilliant foreigners.

Clearly an athlete can’t peak in every match. If you are running in the 
Olympics, you plan your season so that you will peak only at the Olym-
pics, and not before. If you play soccer for, say, Croatia and for a club in 
a smaller league (even in Serie A), you can husband your energy so as to 
peak in big international matches—for instance, when you are playing 
England at Wembley.

By contrast, English players have to try to peak every week for their 
clubs. In no other country do players face as many demanding games a 
season. No clubs in any other country play as many European games as 
the English do. Daniele Tognaccini, longtime chief athletics coach at 
AC Milan’s “Milan Lab,” probably the most sophisticated medical outfit 
in soccer, explains what happens when a player has to play sixty tough 
games a year: “The performance is not optimal. The risk of injury is very 
high. We can say the risk of injury during one game, after one week’s 
training, is 10 percent. If you play after two days, the risk rises by 30 or 
40 percent. If you are playing four or five games consecutively without 
the right recovery, the risk of injury is incredible. The probability of hav-
ing one lesser performance is very high.”
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So when English players play internationally, they start tired, hurt, 
and without enough focus. Often they cannot raise their game. Harry 
Redknapp said when he was manager of Portsmouth, “I think England 
games get in the way of club soccer for the players now. Club soccer is 
so important, the Champions League and everything with it, that En-
gland games become a distraction to them.” Moreover, players in the 
intense Premier League are always getting injured, and their clubs don’t 
give them time to recover. That may be why half of England’s regulars 
couldn’t play against Croatia, and why Wayne Rooney played two suc-
cessive World Cups while half-fit. For some of the same reasons, the US 
often disappoints in basketball world championships.

In short, if England wanted to do better in international matches, it 
should export English players to more relaxed leagues, like, for exam-
ple, Croatia’s. Indeed, if more young English players spent some learning 
years abroad, they would probably absorb more international knowledge.

England’s former manager Eriksson understood the problem of En-
glish exhaustion. When one of the authors of this book asked him why 
England lost in the quarterfinals in the World Cup of 2002 and in Euro 
2004, he said his players were tired after tough seasons. Was that re-
ally the only reason? “I would say so,” Eriksson replied. “If you’re not fit 
enough . . . In Japan, we never scored one goal the second half.”

Ashley Cole, reflecting on the World Cup of 2006, notices the same 
phenomenon but cannot explain it: “We had to be honest .  .  . and rec-
ognize something was amiss in the second halves. We just didn’t know 
what.” However, some of his smarter teammates did seem to know. Here 
is Lampard looking back on 2006:

Throughout the tournament we had suffered in the heat. Our sec-
ond-half performances were invariably below the standard of the first 
period and at its worst—against Paraguay in Frankfurt—most of us 
could barely walk, never mind run, in the latter stages of the match.

This echoes Gerrard’s account of the previous tournament: “The truth 
was that England were knackered at Euro 2004. . . . A long, hard season 
took a terrible toll.” In 2010 in South Africa, too, England never scored 
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in the second half. Capello later told the FIFA website why he thought 
England didn’t win summer tournaments: “They’re the least fresh of 
any of the competing national sides, because their league doesn’t have a 
break. It’s like when you’re driving a car: if you stop halfway to put fuel 
in then you’ll definitely get where you want to go, but if you don’t there’s 
always the chance you’ll be running on empty before you reach your goal. 
In my opinion the soccer played in the first half of the English season is 
much better than in the second half.”

It is possible to dismiss all these claims of tiredness as self-serving. 
But if there has to be a single culprit for England’s summer failures, we 
suspect it’s more likely to be fatigue than the foreign influx.

In any case, English fans want to see teams full of foreign players. 
Platini wonders whether Liverpudlians can identify with a Liverpool 
team full of foreigners. Well, they seem to manage. Judging by the Pre-
miership’s record crowds despite its record ticket prices, fans still identify 
enough. England can have an excellent league, or it can have an English 
league, but it can’t have both. Given the choice, fans seem to prefer ex-
cellence. In that sense, they are typical consumers. If you try to substitute 
imports, then, at least at first, consumers have to put up with worse prod-
ucts. They generally don’t like that.

the Problem of exClusion: how english soCCer 
Drives out the miDDle Classes

The Romans built their empire with an army drawn from every part of 
society. Only when the militia became an elite profession open just to 
particular families did the empire start to decline. When you limit your 
talent pool, you limit the development of skills. The bigger the group of 
people you draw from, the more new ideas that are likely to bubble up. 
That’s why large networks like the City of London and Silicon Valley, 
which draw talent from around the world, are so creative. So is the Pre-
mier League.

The problem of English soccer is what happens before the best En-
glish players reach the Premier League. The Englishmen who make it to 
the top are drawn very largely from one single and shrinking social group: 
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the traditional working class. The country’s middle classes are mostly 
barred from professional soccer. That holds back the national team.

There are many ways to classify which social class someone was born 
into, but one good indicator is the profession of that person’s father. Joe 
Boyle, with some help from Dan Kuper, researched for us the jobs of 
the fathers of England players at the World Cups of 1998, 2002, and 
2006. Boyle ignored jobs the fathers might have been handed after their 
sons’ rise to stardom. As much as possible, he tried to establish what the 
father did while the son was growing up. Using players’ autobiographies 
and newspaper profiles, he came up with the list below. It doesn’t in-
clude every player (asked, for instance, what Wayne Bridge’s dad did for 
a living, we throw up our hands in despair), but most are here. Another 
caveat: some of the dads on the list were absent while their boys were 
growing up. That said, their professions are shown in Figure 16.1 on the 
following page.

Many of these job descriptions are imprecise. What exactly did Rob 
Lee’s dad do at the shipping company, for instance? Still, it’s possible to 
break down the list of thirty-four players into a few categories. Eighteen 
players, or more than half the total, were sons of skilled or unskilled 
manual laborers: Vassell, Terry, Shearer, Seaman, Scholes, Rooney, 
Merson, McManaman, Ince, Heskey, Gerrard, Fowler, Adams, Batty, 
Beckham, Campbell, Ferdinand, and Downing. Ashley Cole with his 
“working-class upbringing” by a single mother is probably best assigned 
to this category, too. Four players (Jenas, Lampard, Mills, and Owen) 
had fathers who worked in soccer. Le Saux and Joe Cole were both sons 
of fruit and vegetable traders. Anderton’s dad ran a moving company, 
which seems to have failed, before becoming a cab driver. Sheringham’s 
father was a policeman. Carragher’s and Dyer’s dads ran a pub and a 
social club, respectively. That leaves only five players out of thirty-four—
Crouch, James, Lee, Southgate, and Walcott—whose fathers seem to 
have worked in professions that required them to have had an education 
beyond the age of sixteen. If we define class by education, then only 15 
percent of England players of recent years had “middle-class” origins.

The male population as a whole was much better educated. Of Brit-
ish men between ages thirty-five and fifty-four in 1996—the generation 
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Player Father’s job 
Tony Adams Roofer
Darren Anderton Ran moving company; later a taxi driver
David Batty Sanitation worker
David Beckham Heating engineer
Sol Campbell Railway worker
Jamie Carragher Pub landlord
Ashley Cole None given, but in his autobiography describes “a grounded

working-class upbringing in east London”
Joe Cole Fruit and vegetable trader
Peter Crouch Creative director at international advertising agency
Stewart Downing Painter and decorator on oil rigs
Kieron Dyer Manager of Caribbean social club
Rio Ferdinand Tailor
Robbie Fowler Laborer; later worked night shift at railway maintenance

depot
Steven Gerrard Laborer (bricklaying, paving, and so on)
Emile Heskey Security worker at nightclub
Paul Ince Railway worker
David James Artist who runs gallery in Jamaica
Jermaine Jenas Soccer coach in the United States
Frank Lampard Soccer player
Rob Lee “Involved in a shipping company”
Graeme Le Saux Ran fruit and vegetable stall
Steve McManaman Printer
Paul Merson Coal worker
Danny Mills Coach in Norwich City’s youth academy 
Michael Owen Soccer player
Wayne Rooney Laborer, mainly on building sites; often unemployed
Paul Scholes Gas-pipe fitter
David Seaman Garage mechanic; later ran sandwich shop, then worked at

steelworks
Alan Shearer Sheet-metal worker
Teddy Sheringham Policeman
Gareth Southgate Worked for IBM
John Terry Forklift-truck operator
Darius Vassell Factory worker
Theo Walcott Royal Air Force administrator; later joined services

company working for British Gas

FigUre 16.1. Employment of World Cup fathers
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of most of these players’ fathers—a little more than half had qualifica-
tions above the most basic level, according to the British Household 
Panel Study.

English soccer’s reliance on an overwhelmingly working-class tal-
ent pool was only moderately damaging in the past, when most English 
people were working class. In the late 1980s, 70 percent of Britons still 
left school at the age of sixteen, often for manual jobs. But by then the 
growth of the middle class had already begun. In fact, middle-class values 
began to permeate the country, a process that sociologists call “embour-
geoisement.” It happened on what used to be the soccer terraces, which 
because of high ticket prices are now slightly more middle class than even 
the country at large.

Nowadays, more than 70 percent of Britons stay in school past the 
age of sixteen. More than 40 percent enter higher education. More and 
more, Britain is a middle-class nation. Yet because soccer still recruits 
overwhelmingly from the traditional working classes, it excludes an ev-
er-growing swath of the population. That must be a brake on the En-
gland team.

The shrinking of the talent pool is only part of the problem. Until at 
least the late 1990s British soccer was suffused, without quite knowing it, 
by British working-class habits. Some of these were damaging, such as 
the sausages-and-chips diet, or the idea that binge drinking is a hobby. 
“Maybe in earlier generations the drinking culture carried over from the 
working-class origins of the players,” wrote Alex Ferguson in his 1999 
autobiography. “Most of them came from families where many of the 
men took the view that if they put in a hard shift in a factory or a coalm-
ine they were entitled to relax with a few pints. Some footballers seem 
determined to cling to that shift-worker’s mentality. . . . Also prevalent is 
the notion that Saturday night is the end of the working week and there-
fore a good time to get wrecked.” Of course, “problem drinking” exists 
in the British middle classes, too. Equally of course, most working-class 
people have no issues with alcohol. However, Ferguson is explicitly de-
scribing a traditional working-class attitude.

Another problem was that the British working classes tended to re-
gard soccer as something you learned on the job, rather than from ed-
ucationalists with diplomas. It was the attitude you would expect of an 
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industry in which few people had much formal education. The late Ernie 
Walker, longtime secretary of the Scottish Football Association, who 
worked for decades to introduce coaching courses in Scotland, told us 
that clubs mocked his attempts as “some newfangled thing got up by 
college boys—as if there was shame in being educated.” He recalls that 
coaching and tactics became “shame words.” “People would say, ‘The trou-
ble with soccer today is that there is too much coaching.’ That’s like say-
ing, ‘The trouble with school is that there’s too much education.’”

It would be crazy to generalize too much about the working classes. 
There is a strong working-class tradition of self-education. Large num-
bers of postwar Britons became the first people in their families to go to 
college. Nonetheless, the anti-intellectual attitudes that Walker encoun-
tered do seem to be widespread in the British game.

These attitudes may help explain why English managers and English 
players are not known for thinking about soccer. When the Dutchman 
Johan Cruijff said, “Soccer is a game you play with your head,” he wasn’t 
talking about headers.

Over the past fifteen years these traditional working-class attitudes 
have begun to fade in British soccer. Foreign managers and players have 
arrived, importing the revolutionary notions that professional athletes 
should think about their game and look after their bodies. Andy Carroll’s 
drinking now marks him out as an exception in the higher reaches of the 
English game. But one working-class custom still bars middle-class Brit-
ons from professional soccer: what you might call the “antieducational 
requirement.”

Most British soccer players still leave school at sixteen. The belief per-
sists that only thus can they concentrate fully on the game. The argument 
that many great foreign players—Ruud Gullit, Dennis Bergkamp, To-
stao, Socrates, Osvaldo Ardiles, Jorge Valdano, Slaven Bilic, Josep Guar-
diola, Andres Iniesta, Fernando Redondo, Kaká, and others—stayed in 
school after sixteen, or even attended college, is ignored. This is proba-
bly because many British coaches and players are suspicious of educated 
people.

It is true that the clubs’ new academies are meant to help players keep 
studying, but in practice this rarely happens. A few years ago one of us 
visited the academy of an English club. It’s an academy of some note: two 
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of its recent graduates first played for their countries while still teenagers. 
But all the boys we met there, bright or otherwise, were sent to do the 
same single lowly vocational course in leisure and tourism to fulfill the 
academy’s minimum educational requirements. Together the boys caused 
such havoc in class that all the other students had dropped out of the 
course. It’s not that soccer players are too busy to study; they rarely train 
more than a couple of hours a day. Rather, it’s that being studious is 
frowned upon.

English soccer consequently remains unwelcoming to middle-class 
teenagers. For instance, Stuart Ford, who at seventeen played for En-
gland Schools, gave up on becoming a professional because he got tired 
of listening to rants from uneducated coaches. Being middle class, he 
always felt like an outsider. He recalled, “I was often goaded about my 
posh school or my gross misunderstanding of street fashion. That was just 
from the management.” Instead he became a Hollywood lawyer. Later, 
as a senior executive at a Hollywood studio, he was one of the people 
behind an unsuccessful bid to buy Liverpool FC.

Or there was the youth trainee at Oldham Athletic, whose teammates 
hounded him as an intellectual snob after he walked into the club one 
day carrying a copy of the midmarket newspaper the Daily Mail. He told 
us years later, “Aside from the clubwide piss-taking, I had Deep Heat 
rubbed into the lining of my slips. I took so much verbal (and physi-
cal) abuse that month that I often wonder what would have happened 
had it been the Financial Times.” This man, incidentally, studied for that 
same vocational course in leisure and tourism with several future Premier 
League players.

One of the few remotely middle-class Englishmen to have made 
the national team in recent decades is Graeme Le Saux. He has a mid-
dle-class accent, reads the upmarket Guardian newspaper, and when he 
joined Chelsea, looked forward to exploring London’s galleries and mu-
seums. Naturally, throughout his career in soccer Le Saux was abused by 
his fellow professionals. So far, so typical. What’s curious is the particular 
slant the abuse took. The heterosexual Le Saux was branded “gay.” Liver-
pool’s Robbie Fowler once pretended to offer him his bottom on the field 
during a game. Le Saux has said that during another match, the great 
metrosexual David Beckham called him a “poof” (derogatory British 
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slang for gay), though a spokesman for Beckham denied the allegation. 
Non-Britons may struggle to interpret these subtle cultural markers, but 
the point to grasp is that in the complicated British class debate, “gay” 
can be a synonym for “middle class” (and not in a good way).

Some of the more educated foreign players in the Premier League 
must view these goings-on with dismay. As they have no assigned place 
in the British class system, they have a touch more freedom to be intel-
lectual. However, Erik Thorstvedt, Tottenham’s Norwegian goalkeeper 
of the 1990s, does recall bread rolls being chucked at his head when he 
opened a broadsheet newspaper on the team bus.

If the British working classes get little education, that is mainly the 
fault of the middle-class people who oversee the UK’s school system. 
Nonetheless, the educational divide means that any middle-class person 
entering British soccer feels instantly out of place.

Many middle-class athletes drift to cricket or rugby instead. Often, 
this represents a direct loss to soccer. For most people, sporting talent is 
fairly transferable until they reach their late teens. Many English soccer 
players, like Gary Neville and Gary Lineker, were gifted cricketers, too. 
Some well-known rugby players took up rugby only as teenagers, when 
they realized they weren’t going to make it in soccer. And in the past, 
several paragons represented England in more than one sport. Only a few 
sports demand very specific qualities that can’t be transferred: it’s hard 
to go from being a jockey to being a basketball player, for instance. But 
English soccer competes with other ball games for talent, and it scares 
away the educated middle classes.

This is particularly sad because there is growing evidence that sporting 
talent and academic talent are linked. The best athletes have fast men-
tal reactions, and those reactions, if properly trained, would make for 
high-caliber intellects.

Interestingly, some people inside English soccer have become aware 
of the game’s class discrimination. Daniel Hargreaves, who works for 
Everton’s academy with the remit to make sure its decisions are evi-
dence-based (the sort of job that didn’t exist in English soccer a few years 
ago), has spotted the club’s tendency to scout mainly in working-class 
neighborhoods. “Traditionally we have core areas where we think we 
find players,” he says. “But there’s a growing middle-class, there are more 
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green spaces in the middle-class areas.” Has Everton operated an unin-
tentional bias against the middle classes? “I think evidence would suggest 
that’s the case.”

But for now, this class bias helps explain why even though the acad-
emies of English clubs are the richest in the world, England doesn’t 
produce better players than poor nations. Instead of trying to exclude 
foreigners from English soccer, it would be smarter to include more 
middle-class English people. Only when there are England players with 
educated accents—as happens in Holland, Argentina, and even Brazil 
(Leonardo, Socrates, and Kaká, for instance)—might the national team 
maximize its potential.

CloseD to innovations:  
english soCCer’s small network

When the Internet arrived, many pundits predicted the decline of the city. 
After all, why live in a small apartment in East London when you could 
set up your laptop in an old farmhouse overlooking a sheep meadow?

The prediction turned out to be wrong. Cities have continued their 
growth of the past two hundred years, which is why apartments in 
Brooklyn became so expensive. Meanwhile, the countryside has turned 
into something of a desert, inhabited by a few farmers and old people 
and used by the rest of us mostly for hiking. It turns out that people still 
want to live in dirty, overcrowded, overpriced cities. And the reason they 
do is the social networks. To be rural is to be isolated. Networks give you 
contacts.

Someone you meet at a party or at your kids’ playground can give 
you a job or an idea. Just as the brain works by building new connections 
between huge bundles of neurons, with each connection producing a new 
thought, so we as individuals need to find ourselves in the center of the 
bundle to make more connections.

Networks are key to the latest thinking about economic development. 
Better networks are one reason that some countries are richer than oth-
ers. As it happens, networks also help explain why some countries have 
done better at soccer than England. English soccer’s biggest problem 
until very recently was probably geography. The country was too far from 
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the networks of continental western Europe, where the best soccer was 
played.

Once upon a time, England was at the center of soccer’s knowledge 
network. From the first official soccer international in 1872, until at least 
the First World War, and perhaps even until England’s first home defeat 
against Hungary in 1953, you could argue that England was the dom-
inant soccer nation. It was the country that exported soccer know-how 
to the world in the form of managers. The English expatriate manager 
became such a legendary figure that to this day in Spain and Italy a head 
coach is known as a “mister.”

Many English people clung to the belief in England’s supremacy long 
after it had ceased to be true. The astonishment each time England didn’t 
win the World Cup ended only with the team’s abject failures in the 
1970s.

The gradual British decline in soccer echoes the decline in Britain’s 
economic status. The country went from supreme economic power under 
Queen Victoria to having its hand held by the International Monetary 
Fund in the late 1970s. Admittedly, in soccer as in economics, most ob-
servers exaggerated Britain’s slide. The country’s position in the top ten 
largest economies was never much in doubt. But in soccer it became clear 
by 1970 at the latest that dominance had shifted across the Channel to 
the core of western Europe. For the next forty years, that part of the 
Continent would be the most fertile network in soccer. And Britain was 
just outside it.

Western Europe’s grip on global soccer probably peaked at the Ger-
man World Cup of 2006. The region has only about 400 million inhabi-
tants, or 6 percent of the world’s population, yet only once in that entire 
tournament did a western European team lose to a team from another re-
gion: Switzerland’s insanely dull defeat on penalties to Ukraine, a match 
that was the nadir of 10,000 years of human civilization.

In 2006 even Brazil couldn’t match western Europe. Argentina con-
tinued its run of failing to beat a western European team in open play 
at a World Cup since the final against West Germany in 1986 (though 
it did win two of the eight subsequent encounters against Europeans 
on penalties). Big countries outside the region, like Mexico, Japan, the 
US, and Poland, could not match little western European countries like 
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Portugal, Holland, or Sweden. If you understood the geographical rule 
of that World Cup, you could sit in the stands for almost every match 
before the quarterfinals confident of knowing the outcome.

As we’ll discuss in our final chapter, by 2010 the dominance of west-
ern Europe was waning slightly. In South Africa, western European 
countries lost six of their twenty-nine games against teams from other 
regions. In part, this must have been because the tournament was held 
outside western Europe. In part, it was because other regions have begun 
to copy western European methods. Yet even in 2010, first, second, and 
third place all went to western Europeans.

Western Europe excels at soccer for the same fundamental reason it 
had the scientific revolution in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
and was for centuries the world’s richest region. The region’s secret is 
what the historian Norman Davies calls its “user-friendly climate.” West-
ern Europe is mild and rainy. Because of that, the land is fertile. This 
allows hundreds of millions of people to inhabit a small space of land. 
Moreover, as Malise Ruthven, the scholar of Islam, has pointed out, Eu-
rope has “a higher ratio of coast to landmass than any other continent or 
subcontinent, and a coastline some 23,000 miles long—equivalent to the 
circumference of the globe.” No wonder Europeans were the first people 
to sail the world. Geography has always helped them exchange ideas, 
inside their continent and beyond. In short, they are networked.

From the World Cup in Germany, you could have flown in two and 
a half hours to any one of about twenty countries containing roughly 300 
million people in total. That is the densest network on earth. There was 
nothing like that in Japan at the World Cup of 2002: the only foreign 
capital you can reach from Tokyo within that time is Seoul. South Af-
rica, host in 2010, was even more isolated. And the only foreign capital 
within two hours flight of Brazil’s biggest city, Sao Paulo, is Asunción in 
Paraguay.

For centuries now, the interconnected peoples of western Europe have 
exchanged ideas fast. The scientific revolution could happen in western 
Europe because its scientists were near one another, networking, holding 
a dialogue in their shared language: Latin. Copernicus, Polish son of a 
German merchant, wrote that the earth circled the sun. Galileo in Flor-
ence read Copernicus and confirmed his findings through a telescope. 
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The Englishman Francis Bacon described their “scientific method”:  
deductions based on data. England at the time was very much a part of 
the European network.

A typical product of that network was the lens grinder, a crucial new 
machine in the development of the microscope in the early 1660s. Robert 
Hooke in London invented a new grinder, which made lenses so accu-
rate that Hooke could publish a detailed engraving of a louse attached 
to a human hair. But meanwhile Sir Robert Moray, a Scot in London 
who knew what Hooke was up to, was sending letters in French about 
the new grinder to the Dutch scientist Christiaan Huygens. Thanks to 
Moray, Huygens had previously gotten ahold of details of Hooke’s bal-
ance-spring watch.

Moray and Huygens “sometimes wrote to each other several times a 
week,” writes the historian Lisa Jardine. Their letters crossed the Channel 
in days, or about as quickly as mail does now. Meanwhile, the French 
astronomer Adrien Auzout in Paris was getting copies of some of their 
letters. So Hooke’s breakthroughs were being spread to his European 
competitors almost instantly.

All this irritated Hooke. But the proximity of many thinkers in west-
ern Europe created an intellectual ferment. That is why so many of the 
great scientific discoveries were made there. These discoveries then helped 
make the region rich.

Centuries later, soccer spread the same way. In the nineteenth century 
the game infected western Europe first, because there it had the short-
est distances to travel. Later the proximity of so many peoples brought 
the region two world wars. After 1945, western Europeans decided they 
could live crammed together only under a sort of single government: the 
European Union. Borders opened, and the region became the most inte-
grated in the history of the world.

Again the best ideas spread fastest there, just as they had in the sci-
entific revolution. The region’s soccer benefited. One of the men who 
carried tactical ideas around Europe was Arrigo Sacchi. His father was 
a shoe manufacturer in Ravenna, Italy, and the young Sacchi used to 
accompany him on business trips. He saw a lot of games in Germany, 
Switzerland, France, and the Netherlands. “It opened my mind,” he later 
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said. As manager of AC Milan in the 1980s, he imported a version of 
Dutch soccer that revolutionized the Italian game.

Another great European networker was Arsène Wenger. While 
growing up in a village in the French Alsace, near the German border, 
he used to watch the legendary German soccer program Die Sportschau 
on Saturday afternoons. He became a fan of Borussia Mönchengladbach, 
and generally absorbed German soccer. Later Wenger took a French 
coaching course and came to admire Dutch “total football.” The point is 
that he was taking in influences from all the countries around him. It was 
easy because they were so close.

Ideas spread even more quickly in European soccer than in other eco-
nomic sectors, because soccer is the most integrated part of the Con-
tinent’s economy. Only about 2 percent of all western Europeans live 
in a different European Union country, because few companies bother 
hiring bus drivers or office administrators from neighboring countries. In 
some professions, language barriers stop workers from moving abroad. 
But many soccer players do find work abroad, largely because television 
advertises their wares to employers across Europe. And so most of the 
EU’s best players have gathered in the English and Spanish leagues or at 
Bayern Munich, and meet one another on weekday nights in the Cham-
pions League. This competition is the European single market come to 
life, a dense network of talent. There’s always much debate about the 
superiority of one soccer model over another—the Bundesliga versus 
the Premier League versus the Spanish league and Italy’s Serie A—but 
the real point is the intensity of competition inside Europe, on the field 
and in the boardroom. That forces the big clubs constantly to strive for 
improvements.

The teams in the Champions League can draw talent from anywhere 
in the world. Nonetheless, an overwhelming majority of their players are 
western Europeans. With the world’s best players and coaches packed 
together, the world’s best soccer is constantly being refined there.

The best soccer today is Champions League soccer, western Euro-
pean soccer. It’s a rapid passing game played by athletes. Rarely does 
anyone dribble, or keep the ball for a second. You pass instantly. It’s not 
the beautiful game—dribbles are prettier—but it works best. All good 
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teams everywhere in the world now play this way. Chris Anderson and 
David Sally showed in their book The Numbers Game how statistically 
alike the top European leagues are. Whether in the English Premier 
League, Serie A, the Bundesliga or Spain’s premier division, the average 
team completed similar numbers of passes per game, of similar lengths, 
and had comparable numbers of shots and corners. In all four leagues, 
the average game produces somewhere between 2.5 and 3 goals. The 
differences between these nations “are cosmetic, shallow,” the authors 
conclude. “If it was not for the shirts, you would not be able to tell them 
apart.” All four leagues are producing western European soccer. Even 
the Brazilians adopted the Champions League style in the 1990s. They 
still have more skill than the Europeans, but they now try (and often 
fail) to play at a European pace. Brazil has been losing dominance in 
soccer even as it gets richer, because it is excluded from the knowledge 
networks of western Europe. It has struggled to work out that slow drib-
bling rarely beats fast passing.

Western Europe has discovered the secret of soccer. More precisely, 
a core group of western European countries has, namely, five of the six 
nations that in 1957 founded the European Economic Community, an-
cestor of the European Union. (We’ll leave out the sixth founding nation, 
the hopeless minnow Luxembourg.) Germany, France, Italy, Holland, 
and even Belgium don’t all play in exactly the same style. Holland and 
Italy, say, are rather different. But they all adhere to the basic tenets of 
rapid collectivized western European soccer. Here are some results from 
the period 1968–2006:

• The core five countries won twelve European championships and 
World Cups between them.

• The countries at the corners of Europe—the Brits, the Iberians, the 
Balkans, the former Soviet bloc, and Scandinavian nations north of 
the Baltic Sea—between them won one: Greece’s European Cham-
pionship of 2004, delivered by a German coach.

• Europe’s only other trophies in this period went to Denmark and 
Czechoslovakia. Denmark enjoys an utterly permeable border with 
the five core countries. Czechoslovakia was the exception, the only 
eastern European country to win anything in this period.
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Countries separated from the core of the EU—either by great dis-
tance, by poverty, or by closed borders under dictatorships—often un-
derperform in soccer. In the vast landmass running from Portugal in the 
southwest to Germany in the northeast, and including Croatia and Bos-
nia just east of Italy, every country of more than 2 million inhabitants 
qualified for the World Cup 2014. The nations that didn’t make it were 
on Europe’s margins: the Scots, Irish, and Welsh, all the Scandinavians, 
the Turks, and most of Europe’s eastern edge. The countries at great 
distance—and it can be a distance of the mind rather than geographi-
cal distance—are often out of touch with core European soccer. Many 
countries on the margins have traditionally had dysfunctional indigenous 
styles of soccer. The Greeks, for instance, dribbled too much. The Brits 
played mindless kick-and-rush.

Again, this is explained by theories of networks. If you are on the  
periphery, like the British were until recently in soccer, it’s harder to 
make new connections, because you have to travel farther. Worse, those 
not on the periphery see you as only a second-best connection. You are 
the end of the line, not the gateway to a new set of connections. That’s 
why foreign countries stopped hiring English coaches or even English 
players. As a result, the people on the periphery become more and more 
isolated and insular. The Ukrainian manager Valeri Lobanovsky was a 
soccer genius, but during the days of the Soviet Union he was so isolated 
that when a Dutch journalist came to interview him in the mid-1980s, 
Lobanovsky pumped him for information about Holland’s players. As 
we’ll discuss later in the book, Spain had the same problem under Gen-
eral Franco’s dictatorship. “Europe ends at the Pyrenees” was the saying 
in those days.

Gradually isolation becomes your mind-set: after a while you don’t 
even want to adopt foreign ideas anymore. Anyone who has spent time 
in England—particularly before 1992—has witnessed this attitude. Isola-
tion can lead you into your own blind alleys that nobody else appreciates. 
For instance, the long refusal of English players to dive may have been 
an admirable cultural norm, but they might have won more games if they 
had learned from continental Europeans how to buy the odd penalty.

Happily, the era of British isolationism is now over. This era began 
on Sunday, September 3, 1939, when the country’s borders closed on the 
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outbreak of the Second World War. In soccer, that isolation deepened 
when English clubs were banned from European competitions after the 
Heysel disaster of 1985. They lost what modest network they had.

But between 1990 and 1994, British isolation began to break down: 
English clubs were readmitted to European competitions, new laws en-
forced free movement of labor and capital within the EU, and Eurostar 
trains and budget airlines connected Britain to the Continent. London 
turned into a global city. English became the global language. Nowadays 
southern England, at least, belongs to core Europe, just as it did during 
the scientific revolution.

The end of isolationism meant, for a while, the end of English soccer 
managers managing England or the best English clubs. You wouldn’t 
appoint a Frenchman to manage your baseball team, because the French 
don’t have a history of thinking hard about baseball. And you wouldn’t 
appoint an Englishman to manage your soccer team, because the English 
don’t have a history of thinking hard about soccer. After repeated failures 
with the traditional British style of kick-and-rush, the English embraced 
European soccer. England hired a Swedish manager with long experience 
in Italian soccer, Sven Goran Eriksson.

At this, the conservative Daily Mail newspaper lamented, “The mother 
country of soccer, birthplace of the greatest game, has finally gone from 
the cradle to the shame.” It was a wonderful statement of “English excep-
tionalism”: the belief that England is an exceptional soccer country that 
should rule the world playing the English way. However, the obvious 
statistical truth is that England is not exceptional. It is typical of the sec-
ond-tier soccer countries outside the core of western Europe.

The numbers strongly suggest that England needed foreign knowl-
edge. From 1990 through 2011 England had two foreign managers and 
seven English managers, including two caretakers (Howard Wilkinson 
and Peter Taylor). On every measure the foreigners won hands down:

                                         Games won         Win percentage                   Qualifications  
                                                                (counting tie as half a win)       for tournaments

Foreign managers 62% 73% 5/5
English managers 49% 64% 4/6
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Eriksson should be remembered as the great qualifier: for the first 
time since the 1960s, he ensured that England consistently made it to the 
major tournaments. But foreign managers have also performed slightly 
better at the final tournaments themselves: Eriksson and Capello’s En-
gland teams never lost at the group stages, and reached three quarterfinals 
and one round of sixteen. By contrast, the English managed one semi (at 
home at Euro ‘96), one appearance in the last sixteen, and two exits in 
the first round.

Quite clearly, foreign managers have overachieved with England. This 
is not merely because Eriksson and Capello had a “golden generation” 
of players to work with. Many of the same men who played well for 
the Swede and the Italian performed abysmally for Steve McClaren and 
Kevin Keegan. It’s painful to imagine how well England might have done 
if the FA had stopped discriminating against foreigners decades earlier. 
In the same way, British cycling and cricket have recently become world-
class by stealing foreign ideas. In tennis Andy Murray in 2013 became 
the first male Briton to win Wimbledon since 1936 largely because as a 
teenager he had taken himself off to an academy in Barcelona. (If only 
some English soccer players had made the same move.)

When it comes to England’s soccer coaches, it may sound odd that a 
foreign passport can make such a difference. After all, you might think 
that England’s players these days have enough foreign experience of their 
own. They play with and for and against foreigners at their clubs every 
week. Michael Owen, the first England international to play his entire 
professional career after the border-opening Bosman ruling of 1995, told 
us that he had grown up a “European” rather than a purely English foot-
baller. Surely players like him no longer need foreign managers?

Why they do was best demonstrated that miserable night at Wembley 
against Croatia in 2007. A team of Englishmen managed by an English-
man played like caricatures of Englishmen. Gerrard in particular was a 
remarkable sight, charging around in the rain at top pace, hitting im-
possibly ambitious passes, constantly losing the ball. He played like a 
headless chicken, or like an English footballer circa 1988.

For Liverpool, Gerrard usually plays like a European sophisticate. He 
has mastered the international, globalized style of top-class modern foot-
ball. The problem against Croatia was that there wasn’t a foreigner on 
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the field or the bench to check him. When things began going badly, he 
shed that cosmopolitan skin, returned to childhood, and played like an 
Englishman of old. He and all the other England players had grown up 
until about the age of twenty playing an only slightly diluted version of 
English football. Because of that upbringing, national football cultures 
continue to exist. That’s why England still needs a foreign manager to 
correct its players’ flaws.

Other peripheral countries from Greece to the US have followed the 
English example, and hired foreign coaches from the core of Europe. 
Importing know-how turned out to be an excellent remedy for the prob-
lem of isolation, which makes it even odder that in 2006 England did 
an about-face and appointed the Englishman McClaren, who had never 
even worked abroad. The English Football Association didn’t realize that 
England, as a recovering isolationist, still needed foreign help. Rooney, 
for one, seems to have known better. Here he is in his autobiography, 
damning the newly appointed McClaren with faint praise: “But he’s a 
good coach, always smiling. I’m glad he’s got the job. I think he was the 
best Englishman available.”

By hiring Fabio Capello to succeed McClaren in 2007, England ac-
cepted the need for continental European know-how. Capello was like 
one of the overpaid consultants so common in development economics, 
flying in on business class to tell the natives what to do. His job was to 
teach the English some of the virtues of western European soccer.

To cite just one of those virtues: a game lasts ninety minutes. Habitu-
ally, English players charge out of the gate, run around like lunatics, and 
exhaust themselves well before the match is over, even if they aren’t hung 
over.

You see this in England’s peculiar scoring record in big tournaments. 
In every World Cup ever played, most goals were scored in the second 
halves of matches. That is natural: in the second half players tire, teams 
start chasing goals, and gaps open up on the field. But England, in its 
last seven big tournaments since 1998, scored twenty-seven of its for-
ty-three goals in the first halves of matches. The team’s record in crucial 
games is even starker: in the matches in which it was eliminated from 
tournaments, it scored eight of its nine goals before halftime. In other 
words, England performs like a cheap battery. This is partly because it 
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plays in such an exhausting league, but also because it doesn’t seem to 
have thought about pacing itself.

Italians know exactly how to measure out the ninety minutes. They 
take quiet periods, when they sit back and make sure nothing happens, 
because they know that the best chance of scoring is in the closing min-
utes, when exhausted opponents will leave holes. That’s when you need 
to be sharpest. In the World Cup of 2006, typically, Italy knocked out 
Australia and Germany with goals in the final three minutes.

England has already bought Italian know-how. In Hodgson, it delib-
erately chose a coach who had spent most of his career abroad.

Now all it needs to do is include its own middle classes and stop 
worrying about foreigners in the Premier League, and it will finally stop 
underachieving and perform as well as it should. But hang on a moment: 
Who says England underachieves?

shoulD Do better:  
is englanD worse than it ought to be?

That England underachieves is usually taken for granted in the British 
media. After all, the team hasn’t won anything since 1966, and sometimes 
doesn’t even qualify for tournaments. Clearly that is not good enough for 
“the mother country of soccer, birthplace of the greatest game.”

But does England really underachieve? Or is it just that the English 
expect too much of their team? To answer this, we first need to work out 
how well England should do, given its resources.

Before we are accused of looking for excuses, let’s consider what is and 
isn’t possible. A five-year-old can’t win the hundred-meter finals at the 
Olympics, and neither can a seventy-year-old. You aren’t going to have a 
career in the NBA if you are only five feet tall, and you’ll never ride the 
winner in the Kentucky Derby if you are six foot eight. It is very unlikely 
that you will have a career in show jumping if your parents earn less than 
$40,000 per year, you probably won’t win a boxing match if you’ve never 
had any training as a boxer, and you won’t have a shot at being world 
chess champion unless you can persuade a team of grand masters to act 
as your seconds. Genetics are beyond our control; training depends partly 
on our own effort, but partly on the resources that other people give us.
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What is true for the individual is also true for the nation. During 
his tenure an England soccer manager cannot easily (a) increase the size 
of the population from which he will have to draw the talent, (b) in-
crease the national income so as to ensure a significant increase in the 
financial resources devoted to developing soccer, or (c) increase the accu-
mulated experience of the national team by very much. (England played 
nearly eight hundred games from 1872 through 2000, and currently plays 
around a dozen games per year, so each extra game doesn’t add much to 
the history.)

Yet in any international match, these three factors—the size of the 
nation’s population, the size of the national income, and the country’s ex-
perience in international soccer—hugely affect the outcome. It’s unfair to 
expect Jamaica, say, to perform as well as much larger, more experienced, 
and richer Germany. It is fairer to assess how well each country should 
perform given its experience, income, and population and then measure 
that expected performance against reality. Countries like Jamaica or Lux-
embourg will never win a World Cup. The only measure of performance 
that makes any sense for them is one based on how effectively they use 
their limited resources. The same exercise makes sense for England, too, 
if only as a check on tabloid hysteria: Does England really underperform 
given what it has to work with?

In absolute terms England is about tenth in the world. But we want 
to know how well it does in relative terms—not relative to the expec-
tations of the media but relative to English resources. Might it be that 
England in fact overachieves, given the country’s experience, population, 
and income?

To work this out, we need to know the soccer results for all the na-
tional teams in the world. Luckily, we have them. There are a number 
of databases of international matches, but one of the best was assembled 
by Russell Gerrard, a mathematics professor at Cass Business School in 
London. By day Gerrard worries about mathematical ways to represent 
the management problems of pension funds. For example, one of his re-
cent papers is snappily titled “Mean-Variance Optimization Problems for 
the Accumulation Phase in a Defined Benefit Plan.” It concerns, among 
other things, Lévy diffusion financial markets, the Hamilton-Jacobi- 
Bellman  equation, and the Feynman-Kac representation. As you might 
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expect, Gerrard has been meticulous in accumulating the soccer data, 
which took him seven years of his life. His database runs from 1872 
through 2001 and includes 22,130 games. We have now updated it to 
cover all international games up to 2012.

russell gerrarD’s brilliant soCCer Database

Later in the book, we will crunch Gerrard’s data to discover which is the 
best soccer country on earth, and which punches most above its weight. 
But here, let’s limit ourselves to a sneak preview of where England stands.

The distant past is of limited relevance. Let’s therefore concentrate 
on recent history, the five World Cup cycles from 1990 through 2010. 
This was by no means a golden age for England. The country didn’t even 
qualify for the European Championship of 2008 or the World Cup in 
1994, and its best moment in these two decades was the lost semifinal 
at Euro ’96. As we’ve already seen, England played 224 matches in these 
twenty years. It won 54 percent of them and tied 25 percent, for a “win 
percentage” of 67 percent (remember that for these purposes we treat a 
tie as half a win). That is near the middle of the country’s historical range.

We want to see how much of a team’s success, match by match, can 
be explained by population, wealth, and experience. However, win per-
centage is not the best measure of success, because any two wins are not 
the same. We all know that a 1–5 away win against a certain someone is 
not the same as a tame 1–0. Put another way, if England plays Luxem-
bourg and wins only 1–0, it’s more likely that the Luxembourgian press 
will be in ecstasy than the British tabloids.

Instead we chose goal difference as our measure, since for any match 
we expect that the greater the difference between the two teams’ popula-
tions, wealth, and experience, the greater will be the disparity in scores. 
(Of course, a positive goal difference tends to be highly correlated with 
winning.)

We then analyzed Russell’s database of matches using the technique 
of multiple regression. A reminder: multiple regression is the mathemati-
cal formula for finding the closest statistical fit between one thing (in this 
case success of the national team) and any other collection of things (here 
experience, population, and income per head). For each international 
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match you simply input the population, income per head, and team ex-
perience of the two nations at that date, and in seconds you get a readout 
telling you how sensitive (on average) the team’s performance is to each 
factor. We will also take into account home advantage for each match.

Collecting the data is usually the toughest part. We have assembled 
figures for the population, soccer experience, and income per capita of 
163 countries. We will unveil our findings about the other 162 countries 
in the next few chapters. Here, we will focus just on England and its 
supposed underperformance.

We ran our regression and immediately made several discoveries about 
international soccer. First, home-field advantage alone is worth a lead of 
about two-thirds of a goal. Obviously that is nonsense if applied to a single 
game, but think of it this way: playing at home is like having a goal’s head 
start in two out of every three games. Second, having twice as much inter-
national experience as your rival is worth just over half a goal a game. In 
fact, experience turns out to matter much more than the size of your pop-
ulation, which is why the Swedes and Croats do better in soccer than very 
large but inexperienced China and India. Having twice your opponent’s 
population is worth only about one-tenth of a goal. Having twice the gross 
domestic product (GDP) per head is worth about as little. In other words, 
although being large and rich helps a country win soccer matches, being 
experienced helps a lot more. That is not good news for the US.

It should be added that our estimates are statistically very reliable. Not 
only is there not much doubt that these factors matter, but there is little 
doubt about the size of the effects. It is these effects that make the first 
rounds of World Cups fairly predictable.

However, much still remains unexplained. Experience, population, 
and income per capita combined explain only just over a quarter of the 
variation in goal difference. That is good news: if we could predict out-
comes perfectly by just these three factors, there would not be much point 
in watching World Cups at all. Nonetheless, the fact that these three 
factors explain so much tells us that, up to a point, soccer is rational and 
predictable.

For now, we are interested only in England. Are its resources so out-
standing that it should do better than merely ranking around tenth in the 
world?
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First let’s look at experience. England is one of the most experienced 
countries in soccer. It played 885 internationals between 1872 and the 
end of the 2010 World Cup. According to our data, only Sweden played 
more (923). However, England’s much vaunted history is not worth 
much against the other leading soccer nations, because most of them 
have now accumulated similar amounts of experience. Brazil, Argentina, 
and even Hungary had all played more than 800 internationals by 2010. 
When it comes to our second variable, national income, England scores 
high, too. It is usually one of the richest of the serious soccer countries. 
Where England falls short is in size. What often seems to go unnoticed 
is that England’s population of 53 million puts it at a major disadvantage 
to the countries it likes to measure itself against in soccer. Not only is 
Germany much bigger, with over 80 million inhabitants, but France has 
66 million and Italy 60 million. Among the leading European nations, 
England is ahead only of Spain (47 million). So in soccer terms, England 
is an experienced, rich, but medium-sized competitor.

Then we ran the numbers. We calculated that England, given its pop-
ulation, income, and experience, “should” score on average 0.19 goals per 
game more than its opponents. To get a feel for how this works, consider 
England’s performance at the World Cup of 1998. England played Tu-
nisia, Romania, Colombia, and Argentina, all on neutral ground, so there 
was no home-field effect. Facing Tunisia in its opening game, England 
had a population five times larger, a GDP per head four times larger, and 
two times more international experience than its opponent. That combi-
nation gave an expected goal difference of one goal in England’s favor. In 
the event, England won 2–0 and so did better than expected.

Against Romania, England had the advantage of twice the population, 
five times the income per head, and a bit more experience (other countries 
have been playing soccer for longer than the English sometimes like to 
think). All this gave England an expected advantage of about half a goal. 
England’s 2–1 defeat meant that it underperformed by one and a half goals.

Next England played Colombia, with a slight advantage in popula-
tion, four times the income per head, and double the experience. The 
package was worth an advantage of almost an entire goal (you start to 
see how the Tom Thumb World Cup might be organized), but again 
England overperformed, winning 2–0.
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Then came Argentina: as everyone in England knows, the English 
lost on penalties. Should England have done better? Well, it had a slight 
advantage in population over Argentina, double the income per head, but 
barely any more experience. Putting all that together, a fair score would 
have been a tie, which is exactly what happened after 120 minutes. Pity 
about the penalties, though.

Our model allows us to reexamine every game ever played. The glo-
rious uncertainty of soccer means that there are many deviations from 
expectations. However, if we average the difference between expectations 
and results for each country, we get a picture of whether any national team 
systematically outperforms or underperforms relative to its resources. Our 
finding: England in the 1990–2010 period outscored its opponents by 
0.87 goals per game. That was 0.68 more than we had predicted based 
on the country’s resources. In short, England was not underperforming at 
all. Contrary to popular opinion, it was overperforming by two-thirds of a 
goal per game. It might be argued that England isn’t winning the all-im-
portant games (perhaps because of tiredness in the final stages of major 
tournaments), but the fact is that losses are rare events. And as we’ll show, 
England’s overperformance has been getting even better in recent years.

As an example of this overachievement, let’s take England’s encoun-
ters with Poland. England played the Poles ten times between 1990 and 
2010, winning seven and tying three times, with a goal difference of plus 
twelve. Over the period England’s population was about 25 percent larger 
than Poland’s, its income per head about two and a half times greater, 
and its international experience about 20 percent more. These should 
have contributed to a positive goal difference of about one half, one, and 
one half, respectively, or a total of plus two over the ten games. So En-
gland’s goal difference of plus twelve was ten goals better than we might 
have expected. That is not too shabby.

Later in the book we will reveal our global table for relative perfor-
mance from 1990 through 2010: a ranking of the teams that did best 
relative to their countries’ experience, income, and populations. For now, 
we’ll just say that England came in seventeenth out of 163 countries. This 
in itself is a large leap forward in recent years. When we did the same 
calculation in earlier editions of this book, covering the period from 1980 
to 2001, England came in only sixty-seventh out of 189 countries. It has 
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risen in the last decade from a group of moderate overachievers, including 
countries such as Russia, Morocco, Ivory Coast and Mozambique, to a 
level of overachievement comparable with the likes of Honduras, Croatia, 
South Korea, and Italy. Like England, all these teams scored about 0.6 
to 0.8 goals per game more than they “should” have, given their popula-
tions, income, and experience.

However, England doesn’t benchmark itself against Honduras or 
Morocco. It’s more interesting to see whether England overperforms 
“more” than the teams it sees as its rivals: the best countries in the world. 
Here’s a ranking of the game’s giants, plus England, based on how many 
goals per game each scored above expectations in the 1990–2010 period:

                                                                  Outperformance (in goals per game)

 Brazil 1.486
 Spain 1.196
 Germany 0.978
 Czech Republic 0.954
 Argentina 0.949
 Netherlands 0.906
 Portugal 0.863
 France 0.797
 England 0.681
 Italy 0.605

It turns out that England’s overachievement—though large compared 
with almost all other countries on earth—isn’t very good when you class 
them beside the giants of the game. Still, England overachieved more 
than Italy, even though the Italians won a World Cup in this period and 
England didn’t.

Our conclusion: England does just fine. The team actually performs 
better than expected, given what it has to start with. All it needs to bring 
home some trophies is better timing—it must win fewer friendlies and 
more World Cup semis—and a few million more inhabitants. Consider 
the England-Germany semifinal at Euro ’96. Both countries had similar 
levels of experience, and by 1996 Germany’s lead over Britain in income 
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per capita had slipped to only about 10 percent. However, according to 
our analysis, England’s home advantage (worth just under half a goal in 
a game between Europeans) was largely wiped out by Germany’s much 
larger population. That made the expected goal difference only 0.49 in 
favor of the English home team, not far short of the tie that materialized 
in open play. In the end Gareth Southgate missed his penalty in the 
shootout, and England lost.

Overall in the 1990–2010 period, England played Germany nine 
times. England won three, and lost six (once on penalties). Its goal dif-
ference over the nine games was minus one. Given Germany’s slight lead 
in GDP per head in these years, but particularly given England’s shortage 
of people, that is almost exactly the goal difference we would have pre-
dicted. The “thirty years of hurt” shouldn’t be a mystery. England simply 
should not expect to be world-beaters. As so often, Jamie Carragher in 
his autobiography gets it right:

The psychology of our international game is wrong. England ought to 
be embracing the idea of being the underdog on the world stage.  .  .  . 
We should be reveling in the image of the plucky outsider trying to 
unbalance the superpowers of Argentina and Brazil, while matching the 
French, Germans and Italians.

Still, it is true that over its history, England could have gotten luck-
ier. A better penalty here, a stronger goalkeeper’s stomach there, Darren 
Anderton’s shot rolling home in extra time against Germany at Euro ’96 
instead of hitting the post, and it all could have been different. What we 
see here is partly the enormous role of luck in history. We tend to think 
with hindsight that a team that did well in a particular tournament was 
somehow always going to do well and a team that lost was doomed to do 
so. The winner’s victory comes to seem inevitable. This is a common flaw 
in the writing of any kind of history.

In fact, though, inevitable victories hardly ever happen in soccer tour-
naments. Perhaps the only recent case was Brazil at the World Cup of 
2002. Just how dominant the country was dawned on a leading Euro-
pean club manager a few months after the final. This manager was try-
ing to sign Brazil’s goalkeeper, Marcos. After all, Marcos was a world 
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champion. Marcos visited the club and did some physical tests, in which 
he didn’t perform particularly well. Never mind, thought the manager, 
the guy won the World Cup. So he offered Marcos a contract. At two 
o’clock the next morning, the manager was awakened at home by a phone 
call. It was Marcos’s agent.

The agent said, “I’m sorry, but Marcos won’t sign for you.”
The sleepy manager said, “All right, but why not?”
Then the agent confessed. A couple of years before the World Cup, 

Marcos had broken his wrist. It had never healed properly. But his old 
club manager, Luiz Felipe Scolari, became manager of Brazil and put 
Marcos on the team. Suddenly Marcos was going to a World Cup. Every 
day at the tournament, the agent explained, Marcos was in pain. He 
could barely even train. In matches he could barely catch a ball. Every 
day Marcos told himself, “I really must tell Scolari about my wrist.” But 
he could never quite bring himself to. So he went on, day after day, until 
he found that he had won the World Cup. Brazil was so superior that it 
won the World Cup with a crocked goalkeeper.

However, such dominance is very rare. Normally, the differences be-
tween teams in the final stages of a World Cup are tiny. The difference 
between an England team being considered legendary or a failure is two 
to three games, each generally decided by a single goal, over two years. 
After all, the difference between making a World Cup and spending the 
summer on the beach can be just a point. Sometimes it’s a point that you 
lost by hitting the post. Sometimes it’s a point garnered by a rival in a 
match you didn’t even play in.

Once you’re at the World Cup, the difference between going home 
ignominiously in the first round and making the semifinals is often a 
matter of a few inches here or there on a couple of shots. The greatest 
prize in the sport hinges on a very few moments. Jonathan Wilson puts it 
well in his Anatomy of England: “One moment can shape a game, and one 
game can shape a tournament, and one tournament can shape a career. 
Football is not always fair.” Wilson points out “one of the major prob-
lems of international football: that there is so little of it huge conclusions 
are drawn from individual games.” As Arsène Wenger has noted, Euro-
pean championships are over in three weeks, and any team in a league can 
be top of the table after three weeks.
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In those short tournaments, England have probably been unluckier 
than most. Over lunch in London in October 2013, the FA’s chairman 
Greg Dyke, who has spent a lot of time asking people in the game why 
England lose, told us: “There’s another argument. The guy who owns 
Brentford [the small London club that Dyke supports] is Matthew Ben-
ham, right? He’s very rich. He’s made all his money gambling on football. 
He employs top-quality graduates, maths graduates. All they do is study 
football around the world. He does everything on statistics. Everything is 
on probabilities. He says, the single biggest factor why England haven’t 
done well is because they’ve been unlucky.”

Luck is particularly important in World Cups, we interjected.
“And also,” said Dyke, “the number of times you’re knocked out on 

penalties.”
Of the ten tournaments for which England have qualified since 1990, 

they have exited six on penalties.
Dyke continued: “He [Benham] says you can alter the chances of 

winning or losing on penalties, but not by a lot. So if the luck had gone 
the other way, his argument is that we’d have won one or two of those 
and we wouldn’t be sitting here having this conversation.”

Yet there we were, having this conversation.
There is a similar issue with luck in Major League Baseball, notes 

Michael Lewis in Moneyball: “The season ends in a giant crapshoot. The 
playoffs frustrate rational management because, unlike the long regular 
season, they suffer from the sample size problem.” Lewis means that be-
cause there are so few games in the playoffs—because the “sample size” is 
so small—random factors play an outsize role in determining the winner.

Most soccer fans understand that luck matters, even if they construct 
a post-fact story about the tournament that makes either victory or hu-
miliation seem fated from the start. But our data point to an even scarier 
truth than the existence of fluke: namely, there is barely any difference 
between “brilliant” and “terrible” England teams. It looks suspiciously 
as if England for most of its modern history—at least before Capello 
arrived—has been more or less equally good.

This may sound hard to believe. Fans feel strongly about the quali-
ties of managers and players. There are periods of national optimism and 

9781568584812-text.indd   338 2/20/14   11:35 AM



w h y  e n g l a n D  l o s e s  a n D  o t h e r s  w i n   339

national pessimism, associated with the view that the England team is 
either strong or disgraceful.

But in fact, watching England play resembles watching a coin-tossing 
competition. If we focus on outright victories, then England on average 
wins just over 50 percent of its games; the rest it either ties or loses. So 
just as a coin has half a chance of landing heads up and half tails up, 
England in the average game has about half a chance of winning and half 
of not winning.

We assigned a “1” for each win and a “0” for a loss or a tie, and exam-
ined the sequence of England’s four hundred games from 1972 through 
2007. Before we discuss this sequence, let’s look at coin tossing. If you 
tossed a coin four hundred times, you would expect on average to get 
two hundred heads and two hundred tails. However, there is no reason 
to think that the outcomes would alternate (heads, tails, heads, tails . . .). 
Sometimes you will get sequences of a few heads, sometimes a few tails. 
Crucially, though, there would be no relationship at all between the cur-
rent coin toss and the last one. If you toss a fair coin there is always a 
fifty-fifty chance of heads, whatever sequence has occurred up to this 
point. There is no statistical correlation between current coin tosses and 
past coin tosses, even if the average of any sequence is always around 50 
percent.

Here is our finding: England’s win sequence over the four hundred 
games is indistinguishable from a random series of coin tosses. There is 
no predictive value in the outcome of England’s last game, or indeed in 
any combination of England’s recent games. Whatever happened in one 
match appears to have no bearing on what will happen in the next one. 
The only thing you can predict is that over the medium to long term, 
England will win about half its games outright. We have seen that the 
outcome of matches can be largely predicted by a country’s population, 
income, and experience. However, this explains only the average out-
come. In other words, if England were smaller, poorer, or less experi-
enced, it would have a lower percentage of wins, but the sequence of 
those wins would still be unpredictable.

To make sure that our finding was right, we constructed a few ran-
dom sequences of 1s and 0s to see if they looked like England’s results. 
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Often we found more apparent correlation in our random sequences than 
in England’s results.

Contrary to all popular opinion, it may be that for most of modern 
soccer history the strength of the England team has barely ever changed 
(which would make the entire apparatus of punditry attached to the team 
instantly redundant). Figure 16.2 shows the win percentage of the En-
gland team from 1950 to 2013 (again counting ties as worth half a win). 
Apart from a few moments in the 1950s it has not risen above 70 percent, 
and it has never fallen below 67.5 percent. The overall picture is one of 
steady but extremely slow decline, punctuated by two eras of exceptional 
performance. One of those eras was the late 1960s, when England was 
world champion. The other period of clear improvement began in the 
early 2000s and continues today.

On the whole, though, very little has changed over sixty years. A star 
player might fade or retire, but in a country of about 50 million peo-
ple, there is always someone coming up who is near enough his level 
to make almost no difference. Over the long term, the three key factors 
that determine a country’s performance are very stable. The British econ-
omy boomed in the 1990s and is now dropping down the global wealth 
rankings, but measured over the past century Britain has always been one 
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of the wealthiest nations in the world. Equally, its share of the soccer 
population changes only glacially. And while the England team gains 
experience, so do its main rivals. The only key factor that changes is home 
advantage. Given that playing at home is worth a lead of two-thirds of 
a goal per game in global soccer, it’s little wonder that England won the 
World Cup in England in 1966.

Otherwise, England’s performances in good or bad times are much 
the same. It’s just that fans and the media seek to see patterns where none 
exist. Nick Taleb, the financial investor who wrote The Black Swan: The 
Impact of the Highly Improbable, famously explained that we are constantly 
fooled by randomness. In neuroscientific terms, our rational brains are 
egged on by our emotional brains to find patterns even if there aren’t any. 
In the end, the best explanation for the short-term ups and downs of the 
England team is randomness.

the CaPello effeCt

At least, that was true before Capello arrived. It appears that the Italian 
changed something. Despite the ritual English disappointment in South 
Africa, it does seem that taking his reign as a whole, England under him 
was better than it ever had been. That is exactly what you would expect, 
if he imported the latest continental know-how.

As we’ve seen, Capello was the nominated scapegoat for the World 
Cup of 2010. But it is unfair to judge him on just four matches, played at a 
time when England was suffering its ritual end-of-season fatigue. (Capel-
lo’s star, the ailing Rooney, had been squeezed like a lemon by Manchester 
United that spring.) Taking Capello’s English years as a whole, from 2008 
until his resignation in February 2012, his results stand out.

Most obviously, his winning percentage of 75 (counting ties as half a 
win) was higher than anyone else’s (and 14 percentage points above his 
immediate predecessor, McClaren). As we’ve noted earlier, in no other 
four-year period from 1978 through 2007 did England’s winning per-
centage rise above 68 percent. Capello also won a higher proportion of 
games outright than any of his predecessors. True, he had the good luck 
of coaching in the aftermath of the breakups of the Soviet Union and Yu-
goslavia. There are now far more weak little countries in European soccer, 
the likes of Slovenia and Kazakhstan, which England generally beats. But 
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the previous five regular England managers enjoyed the same advantage, 
and none of them has stats to match Capello’s.

What’s also noticeable is how freely his teams scored. They beat their 
opponents by an average of 1.48 goals a game, about half a goal better 
than the typical modern England manager. Scoring was easier for prewar 
England sides and for Walter Winterbottom’s teams in the immediate 
postwar period, because many international sides in those days were rub-
bish: in May 1947, for instance, Winterbottom’s England won 0–10 away 
to Portugal, not a result that England has threatened to match since.

Capello was succeeded by Hodgson, who started even better than the 
Italian did. By the time his England had beaten Poland 2–0 at Wembley 
in October 2013 to qualify for the Brazilian World Cup, Hodgson’s win 
percentage after twenty-two games was 77 percent—fractionally above 
Capello’s, and the highest in English history.

Admittedly his team then lost two straight exhibition games to di-
lute his numbers. We are still fairly confident that Hodgson’s boys will 
fly home from Brazil in tears. Ultimate failure is only to be expected, 
despite England’s improvement in recent years. The difference with past 
World Cups is that English fans now expect failure too. It has taken 
nearly fifty years of hurt, but the fantasy of manifest destiny has finally 
been discarded.
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the Curse of Poverty

Why Poor Countries Are Poor at Sports

When Didier Drogba was five, his parents put him on a plane in the 
Ivory Coast and sent him to live with an uncle in France. The six-hour 
flight, alone with his favorite toy, passed in a blur of tears and tissues.

About a decade later Drogba’s father lost his job at a bank in Ivory 
Coast, and the family moved to a suburb of Paris, where they were re-
united with their exiled son. Eight Drogbas ended up living in an apart-
ment of about 110 square feet. “A very large wardrobe, really,” Drogba 
recalled in his autobiography. “Hard. Very hard. Even enough to drive 
you crazy.” The apartment was cold, and his little brothers were so noisy 
he couldn’t concentrate on his schoolwork. “Luckily, my father had al-
lowed me to start playing soccer again.”

There is a myth that poor people are somehow best equipped to make 
it as sportsmen. A cliché often used about them is that sport is their 
“only escape route from poverty.” The poor are supposedly figuratively 
“hungrier” than the rich. If they are black, like Drogba, they are some-
times thought to have greater genetic gifts than white people. And the 
evidence that poor people excel at sports seems to be in front of our 
eyes. England is not the only national soccer team dominated by players 
from lowly backgrounds. France since the 1990s has generally fielded a 
majority of nonwhite players, and few Brazilian internationals are sons of 
corporate lawyers, either. Most of the world’s best soccer players started 
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life poor: South Americans like Diego Maradona, who as a toddler al-
most drowned in a local cesspit, Africans like Samuel Eto’o who appear 
to support hundreds of people back home, or European immigrants like 
Zlatan Ibrahimovic or Zinedine Zidane, who grew up in some of the 
toughest neighborhoods on the Continent. Drogba’s childhood was only 
slightly more Dickensian than most. The origins of American basketball 
players and football players are mostly lowly, too. The best preparation for 
sporting greatness seems to be a poor childhood.

Yet it is not. The facts show that the world’s poor people and poor 
countries are worse at sports than rich ones. It is true that poorer immi-
grants in rich countries often excel at sports, but the reasons for that have 
nothing to do with skin color or “hunger.”

Let’s look at poor countries first. The vast majority of countries on 
earth are even more firmly excluded from sporting success than England 
is, simply because they are poor. This becomes apparent in a simple ex-
ercise to discover which country is the world’s best at sports and which 
country is best for its size.

To find the best countries, we combined the historical results from 
many major international sporting events: the Summer and Winter 
Olympics, World Cups in several sports, and the most popular individual 
sports. For some sports the data go back more than a century, for others, 
only a couple of decades. For all sports, we took November 2013 as the 
end point.

Our methodology is not perfect. We started with the men’s world 
cups in biggish sports that have seldom or never been featured at the 
Olympics. We ranked the top five countries in these sports, based first on 
the number of world titles they have won, and in case of ties, on finishes 
in the final four. We gave the best country in each sport five points, the 
second four, the third three, the fourth two, and the fifth one. There is no 
need to read the rankings for every sport, but following are the detailed 
points tallies for those who are interested:

Rugby Union

 New Zealand 5
 Australia 4
 South Africa 3
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 England 2
 France 1

Cricket
 Australia 5
 India  4
 West Indies 3
 Pakistan 2
 Sri Lanka 1

Baseball was trickier. Historically the US dominates the sport. How-
ever, it traditionally sends amateurs or minor leaguers to the world cup. 
The US ranks only third all-time in the tournament. But we used our 
judgment to rank it as the world’s best country in baseball, producing 
this ranking:

 US  5
 Cuba  4
 Venezuela 3
 Colombia 2
 South Korea 1

Basketball is an Olympic event. However, as the world’s second most 
popular team game it deserves additional input in this quest. We therefore 
added the results of the basketball world cup. Again the US rarely fields 
its best players, and historically ranks second behind Yugoslavia. But using 
common sense we placed the US first here, too, producing this ranking:

 US    5
 Yugoslavia/Serbia & Montenegro 4
 USSR/Russia   3
 Brazil   2
 Argentina   1

Favoring the US in baseball and basketball did not affect the outcome 
of our quest.
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The only women’s world cup we counted was soccer. Women’s soccer 
is an Olympic event, too, but far more popular than most other women’s 
team games, and therefore it seemed to merit more input. The rankings 
for women’s soccer:

 US  5
 Germany 4
 Norway 3
 Japan  2
 Sweden 1

We also assessed popular individual sports that have seldom or never 
been represented in the Olympics. We rewarded countries for triumphs 
by their citizens. In tennis we counted men’s and women’s Grand Slam 
tournaments—tennis being a rare sport in that it is played widely by 
women. We used only results from the “Open era” starting in 1968, when 
tennis became very competitive.

Men’s Tennis

 US  5
 Sweden 4
 Australia 3
 Spain  2
 Switzerland 1 

Women’s Tennis

 US  5
 Germany/West Germany 4
 Australia 3
 Belgium 2
 Yugoslavia/Serbia 1

In golf we used the results of the men’s majors:

 US     5
 Britain (including all four home countries) 4
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 South Africa 3
 Australia 2
 Spain  1

In cycling we counted victories by citizens of each country in the 
Tour de France, a more prestigious event than the world championship. 
We didn’t count doped winners like Lance Armstrong who were later 
stripped of their titles:

 France 5
 Belgium 4
 Spain  3
 Italy  2
 Luxembourg 1

In auto racing we chose the most prestigious competition, Formula I, 
thus discriminating against the US, which prefers its own races. Again, 
we counted world championships by citizenship. The rankings:

 Britain 5
 Germany 4
 Brazil 3
 Argentina 2
 Finland, Australia, Austria, France         1 each

We did not include the world cups of popular sports like volleyball 
and ice hockey, because these are Olympic sports, and so we will assess 
them through their role in the Olympics’ all-time medals table. Boxing 
was too hard to assess, as there are various rival “world championships.” 
We also excluded the athletics world cup. Athletics is copiously repre-
sented at the Olympics, and for most of the history of its world cup, the 
entrants have been entire continents rather than single countries.

Clearly the Summer and Winter Games deserve to carry more weight 
in our quest than any single world cup. In the Summer Olympics of 
2012, medals were awarded in twenty-six sports. Many of these, such as 
archery or kayaking, are played by very few people. Still, because of the 
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event’s profusion of sports and its prestige, we gave the Summer Games 
ten times the weighting of world cups in single sports. So we gave the top 
country in the all-time medals table 50 points rather than 5 points for a 
single world cup. Because the whole planet competes in the Olympics—
unlike, say, in baseball or cricket—we rewarded the top ten rather than 
five countries in the all-time medals table. The ranking:

 US   50 points
 USSR/Russia  40
 Germany  30
 Italy   20
 Britain  10
 France    8
 East Germany (GDR)   6
 Sweden    4
 China    2
 Norway    1

We gave the Winter Olympics three times the weighting of a world 
cup. Because few countries play winter sports, we rewarded only the top 
five in the all-time medals table:

 USSR/Russia            15 points
 Norway 12
 US   9
 Germany (including West Germany)   6
 Austria   3

Finally, the soccer world cup. Soccer is an Olympic sport, but it is 
also the planet’s most popular game. We gave its world cup six times the 
weighting of world cups in other sports, and rewarded the top ten coun-
tries in the all-time points table. The ranking:

 Brazil            30 points
 Germany 24
 Italy 18
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 Argentina 12
 England 6
 Spain 5
 France 4
 Netherlands 3
 Uruguay 2
 Sweden 1

We then totaled up all the points. Here are our top twenty-three 
sporting countries on earth:

 US  89
 Germany (including West Germany) 72
 USSR/Russia 58
 Italy 40
 Brazil 35
 Britain 27
 France 19
 Australia 18
 Norway 16
 Argentina 15
 Spain 11
 Sweden 10
 East Germany, Belgium, South Africa    6
 Yugoslavia/Serbia & Montenegro, New Zealand   5
 Austria, India, Cuba   4
 Netherlands, West Indies, Venezuela   3 

The winner, the US, deserves particular praise given that we omitted 
two of its favorite sports, football and NASCAR, because nobody else 
plays them. Germany, in second place, would have gotten closer to the 
American total if we had credited the united country with East Germa-
ny’s Olympic medals (and forgotten all the male growth hormones that 
went into winning them).The USSR/Russia in third place can be slightly 
less pleased with itself, because it won most of its points when it was 
still a multinational empire. Britain was fourth when we first calculated 
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this table in 2006, but has since dropped to sixth, despite the London 
Olympics.

Australia in eighth place did brilliantly given that we ignored its 
prowess at its very own version of football, “Aussie Rules.” Brazil was 
the best developing country by a very long way, and not just thanks to 
soccer. It has also diversified successfully into basketball and Formula I 
auto racing. India (1.2 billion inhabitants, 5 points for cricket) and China 
(1.3 billion, 2 points for the summer Olympics) were the biggest flops per 
capita. The Arab world combined got zero points.

But which country is world champion per capita? To find out, we 
worked out how many points each country scored per million inhabitants 
(using their population figures for 2013). That produced this top ten of 
overachievers:

 Norway 3.19
 Luxembourg 1.88
 New Zealand 1.14
 Sweden 1.05
 United Germany (excluding the GDR’s Olympic Medals)  0.88
 Australia 0.79
 Italy 0.66
 Uruguay 0.59
 West Indies (or the nations that together supply almost all  

West Indian cricketers, namely, Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago,  
Guyana, Barbados, and Antigua) 0.58

 Belgium  0.54

Heia Norge. The country that we very nearly crowned as the most soc-
cer mad in Europe now turns out to be the best per capita at sport. Nor-
way’s lead is so large that it would most probably have won our sporting 
Tom Thumb trophy even with a different scoring system—even, say, if we 
had halved its points for being the best Winter Olympics nation. This is a 
country where at a state kindergarten in suburban Oslo in midafternoon, 
among the throng of mothers picking up their toddlers, someone pointed 
out to us an anonymous mom who happened to be an Olympic gold med-
alist in cross-country skiing. Norway won more points in our competition 
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than all of Africa or Asia (excluding Oceania) put together. We could 
even have omitted the Winter Olympics—almost a Norwegian fiefdom—
and the country still would have finished sixth in our efficiency table.

But the main thing the top of our rankings demonstrates is the 
importance of wealth. Our efficiency table for sports bears a curious 
resemblance to another global ranking: the United Nations’ human de-
velopment index. This measures life expectancy, literacy, education, and 
living standards to rank the countries of the world according to their 
well-being. We found that a nation’s well-being is highly correlated with 
its success in sports. No prizes for guessing which country topped the 
UN’s rankings for human development in 2012: Heia Norge, again.

New Zealand and Australia, third and sixth in our sporting rankings, 
were sixth and second for human development in 2012. Sweden, fourth 
in the world for sports, was joint seventh for human development. Ger-
many was fifth in sport, fifth in human development. The only poorer na-
tions that sneaked into our sporting top ten were Uruguay and the West 
Indian nations. However, even these poor cousins were all classified by 
the UN as “very highly” or “highly” developed countries except Guyana, 
whose development was “medium.” Generally the most developed coun-
tries also tend to be best at sports.

The case of Norway shows why. It’s Norwegian government policy 
that every farmer, every fisherman, no matter where he lives in the coun-
try, has the right to play sports. And Norway will spend what it takes to 
achieve that. Just as supermarkets have sprouted all over Britain, there are 
all-weather sports grounds everywhere in Norway. Even in the unlikeliest 
corners of the country there’s generally one around the corner from your 
house. Usually the locker rooms are warm, and the coaches have acquired 
some sort of diploma. A kid can play and train on a proper team for 
under $150 a year, really not much for most Norwegians. Almost every-
one in the country plays something. Knut Helland, a professor at Bergen 
University who has written a book on Norwegian sports and media, notes 
that Norway has the biggest ski race in the world with about 13,000 
participants. “I’m taking part in it myself,” he adds. When the European 
Commission studied time use in European countries in 2004, it found 
that the Norwegians spent the most time playing sports: on average, a 
whopping thirteen minutes a day. People all over the world might want 
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to play sports, but to make that possible requires money and organization 
that poor countries don’t have. Money buys sporting trophies.

After we published the first edition of Soccernomics, Christopher An-
derson, a political scientist at Cornell University, and later co-author of 
The Numbers Game, riposted that we placed undue weight on wealth. In 
his paper “Do Democracies Win More?” Anderson analyzed all soccer 
World Cups from 1950 through 2006. The key to winning wasn’t so 
much wealth, he argued, as democracy.

That may well be true. Wealth and democracy tend to correlate very 
closely. Almost all rich countries (leaving aside a few oil states in the Mid-
dle East) are democracies. That makes it tricky to separate the effects of 
wealth from the effects of democracy. Anderson might well be right that 
democracy contributes more to winning soccer games (note also that in 
making our case, we were looking at many sports rather than just soccer). 
Perhaps the average quality of schooling in different countries—if you 
could measure it perfectly—would be an even better predictor of success 
in soccer. After all, schooling is a pretty good gauge of how well a country 
channels resources to all its people. If you’re good at providing schools 
for everyone, as most democracies are, then you are probably also good 
at providing good soccer fields and coaches for everyone. It’s impossible 
to say whether Norway is good at sports because it’s rich, or because it’s a 
democracy, or because it’s highly educated. Rather, being rich and demo-
cratic and well-educated and good at sports are all part of the same thing.

However you measure it, poor countries are generally poorer at sports. 
It’s no coincidence that China won nothing at sports before its economy 
took off and that it topped the medals table at the Beijing Olympics af-
terward. Most African countries barely even try to compete in any sports 
other than soccer and a few running events. And the best place to find 
out why the world’s poor do worse than the world’s rich is South Africa, 
where some very poor and very rich neighborhoods are almost side by 
side, separated only by a highway or a golf course.

South Africa is the one African country to score any points at all in our 
sporting table. Yet it owes almost all those points to an ethnic group that 
makes up less than 10 percent of the country’s inhabitants: white people.

Only about 4.6 million of the 51 million South Africans are white. 
Nonetheless, whites accounted for fourteen of the fifteen players in the 
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Springbok rugby team that won the world cup in 1995, thirteen of the 
fifteen who won it in 2007, as well as all five South African golfers who 
have won majors, and most of the country’s best cricketers. If we treated 
white South Africa as a separate country, then its six sporting points 
would have put it in third place in the world in our sporting efficiency 
table. That is entirely predictable. South African whites were nurtured 
under apartheid on almost all the resources of the country.

The national teams of South African whites remain world-class in 
their respective sports. Nonwhite South Africa’s national team does less 
well. At the time of writing, in January 2014, the Bafana Bafana soc-
cer team, sometimes known at home as the “Banana Banana,” is six-
ty-second in FIFA’s rankings, far behind Panama and the Cape Verde 
Islands. Even that represents quite a big rise in recent years. The Bafana 
just missed qualifying for the African Nations Cup of 2012, having failed 
to figure out that the team needed to beat rather than tie Sierra Leone in 
the last qualifying game. (The scenes of the Bafana wasting time in the 
final minutes to preserve the tie would have been hilarious were they not 
a terrible reflection on the state of math teaching in South Africa.)

Here are five vignettes to explain why black South Africa and other 
poor nations fail at sport:

you are what you eat: Johannesburg

Steven Pienaar, Everton’s South African midfielder, has the frame of a 
prepubescent boy. There’s hardly a European soccer player as reedy as 
he is. But in South African soccer his body type is common. Frank Eu-
lberg, a German who spent about five minutes as assistant coach of the 
Kaizer Chiefs, South Africa’s best team, says that when he arrived at the 
club, sixteen of the players were shorter than five foot nine. “I sometimes 
thought, ‘Frank, you’re in the land of the dwarves.’”

Most likely, Pienaar is reedy because he grew up malnourished and 
without much access to doctors. He was born in a poor Coloured township 
in 1982, the height of apartheid, when almost all money and health care 
went to whites. Growing tall is not just a matter of what you eat. When 
children become ill, their growth is interrupted, and because poor children 
tend to get ill more often than rich ones, they usually end up shorter.
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Most of the players who represented South Africa in 2010 were born 
in nonwhite townships in the 1980s. And so the ghost of apartheid 
bugged the Bafana at their own World Cup. One reason South Africans 
are so bad at soccer is that most of them didn’t get enough good food. 
There are big strong black South Africans like Lucas Radebe and Aaron 
Mokoena, but not very many of them.

Apartheid, based on the bogus ideology that races are different, 
ended up creating white, black, “Coloured,” and Indian South Africans 
who really were like separate peoples. The whites on average tower over 
the blacks. No wonder the cricket and rugby teams are so much bet-
ter than the Bafana. “Well, they have their moments,” laughs Demitri 
Constantinou.

This descendant of Greek immigrants, an exercise scientist at Wits 
University in Johannesburg, directs FIFA’s first medical center of ex-
cellence in Africa. When we met, he was running a project with the 
South African Football Association to help develop young soccer players. 
Constantinou’s team tested the health of all the players selected for SA-
FA’s program. In a Woolworths tearoom in one of Johannesburg’s posh 
northern suburbs, among white ladies having afternoon tea, he says, “The 
biggest issue was nutrition.” Is malnutrition one reason African teams 
perform poorly at World Cups? “I think yes. And I think it has been 
overlooked as a possible cause.”

Hardly any players in the latter stages of the World Cup of 2006 
were shorter than about five foot eight, Constantinou notes. “There is 
a minimum height.” If a large proportion of your male population was 
below that height, you were picking your team from a reduced pool. 
Conversely, though he didn’t say it, one reason that Norway and Sweden 
(two of the three tallest countries in the world) excel at sports is that 
almost all their male inhabitants are tall enough. They are picking their 
teams from a full pool.

a beast into a toothPiCk: CaPe town

George Dearnaley is a big, ruddy white man who looks like a rugby 
player, but in fact he was once the Bafana’s promising young center for-
ward. Dearnaley never got beyond promising, because when he was in 
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his early twenties his knee went. He didn’t mind much. He spoke a bit 
of Zulu and had studied literature and journalism at college in Toledo, 
Ohio, and so he joined the soccer magazine Kick Off. He became its pub-
lisher as well as the author of an excellent column.

Over an English breakfast in a Cape Town greasy spoon near the 
Kick Off offices, Dearnaley reflected on the Amazulu team in Durban 
where his career peaked. Seven of his teammates from the Amazulu side 
of 1992 were now dead, out of a squad of about twenty-four. Dearnaley 
said, “One guy died when his house exploded, so that was probably a 
taxi war or something. But the rest must have been AIDS. One player, 
a Durban newspaper said he was bewitched. A six-foot-four beast of a 
man, who was suddenly whittled down to a toothpick.”

Constantinou says it’s quite possible that a fifth of the Bafana’s po-
tential pool of players for 2010 carried the HIV virus. Not many people 
now remember Emmanuel “Scara” Ngobese, once a great South African 
“dribbling wizard,” who died at age twenty-eight in a Johannesburg hos-
pital on May 11, 2010, a month before the World Cup kicked off. His 
cause of death was given as “tuberculosis.” Scara won the league with the 
Kaizer Chiefs in 2005, and played once for the Bafana. How many South 
Africans who could have played in 2010 were dead instead?

the Dark siDe of the moon: sanDton,  
Just outsiDe Johannesburg

It was quite a step for Danny Jordaan to organize a World Cup, because 
until he was thirty-eight he had never even seen one. The chief executive 
officer of the FIFA World Cup 2010 grew up a million miles from the 
world’s best soccer. Being in South Africa under apartheid was not quite 
like being on the moon, or being in North Korea, but it was almost as 
isolated. South Africa was the last industrialized country to get televi-
sion, in 1976, because the white government was afraid of the device. 
Even after that hardly any blacks had TV sets, and FIFA did not allow 
its World Cup to be broadcast in the apartheid state. So the first time 
Jordaan saw a World Cup on television was in 1990.

The country’s isolation continued even after that. As far as most South 
Africans were concerned, international soccer might still as well have 
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been happening on Mars. Jordaan told us, “South Africans played on 
their own. We thought we were so smart. That’s why when we played our 
first competitive match against Zimbabwe [in 1992], every South African 
knew we were going to hammer Zimbabwe. But Zimbabwe had this little 
player called Peter Ndlovu. Nobody knew Peter Ndlovu. By halftime it 
was 3–0 for them. That was the first entry into international soccer. That 
really shook this country.”

As late as 1998, when South Africa entered its first World Cup, large 
swaths of the population assumed that the Bafana would win it. After 
all, everyone knew that their native style of “piano and shoeshine”— 
essentially, doing tricks on the ball while standing around—was just like 
Brazilian soccer but better. The Bafana did not win the World Cup.

Black South Africa was isolated twice over: first by sanctions, then by 
poverty. However, isolation—a distance from the networks of the world’s 
best soccer—is the fate of most poor countries. Their citizens can’t easily 
travel to Italy or Germany and see how soccer is played there, let alone 
talk to the best coaches. Some can’t even see foreign soccer on television, 
because they don’t have a television. And only a couple of the very best 
players in these countries ever make it to the best leagues in the world.

One reason poor countries do badly in sports—and one reason they 
are poor—is that they tend to be less “networked,” less connected to 
other countries, than rich ones. It is hard for them just to find out the 
latest best practice on how to play a sport.

Playing for national teams in Africa hardly lifts the isolation. Most 
poor, isolated African countries compete only against other poor, isolated 
African countries. At best, they might encounter the world’s best once 
every four years at a World Cup. No wonder they have little idea of what 
top-class soccer is like.

“the organizers. it’s the biggest Problem”: lonDon

For mysterious reasons, in 2006 someone decided that the Bafana should 
play their annual charity match, the Nelson Mandela Challenge, not in 
the magnificent 78,000-seat FNB Stadium just outside Johannesburg, but 
more than 5,000 miles away at Brentford’s Griffin Park in West London.
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On a gray November London afternoon the day before the game, 
the Bafana were in their gray-colored three-star hotel on the outskirts 
of Heathrow Airport. In the lobby were flight crews, traveling salesmen, 
and cheery men in green-and-yellow tracksuits hanging with their entou-
rage: the Bafana Bafana. Their opponents, the Egyptians, who were also 
staying in the hotel, had congregated in the bar. Apparently Egypt was 
furious. It had been promised a five-star hotel, and a match fee that had 
yet to materialize.

Pitso Mosimane, the Bafana’s caretaker manager—a big, bald, bul-
let-headed man—was also hanging around the lobby. Mosimane com-
plained that African coaches never got jobs in Europe. He gestured toward 
the bar: “The coach of Egypt, who won the African Cup of Nations. Don’t 
you think he could at least coach a team in the English first division?” 
Then Mosimane went off for a prematch practice at Griffin Park.

Minutes later he was back at the table. “That was quick,” someone 
remarked. “No, we didn’t train!” Mosimane said. Nobody had bothered 
telling Brentford the Bafana were coming, and so the field wasn’t ready 
for them. Now they would have to play the African champions without 
having trained on the field. “And I’m carrying players who play for Black-
burn Rovers and Borussia Dortmund, and you know? We’re laughing 
about it.” Mosimane jerked a thumb toward four men in suits drinking at 
the next table: “The organizers. It is the biggest problem. This wouldn’t 
happen with any other national team.”

He was wrong. Organizational mishaps are always happening to na-
tional teams from poor countries. On most sub-Saharan African national 
teams that make it to a World Cup, players and officials have a ritual 
dispute over pay about a week before the tournament. In 2002 Camer-
oon’s dispute got out of hand, whereupon the squad made a brief airplane 
odyssey through Ethiopia, India, and Thailand before finally landing in 
Japan four days late. Jet-lagged and confused, the Indomitable Lions 
were knocked out in the first round. In 2006, Togo’s players spent much 
of their brief stay at the country’s first World Cup threatening to go on 
strike because of their pay dispute. They worried that after the tourna-
ment was over, Togo’s federation might never get around to paying them. 
Eventually FIFA sidestepped the federation, paid the players’ bonuses 
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directly, and told them to play or else, but it is little wonder that the team 
lost three matches out of three.

To win at sports, you need to find, develop, and nurture talent. Doing 
that requires money, know-how, and some kind of administrative infra-
structure. Few African countries have enough of any.

”ColoureD” beats “blaCk”: the CaPe flats

If you stand on Table Mountain at night and look down at Cape Town, 
you will see a city of lights. Next to the lights are the railway tracks. 
And on the far side of the tracks are “black spots”: Coloured townships 
without lights. These are the rainy, murderous Cape Flats where most of 
South Africa’s best soccer players grew up.

Benni McCarthy—South Africa’s record goal scorer—comes from 
the Cape Flats. So does the man just behind him in the scoring charts, 
Shaun Bartlett. So does Benni’s old friend Quinton Fortune, for years a 
loyal reserve at Manchester United.

The key point is that according to the racial classifications of apartheid, 
still tacitly used by most South Africans today, none of these players is 
“black.” They are “Coloured”: a group of generally lighter-skinned people, 
mostly derived from the lighter African tribes of the Cape, though some 
descend from Asian slaves and mixed white-black liaisons. Less than 10 
percent of South Africans are Coloured, while about three-quarters are 
black. However, Coloureds often make up as much as half of the Bafana 
team. Pienaar, for instance, is from a Coloured township outside Johan-
nesburg. This density of Coloured talent is a legacy of apartheid.

Under apartheid, the Coloureds were slightly better off than the blacks. 
They had more to eat and more opportunities to organize themselves. In 
the Coloured Cape Flats, for instance, there were amateur soccer clubs 
with proper coaches like you might find in Europe. Not so in black town-
ships, where a boys’ team would typically be run by a local gangster or the 
shebeen owner, who seldom bothered much with training.

To the irritation of many South African blacks, the Bafana have been 
a largely Coloured team for much of their history since 1992. The blacks 
are simply too poor to compete within their own country, let alone with 
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Europeans. Even in the simplest game, the poor are excluded by malnu-
trition, disease, and disorganization. Poor people in poor countries do 
worse at sports.

That leaves one thing unexplained: Why is it that so many of the 
best European soccer players—Zidane, Drogba (officially an Ivorian but 
raised in France), Ibrahimovic, Rooney, Cristiano Ronaldo—come from 
the poorest neighborhoods in Europe?

It cannot be that boys from the ghetto have an unquenchable hun-
ger to succeed. If that were so, they would do better at school and in 
jobs outside soccer. There must be something about their childhoods that 
makes them particularly well suited to soccer. That reason is practice.

Malcolm Gladwell, in his book Outliers: The Story of Success, popu-
larized the “10,000-hour rule.” This is a notion from psychology, which 
says that to achieve expertise in any field you need at least 10,000 hours 
of practice. “In study after study, of composers, basketball players, fiction 
writers, ice-skaters, concert pianists, chess players, master criminals,” 
says neurologist Daniel Levitin in Outliers, “this number comes up again 
and again. Ten thousand hours is equivalent to roughly three hours a 
day, or 20 hours a week, of practice over 10 years.  .  .  . No one has yet 
found a case in which true world-class expertise was accomplished in 
less time.”

The 10,000-hour rule has since been questioned by academics in vari-
ous fields. It may indeed not apply in very physical sports like running or 
jumping, where somebody with the perfect genes can become world-class 
without much training. However, in a highly skill-based sport like soccer, 
Gladwell’s essential point is correct: practice makes perfect.

In soccer, it is the poorest European boys who are most likely to get 
the most practice. They tend to live in small apartments, which forces 
them to spend time outdoors. There they meet a ready supply of local 
boys equally eager to get out of their apartments and play soccer. Their 
parents are less likely than middle-class parents to force them to waste 
precious time doing homework. And they have less money for other lei-
sure pursuits. A constant in soccer players’ ghosted autobiographies is the 
monomaniacal childhood spent playing nonstop soccer and, in a classic 
story, sleeping with a ball. Here, for instance, is Nourdin Boukhari, a 
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Dutch-Moroccan soccer player who grew up in an immigrant neighbor-
hood of Rotterdam, recalling his childhood for a Dutch magazine:

I grew up in a family of eight children. . . . There was no chance of 
pocket money. . . . I lived more on the street than at home. . . . And 
look at Robin van Persie, Mounir El Hamdaoui and Said Boutahar. 
And I’m forgetting Youssef El-Akchaoui. [Like the other players 
Boukhari mentions, El-Akchaoui became a professional soccer play-
er.] Those boys and I played on the street in Rotterdam together. We 
never forget where we came from and that we used to have nothing 
except for one thing: the ball. . . . 

What we have in common is that we were on the street every 
minute playing soccer, day and night. We were always busy, games, 
juggling, shooting at the crossbar. The ball was everything for me, for 
us. We’d meet on squares.

By the time these boys were fifteen, they were much better players 
than suburban kids. The importance of practice also explains why blacks 
raised in American ghettos are overrepresented in basketball and football.

But it would be misleading to say these European soccer players grew 
up “poor.” By global standards, they were rich. Even in Cristiano Ron-
aldo’s Madeira, Rooney’s Croxteth, or Zidane’s La Castellane, children 
generally got enough to eat and decent medical care. It is true that Cris-
tiano Ronaldo grew up in a house so small that they kept the washing 
machine on the roof, but in black South Africa, that washing machine 
would have marked the family as rich. Besides the 10,000-hour rule, 
there is another rule that explains sporting success: the $15,000 rule. 
That’s the minimum average income per person that a country needs to 
win anything. There is only one way around this: be Brazil.

9781568584812-text.indd   360 2/20/14   11:35 AM



361

18

tom thumb

The Best Little Soccer Country on Earth

In 1970, when Brazil won its third World Cup, it got to keep the Jules 
Rimet trophy. The little statuette of Nike, then still known chiefly as the 
Greek goddess of victory, ended up in a glass case in the Brazilian feder-
ation’s offices in Rio de Janeiro. One night in 1983 the trophy was stolen. 
It has never been seen since.

However, the point is that everyone agrees that Brazil deserves the 
Jules Rimet. The fivefold world champion is undoubtedly the best coun-
try in soccer history. Our question here is a different one: Which country 
is best after taking into account its population, experience, and income 
per capita? If Brazil is the absolute world champion, who is the relative 
one, the biggest overperformer? That overachieving country deserves its 
own version of the Jules Rimet trophy—call it the Tom Thumb. And 
which countries are the worst underachievers relative to their resources? 
Along the way we will have to consider several impressive candidates and 
make some judgment calls before coming up with our winner and loser.

First of all, if we are dealing with statistics, we have to construct our 
arguments on the basis of large numbers of games played. There have 
only been nineteen World Cups through 2010, and most of these in-
volved hardly any countries from outside Europe and Latin America. So 
crunching the numbers from World Cups might at best tell us something 
about the pecking order among the long-established large soccer nations. 
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But when the difference between, say, Argentina’s two victories and En-
gland’s one comes down to as little as Maradona’s “hand of God” goal, 
or the difference between Italy’s four and France’s one to a comment by 
Marco Materazzi about Zidane’s parentage, then the statistician needs 
to look elsewhere. Happily, since national teams play a lot of games, we 
have plenty of data. As in Chapter 16, we will rely on Russell Gerrard’s 
remarkable database of games, which we have updated to 2012.

The number of international matches has soared over time. Between 
the foundation of FIFA in 1904 and the First World War the number 
rose quickly to 50 per year. After 1918 growth resumed. By the eve of 
the Second World War, there were more than 100 international matches 
a year. But this was still a world dominated by colonial powers, and only 
with the independence movement after the war did international com-
petition mushroom. In 1947 there were 107 international matches; by 
1957 there were 203; by 1967, 308. Few new countries were founded in 
the next two decades, but the number of international matches continued 
to rise thanks to the jet plane, which made travel less of a pain and more 
financially worthwhile. In 1977 there were 368 international matches; in 
1987 there were 393. At that point the world seemed to have reached 
some sort of stable equilibrium.

But then the Soviet Union broke up into fifteen separate states, and 
Yugoslavia collapsed. The new countries flocked into FIFA. At the same 
time the commercial development of soccer meant that cash-hungry na-
tional associations were eager to play lucrative friendlies. In 1997 there 
were 850 international games, more than double the figure of a decade 
before. Since then growth has slowed but not stopped altogether, reach-
ing a figure of 923 in 2007.

If we concentrate on just the twenty-year cycle from the end of the 
1990 World Cup to the end of the 2010 World Cup—the post–cold war 
era—a list of the most successful teams features the usual suspects. Let’s 
rank the top ten countries by the percentage of games won, or, given that 
around one-third of matches are ties, by the “win percentage” statistic 
calculated by valuing a tie as worth half a win.

The top few teams are much as you would expect. Spain—as we’ll dis-
cuss in the next chapter—has been the world’s leading soccer nation for 
a surprisingly long time. And even in a twenty-year period when Brazil 
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tried to reinvent its national style of soccer, its win percentage was almost 
75 percent. That equates to bookmakers’ odds of 3 to 1, or about as close 
as you can get to a sure thing in a two-horse race.

If we look at Brazil’s performance over time, some interesting insights 
emerge. Here are the team’s results by decade:

Decade P W T L F A Wpc
1910s 15 6 4 5 28 24 0.533
1920s 24 10 4 10 35 34 0.500
1930s 22 14 1 7 60 49 0.659
1940s 43 23 7 13 127 68 0.616
1950s 96 62 18 16 229 100 0.740
1960s 115 78 16 21 275 134 0.748
1970s 101 65 27 9 188 62 0.777
1980s 117 73 28 16 222 83 0.744
1990s 166 108 38 20 366 137 0.765
2000s 157 96 36 25 323 118 0.726
•Key to the chart: P= Matches played, W = Matches won, T = Matches tied, L = Matches
lost, F = Goals for, A = Goals against, Wpc = Winning percentage (victories as a percentage
of all matches, counting ties as worth half a victory)

FigUre 18.2. Brazil: The disaster of 1950 as the start of something beautiful

FigUre 18.1. The top ten national teams by win percentage, 1990–2010

                                      P Won     Tied        wpc           GD

   Spain 195 0.656 0.215 0.764 1.272
   Brazil 296 0.615 0.240 0.735 1.311
   France 213 0.577 0.277 0.716 0.939
   Germany 226 0.606 0.199 0.706 1.040
   Argentina 236 0.576 0.246 0.699 0.839
   Netherlands 192 0.552 0.281 0.693 1.010
   Italy 200 0.525 0.310 0.680 0.690
   England 193 0.528 0.295 0.676 0.865
   Portugal 185 0.535 0.276 0.673 0.903
   Czech Republic 156 0.571 0.199 0.670 0.904
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Viewed in the light of history, it’s little wonder that Brazil lost at 
home to Uruguay in the World Cup final of 1950. The Brazilians simply 
weren’t that good then. Their hubris at that tournament had no historical 
basis. It’s only in the 1950s that Brazil turned into soccer’s superpower. 
Indeed, in the fifty years since then the team’s performance has been 
strikingly consistent: Brazil’s winning percentage (counting ties as worth 
half a win) hovered between 73 percent and 78 percent in each of the past 
six decades. If you had to pick a particular golden age, it would probably 
be 1964 to 1985, but our main finding is great stability of performance, 
even in the supposedly fallow twenty years after 1970. World Cups, as 
we have seen, usually turn on a couple of crucial matches, which in turn 
are usually decided by one goal each. The pundits then investigate these 
crucial matches for meaning, when in fact the best explanation of the 
outcome of such a tiny sample of games might be chance. The broader 
story of Brazil in the past fifty years is consistent excellence. Still, if Bra-
zil is going to remain at the top, it will probably need to plug into the 
western European knowledge networks. In recent World Cups Brazil has 
sometimes looked ponderous against the best European teams. It ought 
to consider the revolutionary step of hiring a western European manager. 
If Brazil can combine the world’s best players with the world’s most ad-
vanced tactics, the result could be scary.

There’s just one other finding of note. Brazil performs better in 
World Cup years. It wins about 5 percent more often in years with a 
World Cup, and the difference is statistically significant. That sounds 
counterintuitive: after all, the team would tend to face tougher competi-
tion in those years. However, the sordid truth is that most of the time, 
Brazilian internationals coast a little. They don’t raise their game for 
qualifiers against Bolivia or Nike-inspired friendlies against Asian coun-
tries. In these off years, weary stars sometimes cry off claiming injury, 
and agents sometimes finagle places in the team for players who need a 
foreign transfer. But in a World Cup year, when everyone is playing for 
his place, Brazil is at its best.

You might think that 1990 to 2010 was a time of decline for Argen-
tina. After all, in these years it never even reached the World Cup semi-
finals, whereas in 1986 and 1990 it had won a World Cup final and then 
lost another only on a dubious penalty. Yet in fact the 1980s—the decade 
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of Diego Maradona’s greatness—was match for match the worst decade 
in Argentina’s soccer history. The country’s winning percentage slumped 
to a miserable 53 percent.

But for his “hand of God” in 1986, Maradona might have gone down 
in history as a brilliant underperformer, much like his contemporary 
Zico. Argentina’s uneven performances during Maradona’s era, as well as 
his rather sporadic club career, underline a difference between him and 
his little successor: Maradona never provided weekly brilliance the way 
Lionel Messi has. On the other hand, genius may in part be the ability to 
perform when it matters most.

In any case, Argentina’s relative failure in his era probably wasn’t Ma-
radona’s fault. The team’s results seem to track the country’s economic 
fortunes: in the 1980s, both declined.

Until well after the Second World War, Argentina was one of the 
richest countries on earth. Indeed, in the 1940s it exported beef to a 
starving Europe. No wonder that decade was also its best in soccer. But 
later Argentina became, in the words of Maradona’s former teammate 
Jorge “El Filósofo” Valdano, “the world’s first undeveloping country.” 
The 1980s were the “lost decade”: average income shrank from $7,500 
per head in 1980 to $5,700 in 1990.

The past twenty years have been a roller coaster for the Argentine 
economy, but ultimately a great success in that income per head has 
risen to nearly $16,000 in 2010. That represents almost a trebling of real 

FigUre 18.3 Argentina’s results: Where is the Maradona effect?

Winning Winning % (counting
Decade Played Won Drawn Lost % draw as half a win)
1902–1910 20 12 4 4 0.60 0.70
1911–1920 64 30 12 22 0.47 0.56
1921–1930 77 40 20 17 0.52 0.65
1931–1940 44 29 6 9 0.66 0.73
1941–1950 50 37 8 5 0.74 0.82
1951–1960 79 51 12 16 0.65 0.72
1961–1970 81 33 24 24 0.41 0.56
1971–1980 114 60 30 24 0.53 0.66
1981–1990 95 33 35 27 0.35 0.53
1991–2000 130 74 35 21 0.57 0.70
2001–2010 127 77 26 24 0.61 0.71
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income since 1990. Admittedly there was a terrible recession around 
2001, when the banking system collapsed, and Argentina devalued its 
peso and defaulted on its debts. Yet for much of the time since then, the 
economy has grown at close to 10 percent a year. Some economists are 
predicting a new Armageddon, but it hasn’t come yet.

It’s notable that as the economy has bounced back, so has the soccer 
team (though admittedly not in the knockout stages of World Cups). 
Argentina’s winning percentage has shot back up to 70 percent in the 
twenty years since 1990, a level it had previously reached only in the good 
old 1950s. Returning to that standard was quite an achievement. Since 
the 1950s soccer has become a global sport, and many new countries 
have joined the race for supremacy. The international game today is more 
competitive than ever. Argentina’s comeback deserves a compliment.

The Czech Republic and Portugal also warrant particular praise for 
making our top ten of most successful soccer teams. Each country has 
only 10 million inhabitants, compared to the 47 million–82 million of 
the large European nations and Brazil’s 178 million. Some readers may 
also be surprised to find England in the top ten, given England’s false 
reputation as “notorious underachievers.”

Pace Brazil and Argentina, one thing our top ten tells us is that Eu-
ropeans have dominated international soccer. The continent provides 
eight of the ten best countries. We have seen that this is partly thanks 
to Europe’s unmatched knowledge networks. Those networks rest on 
tradition: European nations are generally older, and have played inter-
national soccer longer, than the rest of the world. It may also help that 
until very recently, control of global soccer largely remained in Europe. 
FIFA makes the rules of the game from a posh suburb of Zurich, and 
although western Europe has only 6 percent of the world’s population, 
it has hosted ten out of nineteen World Cups. (A mark of how power in 
global soccer is shifting is that the region might now have to wait decades 
before hosting another.)

But tradition does not in itself secure dominance. If it did, then British 
companies would still dominate industries like textiles, shipbuilding, and 
car making. Dominance is transitory unless producers have the resources 
to stay ahead of the competition. The key resource in soccer is talent. Gen-
erally speaking, the more populous countries are more likely to have the 
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largest supply of talented people. We have also seen that rich countries are 
best at finding, training, and developing talent. In short, it takes experi-
ence, population, and wealth to make a successful soccer nation.

The easy bit is recognizing this. The hard work is assembling the data 
to answer our question: Which countries do best relative to their resources 
of experience, population, and wealth?

Thankfully, Russell’s data can help us with the issue of experience. He 
has recorded every single international game in history. With his list, we 
can measure the cumulative number of games a country had played up 
to any given date. We have seen that the most experienced soccer coun-
tries had played more than seven hundred international matches through 
2000. Pedants might dispute some of the exact numbers—identifying 
international games is often a judgment call if we go back more than 
fifty years, when arrangements could be quite informal—but even if our 
figures were off by 5 percent, it wouldn’t significantly affect the statistical 
analysis.

We also have data on each country’s income. The measure typically 
used is gross domestic product. GDP is the total value of all goods and 
services bought and sold within an economy. (It includes imports and 
exports but excludes income from assets owned overseas and profits re-
patriated to foreign countries.) The best sources for GDP figures are the 
Penn World Tables, produced by the Center for International Compari-
sons at the University of Pennsylvania. The center has estimates of GDP 
for 167 countries between 1950 and 2011. To measure the economic 
resources available to each person, it divides GDP by population. Admit-
tedly, there are all sorts of finicky issues involved in making comparisons 
across countries and across time, not to mention worries about measure-
ment error and statistical reliability. Nonetheless, these data are the best 
we’ve got.

Now we run the multiple regressions we described in Chapter 16. 
Our aim is to find the connection between goal difference per game and 
our three key inputs—population, wealth, and experience—while also al-
lowing for home advantage.

After all these pyrotechnics, we can make another ranking. But this 
time we can compensate all the world’s national teams for that trio of fac-
tors beyond their control: experience, population, and income per head.

9781568584812-text.indd   367 2/20/14   11:35 AM



368 S o c c e r n o m i c S

The final column of the table is the one to notice. It shows what you 
might call each country’s “outperformance,” the gap between the goal 
difference it “should” have achieved against opponents given its national 
resources and experience and what it actually did achieve (listed in the 
penultimate column). Brazil, the most overachieving country in soccer 
according to this table, scores nearly 1.5 goals per game more than you 
would expect judging by its resources. All our top ten scored on aver-
age about a goal per game more than their resources would predict. Of 
our original “absolute” top ten, Brazil, Spain, Germany, Argentina, the 
Czechs, the Dutch, and the Portuguese all survive in this “relative” top 
ten. It turns out that these countries aren’t merely very good in abso-
lute terms. They are also overachieving relative to their resources. As for 
Mexico, we suspect its presence in the top ten is only because it spends so 
much of its time playing Caribbean islands, tiny central American coun-
tries, and Canada. Viewed from Mexico City, even the US is a soccer su-
perpower. The Mexicans would win a lot fewer games (and would sink in 
our rankings) if they were moved into the South American confederation.

There are only two big surprises in our top ten of relative overachiev-
ers: Iran and Iraq. (If George W. Bush is reading this: at least be thankful 
that North Korea isn’t there.) For a start: kudos to the Iranians. The 

FigUre 18.4. The top ten overachieving national teams in the world, allowing for 
population, wealth, and experience, all games, 1990–2010

                                 Played  Won  Tied   wpc   GD    Out - 
                    performance 

Brazil 296 0.615 0.240 0.735 1.311 1.486 
Spain 195 0.656 0.215 0.764 1.272 1.196 
Iran 225 0.516 0.280 0.656 0.969 1.019 
Germany 226 0.606 0.199 0.706 1.040 0.978 
Iraq 157 0.414 0.287 0.557 0.573 0.962 
Czech Republic 156 0.571 0.199 0.670 0.904 0.954
Argentina 236 0.576 0.246 0.699 0.839 0.949
Netherlands 192 0.552 0.281 0.693 1.010 0.906
Portugal 185 0.535 0.276 0.673 0.903 0.863
Mexico 362 0.486 0.243 0.608 0.721 0.839
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international sanctions don’t seem to have had much impact on their 
soccer. They qualified for the World Cup of 2014, and if they now start 
to open to the world, they could get even better.

But the stunner, for us, is Iraq. The years from 1990 to 2010—two 
Gulf Wars, massacres, sanctions, Saddam, near–civil war—were not 
happy ones for Iraqis. Nonetheless, over twenty years it scored nearly a 
goal a game more than you would expect given its resources.

It did so even while under the thumb of Saddam’s family, which loved 
sports. Each April Baghdad celebrated Saddam’s birthday by hosting the 
“Saddam Olympics.” You may not have caught these on ESPN, but as 
late as 2002, with Baghdad’s Russian-Iraqi Friendship Society as spon-
sor, Iraq attracted athletes from seventy-two countries. And not many 
people know that Baghdad was also bidding to host the real Olympics in 
2012 before events intervened.

Saddam left control of the soccer team to his bestial son Uday. A 
playboy and pervert, who walked with a limp after an assassination at-
tempt, Uday motivated his players by threatening to amputate their legs 
if they lost. One former international reported being beaten on the soles 
of his feet, dragged on his bare back through gravel, and then dipped in 
raw sewage so that his wounds would be infected. Some players spent 
time in Abu Ghraib prison. After Kuwait came to Baghdad in 1981 and 
won, one of the ruling family’s helpers beat up the referee, who was then 
“driven hurriedly to the airport and put bleeding on a plane out of the 
country,” writes Declan Hill in his book on global match fixing, The Fix.

Stories like these from Iraqi defectors prompted FIFA to send a com-
mittee to Iraq to investigate. The Iraqis produced players and coaches 
who swore blind that it was all lies. FIFA believed them, and so the 
Lions of Mesopotamia were allowed to keep on collecting prizes.

Only when American troops entered Baghdad in 2003 did they find 
the prison Uday maintained in the basement of Iraq’s Olympic headquar-
ters. It featured “a rack and a medieval torture device used to rip open a 
man’s anus,” writes James Montague in his When Friday Comes: Football 
in the War Zone.

But despite everything, under Saddam the Lions of Mesopotamia 
were the strongest team in the world’s largest continent. Though they 
had to play on neutral ground for much of Saddam’s reign due to the 
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war with Iran, they qualified for the World Cup of 1986 and for three 
Olympics. As Iraqi supporters used to chant (often while firing bullets 
into the air), “Here we are Sunni—yah! Here we are Shiite—yah! Bring 
us happiness, sons of Iraq!” Even Kurds supported the Lions. Montague 
calls the team “arguably the last symbol of national unity left in Iraq.” 
Only from the 1990s, as Saddam’s regime became even more isolated and 
brutal, did Iraqi soccer decline. Its win percentage from 1980 to 2001 was 
still a magnificent 67 percent; in the turmoil from 2002 through 2012, it 
dipped to a merely impressive 55 percent.

All this may be a case of people immersing themselves in soccer be-
cause it was their only form of public expression. Huthyfa Zahra, an 
Iraqi artist who now produces soccer-themed “pop art” from the safety 
of nearby Abu Dhabi, says, “Even during the wars, in the nineties, there 
were bombs above us, and we were playing in the streets. Because we 
didn’t have anything to do.”

Why were the Lions so good under Saddam? Zahra is surprised to 
hear that they were. “We are much better now,” he replies, “because the 
players play without fear now. If you don’t feel comfortable, you can’t 
play.” He points out that since the fall of Saddam and Uday, Iraq’s Lions 
have finished fourth in the Athens Olympics and won the Asian Cup of 
2007. Iraqis may now finally be getting the chance to devote most of their 
energies to soccer. The American writer Nir Rosen reported in 2010:

On my trips to Iraq in years past, I made a habit of scanning the walls 
of Baghdad neighbourhoods for bits of sectarian graffiti, spray-painted 
slogans that were pro-Mahdi Army, pro-Saddam, anti-Shiite or pro- 
insurgency. This time, however, there were almost none to be found; the 
exhortations to sectarian struggle had been replaced with the enthusi-
asms of youthful football fans: now the walls say “Long Live Barcelona.”

Still, the presence of both Iran and Iraq in the top five of our “over-
achievers” table does illustrate the problem of comparing national teams 
from different continents. It is hard to imagine that either country would 
have done all that well against the other teams in the top ten. In fact, they 
have hardly ever played against the global big boys (neither Saddam’s nor 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s boys got many invitations to exhibition games at 
Wembley). Mostly, Iran and Iraq beat Middle Eastern and Asian countries.
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Furthermore, GDP statistics for poorer countries outside Europe (es-
pecially countries in the midst of war or sanctions) are notoriously unreli-
able. In general, there is more “noise” in all the data for countries outside 
Europe, meaning that we struggle to pick up the influence of the factors 
we are interested in. It’s like listening to a radio with poor reception: the 
meaning of the words is hard to make out.

It therefore makes more sense to focus on Europe alone. Europe is a 
more homogeneous place than the world as a whole, meaning that dif-
ferences, especially in income and experience, tend to be smaller. Second, 
the data are better: Europeans have been collecting them for longer, and 
they have a relatively long history of transparent record keeping (though 
there are some very suspicious European statistics). Last, most of the 
world’s dominant teams are grouped together in Europe, playing against 
pretty much the same set of opponents. It all adds up to a fairly accurate 
picture of how well each European team performs.

Let’s first rank the best European teams on their absolute perfor-
mance, without taking into account their population, experience, or 
GDP. Taking only those games played between European teams (that is, 
eliminating games where at least one team comes from outside Europe), 
Figure 18.5 presents the “absolute” top ten ranked by win percentage.

Bunched at the top are the four European superpowers of modern 
times: Spain, France, Italy, and Germany. Very impressively, the Croats 

FigUre 18.5. Top ten European teams by win percentage, games between 
European countries, 1990–2010

                  Played    Won       Tied           wpc      Goal difference

   Spain 151 0.623 0.232 0.738 1.298
   France 157 0.592 0.274 0.729 0.955
   Italy 166 0.542 0.295 0.690 0.729
   Germany 159 0.585 0.208 0.689 0.925
   Croatia 134 0.552 0.269 0.687 0.657
   Netherlands 146 0.534 0.274 0.671 1.014
   Czech Republic 135 0.570 0.193 0.667 0.911
   Portugal 156 0.519 0.282 0.660 0.827
   England 140 0.507 0.300 0.657 0.864
   Romania 161 0.503 0.248 0.627 0.634
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are only the tiniest notch behind them. For the most part, a knowledge-
able fan would have been able to predict the European top ten (with the 
possible exception of Romania).

However, things become more interesting after we correct for popula-
tion, experience, and GDP. Now a new picture emerges. We find that in 
Europe, home-field advantage boosts a team by a little under half a goal 
per game, compared with two-thirds of a goal in global soccer. Experience 
also counts for less in Europe than in the world in general, though it re-
mains the most important of our key variables in winning soccer matches. 
Having twice the experience of your opponent gives you an advantage of 
about 30 percent of a goal per game. By contrast, population and GDP 
count for more in European soccer than they do in global soccer. Having 
twice the population as the other team is worth a quarter of a goal per 
game in Europe. Having twice the opponent’s income per capita is worth 
about one goal every six games. So the factors in order of importance are 
(1) playing at home, (2) experience, (3) population, and (4) GDP.

Figure 18.6, the European efficiency table (the first of its kind, as far 
as we know), may be the most telling we have, so we rank every team for 
which we have data.

Again, the most important number is in the last column: each coun-
try’s “relative goal difference.” It turns out that all the leading European 
nations—Spain, France, Germany, Italy, and England—overachieve 
relative to their already considerable resources. These are large, well- 
connected countries, all of them richer than the European average. They 
should do well, but they are doing even better than expected. Against 
European opponents, each scores at least half a goal per game more than 
its resources would predict.

In eastern Europe, Croatia, Romania, and Serbia/Montenegro are 
overachievers. It’s no coincidence that these are among the best-connected 
eastern European countries. Prague before communism was an unmistak-
ably central European city, with many ties to Germany and Italy. Very 
soon after the fall of communism the Czechs had reforged networks with 
their western neighbors. Croatia and Serbia spent the communist era in 
the most open communist country, Yugoslavia, which among other things 
sent many soccer players to western clubs. And Rumania was an outlier 
in the Soviet bloc, always resistant to the USSR’s control. After the fall of 
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FigUre 18.6. Overachievers: Ranking of European national teams, correcting 
for population, wealth, and experience, all games between two European 
opponents, 1990–2010

                                                Played    Won        Tied        wpc     GD          Out - 
                          performance 

Spain 151 0.623 0.232 0.738 1.298 1.185
Czech Republic 135 0.570 0.193 0.667 0.911 1.010
Netherlands 146 0.534 0.274 0.671 1.014 0.957
Portugal 156 0.519 0.282 0.660 0.827 0.888
Croatia 134 0.552 0.269 0.687 0.657 0.840
Romania 161 0.503 0.248 0.627 0.634 0.769
France 157 0.592 0.274 0.729 0.955 0.745
Serbia and Montenegro   61 0.361 0.328 0.525 0.426 0.687
England 140 0.507 0.300 0.657 0.864 0.668
Sweden 170 0.494 0.265 0.626 0.671 0.622
Germany 159 0.585 0.208 0.689 0.925 0.615
Italy 166 0.542 0.295 0.690 0.729 0.504
Denmark 162 0.469 0.259 0.599 0.451 0.439
Bulgaria 136 0.419 0.250 0.544 0.257 0.439
Republic of Ireland  119 0.420 0.353 0.597 0.412 0.346
Norway 155 0.458 0.290 0.603 0.568 0.341
Greece 169 0.491 0.231 0.607 0.325 0.257
Poland 178 0.421 0.253 0.548 0.157 0.156
Ukraine 127 0.386 0.307 0.539 0.071 0.151
Switzerland 132 0.409 0.273 0.545 0.242 0.098
Turkey 157 0.369 0.287 0.513 0.025 -0.006
Israel 137 0.358 0.277 0.496 0.073 -0.017
Bosnia-Herzegovina   80 0.350 0.175 0.438 -0.238 -0.037
Slovakia  126 0.333 0.262 0.464 -0.143 -0.043
Russia 133 0.459 0.286 0.602 0.586 -0.066
Montenegro    20 0.250 0.400 0.450 -0.250 -0.130
Belgium 121 0.355 0.264 0.488 -0.058 -0.139
Finland 146 0.301 0.281 0.442 -0.144 -0.163
Hungary 159 0.327 0.220 0.437 -0.189 -0.202

(Continues)
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the Ceaucescu communist regime, the country’s Latin-derived language 
helped it network with Italy, Spain, and France.

Now that we’ve reviewed all the evidence, who gets the Tom Thumb 
trophy—the poor, small, inexperienced man’s Jules Rimet—for the rel-
atively best team on earth? Which country does best allowing for ex-
perience, population, and income? Well, one day we’d like to see this 
played out on grass. Let’s have a World Cup in which teams start with 
a handicap, settled by a panel of econometricians chaired by Professor 
Gerrard. But until that great day comes, all we have is our model. Clearly 
the Croats, Czechs, Iranians, and Portuguese have done wonders with 
their modest resources. However, the country that stands out most given 
what it has to work with is Iraq, even taking into account its easy Asian 
schedule. If the country ever achieves normality, then watch out, world.

Only one great question remains: which is the relatively worst team 
on earth? Figure 18.7 shows the worst underperformers relative to their 
population, income, and soccer experience.

                                                Played    Won        Tied         wpc       GD          Out - 
                         performance 

Slovenia 124 0.306 0.258 0.435 -0.258 -0.211
Belarus 112 0.268 0.232 0.384 -0.393 -0.218
Latvia 151 0.272 0.205 0.374 -0.444 -0.247
Georgia 128 0.242 0.203 0.344 -0.570 -0.290
Albania 124 0.242 0.250 0.367 -0.565 -0.351
Lithuania  147 0.286 0.190 0.381 -0.524 -0.360
Austria 114 0.316 0.237 0.434 -0.263 -0.399
Iceland 111 0.261 0.216 0.369 -0.523 -0.558
Moldova 119 0.218 0.227 0.332 -0.882 -0.569
Armenia 93 0.140 0.215 0.247 -1.172 -0.895
Cyprus 133 0.271 0.165 0.353 -0.947 -1.061
Estonia 165 0.139 0.242 0.261 -1.309 -1.212
Azerbaijan 107 0.112 0.234 0.229 -1.542 -1.252
Kazakhstan 52 0.058 0.212 0.163 -1.462 -1.306
Malta 146 0.096 0.151 0.171 -1.829 -1.921
Luxembourg 110 0.045 0.127 0.109 -2.164 -2.715

FigUre 18.6. Overachievers (continued)
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Luxembourg is the shocker. The country of just over half a million 
people ought to be bad at soccer, but in fact it’s much, much worse than it 
should be. That seems surprising. It’s sandwiched amid some of the best 
soccer nations on earth. If you judge by the map, Luxembourg is smack 
in the middle of the western European knowledge network. But networks 
are never simply geographical. Nobody in soccer wanted to network with 
Luxembourg because the country was too small to support a decent league 
or to produce many good players. Top-class foreign coaches and players 
were never spotted at the Jeunesse Esch stadium passing on their know-
how. Admittedly, the nation’s dry spell of fifteen years without a win 
ended with Paul Koch’s legendary last-minute penalty save against Malta 
in 1995, but even after that the Luxembourgeois hardly hit the heights. 
In 2001 Joel Wolff, secretary-general of the country’s FA, confessed to us 
in a world exclusive interview, “Let’s say that we have arrived at a relative 
nadir.” Whenever managers recited the verity, “There are no more min-
nows in international soccer,” they were forgetting Luxembourg.

Happily, the country has improved a touch in recent years. There was 
the legendary 2–1 triumph over mighty Albania at home in 2011, and the 
3–2 slaying of Northern Ireland in 2013. Still, looking at our period of 
study, we give Luxembourg the Soccernomics award for the relatively worst 
soccer team on earth.

FigUre 18.7. Worst underperformers, 1990–2010, entire world (of 116 teams with 
more than 100 games played)

                                              Played        Won            Tied  wpc            Under- 
            performance 

116 Luxembourg 120 0.050 0.142 0.121 -2.371
115 Malta 158 0.114 0.152 0.190 -1.921
114 Estonia 195 0.169 0.246 0.292 -1.158
113 Cyprus 140 0.271 0.179 0.361 -1.141
112 Armenia 106 0.160 0.217 0.269 -1.076
111 Azerbaijan 132 0.167 0.235 0.284 -1.042
110 Sri Lanka 102 0.235 0.235 0.353 -0.881
109 Venezuela 192 0.240 0.234 0.357 -0.867
108 Swaziland 112 0.205 0.295 0.353 -0.830
107 Benin 109 0.220 0.220 0.330 -0.811
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maDe in amsterDam 

The Rise of Spain and the Triumph of European  
Knowledge Networks

On the chilly Johannesburg evening of July 11, 2010, we proponents of 
Soccernomics genuinely thought we might be within five minutes of de-
ciding the World Cup final. In extra time at Soccer City, Holland and 
Spain were still tied 0–0. Simon, sitting in the media stand, was barely 
watching the game anymore. Instead he was rereading on his laptop the 
PDF file that we had sent the Dutch camp that morning. The file’s author 
was Ignacio Palacios-Huerta, the economics professor featured earlier in 
this book, who in 2008 had given Chelsea an analysis of Manchester 
United’s penalty-takers for the Champions League final.

This time Ignacio, working day and night, had provided Holland with 
an analysis of the Spanish penalty-takers. (True, Ignacio has a Spanish 
passport, but as a Basque he was perfectly happy to see Spain lose.) With 
a penalty shoot-out looming in Johannesburg, the PDF suddenly made 
compelling reading. For instance, Ignacio had predicted that Xavi and 
Andres Iniesta, as right-footed players who didn’t usually take penalties, 
would probably hit their kicks to the right of the Dutch keeper Maarten 
Stekelenburg. And Fernando Torres almost always kicked low. Against 
him, Stekelenburg would need to dive to the ground fast. “It’s a report 
we can use perfectly,” the Dutch goalkeeping coach Ruud Hesp had 
e-mailed us that morning. Now it looked as if we might be about to help 

9781568584812-text.indd   376 2/20/14   11:35 AM



m a D e  i n  a m s t e r D a m   377

the Dutch win the World Cup. Alternatively, if our advice was wrong, 
we might be about to help them lose it.

Just then, down on the field, Cesc Fabregas found Iniesta unmarked 
as if in some childhood training session on the sunny fields of Barcelo-
na’s academy, the Masía. Iniesta fired home. Simon closed the PDF and 
began writing his match report.

For all our best efforts, Spain’s win was about as inevitable as victories 
in World Cups get. The country once derided as eternal losers had not 
merely become world champion; it was also the best team in the world. 
(Many world champions are not.) In fact, Spain had probably been best 
in the world for nearly a decade before 2010. Then, in 2012, it com-
pleted an unprecedented triple of European title, world title, European 
title. This Spain was arguably the best national team ever. Crucially, the 
country owed its triumphs in large part to its location in interconnected 
western Europe. The rise of Spain is the perfect example of our network 
theory: why the countries of western Europe still rule soccer.

| |

Spain hadn’t always been so connected. General Francisco Franco, 
Spain’s fascist ruler from 1936 until his death in 1975, had isolated the 
country from the rest of Europe. Jimmy Burns, the Anglo-Spanish writer 
born in Madrid in 1953, recalls in his When Beckham Went to Spain:

Spain was virtually a closed economy. I spent part of my childhood be-
tween England and Spain, smuggling things from London to Madrid, 
never the other way round—clothes, gramophone records, books and 
magazines. While England seemed to be very much part of the world, 
Spain even to my young eyes struck me as something of a world of its 
own, where kids of my age all seemed to be taught by either priests or 
nuns.

The cosmopolitan Real Madrid of Burns’s childhood, studded with 
imported stars such as Alfredo di Stefano (from Argentina), Ferenc 
Puskás (Hungary), and Raymond Kopa (France), was very much the ex-
ception in Franco’s Spain. Few foreigners wanted to join lesser clubs in 
this poor country, and those who tried to come were often blocked. For 
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most of the 1960s Spain officially let in only foreign players of Spanish 
descent. In fact many Latin American players invented Spanish ances-
tors to get in—one Argentine claimed his father had come from “Celta,” 
which isn’t a town at all but the name of the club in Vigo—but even these 
imports didn’t transform Spanish soccer. There weren’t many of them, 
and they mostly weren’t very good. Nor did Spanish players of the Franco 
era go abroad to learn new tricks.

Spain’s isolation in those years was usually reflected in the national 
team’s results. Though the country won the European Championship at 
home in 1964, in the period before western Europe made its great leap 
in soccer know-how, for the next forty years the Spaniards did almost 
nothing in international tournaments.

What saved Spain’s soccer was the country’s opening to Europe and 
the world. Spanish isolation began to break down in the last years of 
Franco’s life. In 1973, just after Spain reopened its borders to foreign soc-
cer players, FC Barcelona imported the great Dutchman Johan Cruijff. It 
is possible to draw a direct line between Cruijff’s arrival in Barcelona and 
Spain’s victory in Johannesburg thirty-seven years later.

Signing Cruijff had not been easy. Franco’s regime often obstructed 
Spanish companies from making foreign payments, and Barcelona ended 
up having to register the player as a piece of agricultural machinery. In 
another mark of the isolationist climate of the time, an elderly Barça di-
rector lamented to the club’s secretary Armand Carabén, “A Dutchman 
in the Nou Camp! What’s the world coming to? This is pure madness. A 
man from the land of butter comes to the land of olive oil. Does nobody 
understand that even if he plays nicely, his stomach will be a mess within 
four days?”

But Cruijff was more than just stomach and legs. Possibly more than 
any other great player, he was brain, too. He was a philosopher of soccer, 
and the most important thing about soccer, for Cruijff, was the pass. 
He could (and often did) spend hours talking about the pass. You never 
passed into a teammate’s feet, he lectured, but always a meter in front of 
him, to keep the pace in the game. While the first man was passing to the 
second man, the third man already had to be in motion ready to receive 
the second man’s pass. Cruijff talked people silly about the pass.
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In the early 1970s he and Barcelona’s Dutch manager, Rinus Michels, 
introduced Spaniards to a form of Dutch “total football.” The two men 
had arrived at just the right time. Besides opening to the world, Spain 
was then beginning its long economic rise.

Cruijff played his last game for Barcelona in 1978, but Spain would 
hear from him again. Much later, he would bring his ideas on soccer back 
to Catalonia. They would provide the underpinnings first of the great 
Barça sides, and eventually of the Spanish world champions of 2010.

Cruijff had planned to retire as a player after leaving Barcelona. How-
ever, he lost his money in a series of ill-advised ventures, most notably a 
pig farm, and had to start playing again. After a spell in the North Amer-
ican Soccer League with the Washington Diplomats and the Los Ange-
les Aztecs, he finished playing at Ajax in 1984. He stayed in Amsterdam, 
and a year later became manager of the club that he had first entered in 
the early 1950s as a toddler from down the road. As manager he went to 
the fields where Ajax’s boys’ teams played, fields that had practically been 
his backyard, and said that everything had to change. Years before Cruijff 
transformed Barcelona’s academy, he transformed Ajax’s.

Everything he did there was the sum of a lifetime’s thinking about 
soccer. Cruijff once said that before he was thirty, he had done every-
thing on instinct; but after thirty, he began to understand why he did it. 
No longer would Ajax’s youth teams aim to win matches, the club’s new 
manager told a surprised set of volunteers. From now on, the only pur-
pose of the youth teams would be to turn talented boys into adult stars. 
That meant, above all, creating two-footed players who were masters of 
positional play and the pass. The boys in Ajax’s academy would spend 
much of their time playing passing games, especially Cruijff’s favorite, 
six against three. Cruijff’s longtime assistant Tonny Bruins Slot recalled 
in the Dutch magazine Voetbal International in 2011, “Making triangles, 
getting a numerical advantage in midfield, speed of action in a small 
space, putting pressure on an opponent: everything was in there.”

For Ajax’s boys’ teams, even matches became practical classes. Some-
times kids were put in older age groups, where they could no longer get 
by on natural brilliance or speed and had to develop guile, too. Often 
the coaches deliberately played boys out of position. “That began with 
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[Dennis] Bergkamp,” said Bruins Slot. “He was a wonderful attacker 
anyway and the right-back in the under-18s just wasn’t good enough. 
So we put Dennis in that position for a while. He managed it with his 
fingers in his nose [a Dutch phrase meaning “without any trouble”]. Also, 
Dennis could now put himself inside the mind of a defender, which 
would be useful to him as a striker. That was a success, so we began to 
do it more often.”

Cruijff was always looking for lessons from other disciplines. An opera 
singer, Lo Bello, was brought in to teach Ajax’s players how to breathe. 
In winter, when pitches were frozen, the boys attended lectures: a great 
female Ping-Pong player taught them how to deal with stress; a grounds-
man told them how to look after their gear; and a onetime promising 
youngster who had never made it explained where he had gone wrong.

Cruijff ran a red thread through the entire club, from the young-
est boys’ eleven to the first team. Every Ajax team in every age group 
played the same 4–3–3 formation as the great Holland and Ajax teams 
of the 1970s. (Cruijff said that only with 4–3–3 could every zone on the 
field be occupied.) When the opposition’s left-back had the ball, Ajax’s 
players from the under-eights to the first team knew exactly which posi-
tions they had to occupy to press him. When the outside-right from the 
under-eighteens made his professional debut, he felt entirely at home. 
That’s one reason Cruijff happily threw kids into big European games: 
the seventeen-year-old Bergkamp turned a Swedish fullback and part-
time policeman inside out one night, and returned to school in Amster-
dam the next day.

And partly, it was simply that Cruijff was a born teacher. One of us, 
Simon, experienced it himself. When Simon interviewed the great man 
in his Barcelona mansion in 2000, Cruijff rose from his sofa and taught 
him how to kick with his left foot. “Look”—he demonstrated—”whether 
you kick with your right or left, the point is that you are standing on one 
leg. And if you stand on one leg, you fall over. So you need to adjust your 
balance, and the only way to do that is with your hand, your arm.” And 
he kicked an imaginary ball with his left foot, flinging out his right arm. 
Simon’s left foot improved instantly.

Cruijff left Ajax in 1988 after yet another argument, and stayed 
away until 2011, when he returned to the club as a director and spiritual 
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godfather. However, Ajax’s youth academy has always stuck to the Crui-
jffian model. It works. Over the past twenty years, homegrown Ajax play-
ers (including foreigners who joined the club as teenagers) have included 
Bergkamp, Edwin van der Sar, Frank and Ronald de Boer, Edgar Da-
vids, Clarence Seedorf, Patrick Kluivert, Nwankwo Kanu, Zlatan Ibrahi-
movic, Maxwell, Steven Pienaar, Cristian Chivu, Rafael van der Vaart, 
Wesley Sneijder, Nigel de Jong, Jan Vertonghen, and most recently the 
Dane Christian Eriksen, who joined Tottenham in 2013.

In 1995 a largely homegrown Ajax team had beaten Milan in the 
Champions League final, with eighteen-year-old Kluivert scoring the 
winner. A few months later Simon visited Amsterdam to find out how 
the world could copy Ajax’s model. After all, soccer progresses largely 
through international copying. Co Adriaanse, then the head of Ajax’s 
youth academy, sat in the metal container that was his office and scoffed, 
“It’s not a recipe for pancakes! Other clubs don’t have a club style. They 
don’t start with kids at eight years old. They don’t have the quality. And 
there’s no continuity.”

Indeed, not even Arsène Wenger at Arsenal has managed to replicate 
Ajax’s recipe. Something is lacking. In Wenger’s years in London since 
1996, Arsenal’s youth teams have produced very few future stars: Ashley 
Cole (already nearly sixteen when Wenger inherited the club), Fabregas 
(sixteen when Wenger nabbed him from Barcelona), Gaël Clichy (nearly 
eighteen when he came to London from France), and most recently Jack 
Wilshere.

Only one club has learned Ajax’s recipe: Barcelona. No wonder, be-
cause Cruijff carried the recipe across in person. It’s the perfect case study 
of intra-European knowledge transfer. When the Dutchman moved from 
Amsterdam to the Nou Camp as head coach in 1988, he did something 
that few Barça coaches had ever done before: he went to the fields where 
Barcelona’s youth teams played. There he saw a skinny kid in central 
midfield hitting perfect passes. “Take that boy off at halftime,” he told 
the boy’s coach. “Why?” asked the coach. “Because I’m putting him in 
the first team,” said Cruijff. The skinny kid, whose name was Pep Guar-
diola, spent a decade in Barcelona’s first team. From 2008 through 2012, 
Guardiola managed the Spanish, European, and world champions. He 
once said, “Johan Cruijff taught me the most. I worked six years with him 
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and learned a terrific amount.” Guardiola was only the latest in a line of 
Cruijffians in the Nou Camp. Guardiola’s predecessor, Frank Rijkaard, 
was an Amsterdammer and an Ajax man. Rijkaard got the Barcelona job 
on Cruijff’s recommendation despite having just been relegated from the 
Dutch Premier division with Sparta Rotterdam. Louis van Gaal, Barce-
lona’s coach from 1997 through 2000, was also an Amsterdammer and 
Ajax man, though he absolutely did not get the job on Cruijff’s recom-
mendation. Van Gaal had played for Ajax in the early seventies, at the 
same time as Cruijff, but only in the second team. Van Gaal appears to 
have harbored a jealousy of Cruijff ever since. Though the personal feud 
between the two men has amused Dutch fans for years, both of them 
think almost exactly the same way about soccer. When Van Gaal came 
to Barcelona, he cemented the club’s veneration of the pass. He advanced 
the careers of great passing kids like Xavi and Iniesta. Van Gaal and later 
Rijkaard didn’t always win on the field, but they continued the transfer of 
Dutch know-how to Catalonia that Cruijff had begun in 1973.

When Guardiola became Barcelona’s head coach, he restored and up-
dated Cruijffism. How this works was explained to us in 2009 by Albert 
Capellas, then coordinator of Barça’s youth academy. We met Capellas 
over beers in a Swiss hotel bar. A couple of weeks later, he was giving us 
a tour of the Masía, or farmhouse, the unlikely headquarters of Barça’s 
academy until the little brick building with the sundial on the front was 
finally closed in 2011.

The day we visited the Masía, in October 2009, you could simply 
walk in off the street. There were no guards. Inside you got a coffee and 
a friendly welcome at the bar. It felt like the house of a large Catholic 
family. A deliveryman stopped by and carried an enormous ham into the 
kitchen. There was a room with foosball and billiards tables, but when we 
visited they were covered, because the boys in the Masía had to study for 
school. The doors to the garden were open, to let the sun flood in. In the 
garden stood a sculpture of a female body, which must have provoked the 
odd stray thought among the Masía’s all-male residents.

From the upstairs windows of the Masía, you could look out onto 
the Nou Camp. You could almost touch it here. The boys of the Masía 
actually slept in the stadium; the little farmhouse had gotten too small to 
house them.
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But that morning, nine months before the World Cup in South Af-
rica kicked off, the Masía still felt as cozy as the canteen at the old, now 
destroyed little Ajax stadium, De Meer. Both places resembled neighbor-
hood cafés, where men gathered for fellowship and coffee. Part of Ajax 
and Barcelona’s secret is that they are local clubs, run by largely the same 
bunch of local men for decades. These locals are interested in the talented 
kids of today, because in ten years’ time, when the kids are in the first 
team, the locals expect still to be around.

When the staff sat down to explain how the Masía worked, you felt 
as if you were being transported back to Amsterdam in 1985. For a start, 
said Capellas, Barça’s youth teams all played the same 4–3–3 as the first 
team. When the opposition’s left-back had the ball, Barça’s players, from 
the under-eights to the first team, knew exactly which positions they 
had to occupy to press him. When the outside-right from the under- 
eighteens made his professional debut, he felt entirely at home. That was 
one reason Barcelona happily threw kids into big games: Iniesta, Xavi, 
and Messi were all playing regularly in the world’s biggest stadium while 
still in their teens.

There were a lot of things the Masía didn’t worry about. Until players 
reached their mid-teens, said Capellas, “we don’t think about competi-
tion, or not so much.” Boys’ matches were treated as practical classes. 
The Masía didn’t care about size, either. Nobody minded that Messi and 
Iniesta were short. Capellas said, “If he’s small or if he’s tall, for us that 
is not important. We don’t test for physical capacities. We are always 
thinking about the technical and tactical capacities of each player.” The 
players barely ever did fitness training without the ball. Even speed was 
of limited relevance. Guardiola, a slow runner, had moved the ball fastest.

Nor did the boys train much. Ninety minutes a day was enough, Ca-
pellas told us. Schoolwork took up much more of their time, because like 
Ajax, Barcelona knew that most of its players would never turn pro. This 
was not a ruthless corporation. “We treat our fifty boys like our family,” 
said Pep Boade, Barça’s grizzled old chief scout, and this didn’t appear to 
be cant. Many youth academies are ruled by militaristic brutes, but Barça’s 
coaches sounded like traditional Catholic mothers. When a boy was cut 
from the Masía, sometimes his rival would cry from guilt at having been 
better. Capellas said, “Messi and Iniesta don’t live here anymore, but this 
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is their home, they come by to eat, if they have a problem they come to 
talk to us, as they would to a mother or father. For us they are not stars. 
It’s Leo, it’s Bojan, it’s Andres. Andres is humble. We say, ‘You are a good 
man, you are an incredible person, don’t lose your values.’”

In one regard, though, the Masía was hyperprofessional. What mat-
tered to Barça, as to Ajax, was passing. Both academies fetishized the 
pass. Soccer, to Cruijff, was about making passing “triangles” on the field. 
If a player could do that, Cruijff picked him. That remains Barça’s princi-
ple. Capellas recited the mantra, “Always the players must find triangles.” 
Training, then, is a deep study of passing.

To pass, or to stop the other team from passing, you also need to know 
exactly where to be. The average player has the ball for only 53.4 seconds 
every game (according to Chris Carling, the English performance analyst 
at Lille in France) so any player’s main job is to occupy the right positions 
for the other eighty-nine minutes and 6.6 seconds. The boys in the Masía 
spend a lot of time playing four against four, with two touches of the ball 
allowed, and with three “joker” players who join whichever team has the 
ball. You win this game by being in the right position: soccer as a sort 
of chess, rather than soccer as physical combat. In the sun of the Masía, 
just as at Ajax’s youth complex De Toekomst (“The Future”), where the 
chill wind sweeps in off the highway, some great future players spent the 
mornings of their youth making Cruijffian triangles.

Our tour of the Masía ended in the dining room, where in late morn-
ing you could already smell a tasty lunch. “Home cooking,” Capellas 
noted. On the plain whitewashed walls were pictures of Masía teams past. 
Capellas and Boade found the picture from 1988, with an absurdly skinny 
young Guardiola. Two other boys in the photo later became his assistant 
coaches at Barça. One of them, Tito Vilanova, would succeed him as head 
coach in 2012 before resigning a year later because of throat cancer.

Guardiola was another part of the Masía’s secret. The academy pro-
duced the boys; he sent them on in the stadium next door. Capellas said, 
“When we play Real Madrid’s youth teams, we are equal. Don’t think 
Real doesn’t have good youth players.” Yet Real’s boys rarely make the 
first team, because Madrid keeps buying stars. By contrast, Guardiola, 
like Cruijff, was a man of the club who knew exactly what was cooking in 
the Masía, even in the second-string youth teams.
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“You have to have someone up there who says, ‘Go in,’” said Capellas. 
That was easy when the kid was as good as Messi or Iniesta. But Guardi-
ola had done the same with Pedro, not an obvious star, and he had stuck 
in the first team. In the sun outside the Masía, Capellas used his foot to 
draw a circle on the ground: Guardiola went from the Masía to the first 
team and then recruited from the Masía again. The circle was round, said 
Capellas.

Barça has been lucky, the club’s then chief executive Joan Oliver ad-
mitted to us in 2009: “Yeah, good fortune exists always in the world, in 
every kind of industry. It’s not possible always to guarantee that we will 
have a Messi or an Iniesta or a Xavi from the academy. Perhaps you could 
not get the best player of the world from your academy, but we get six, 
seven first-team players.” That is not to mention Masía exports such as 
Jose Reina (Napoli) and Mikel Arteta (Arsenal).

from the masía to Johannesburg

In short, once Spain’s isolation had been lifted in the last years of Franco, 
Barcelona began building a style based on knowledge transfer from Am-
sterdam. Eventually Spain adopted this made-in-Amsterdam game. At 
Euro 2008, the World Cup in South Africa and again at Euro 2012, 
the Spaniards often looked as if they were still making their triangles at 
morning practice at the Masía. They passed the ball up and down like 
little men filling in a crossword puzzle at top speed. Whenever they went 
1–0 up, they simply made sure the opponent never got the ball again. 
The World Cup final was the forty-fourth straight game in which Spain 
had won after scoring first. Everyone knew exactly how the men in red 
played, yet it was impossible to beat them because they had become Crui-
jffian masters of the pass.

Spain became a great soccer nation because it joined European knowl-
edge networks. This might sound like too neat a theory—the sort of thing 
you get when you let academics loose on something as mysterious and 
intuitive as soccer. Luckily, though, the facts seem to match our theory. 
Let’s look at Spain’s results, decade by decade:

We’ll take the 1920s as an illustration of what Figure 19.1 shows. 
Spain won twenty-three of its thirty-two matches in the decade, or 72 
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percent. It also tied four games. If we count a tie as worth half a win, then 
Spain’s total winning percentage for the decade was 78 percent. The fig-
ure in the last column for each decade is the most telling one. It provides 
the best measure of Spain’s success decade by decade.

The table demonstrates how closely Spain’s soccer success tracks the 
country’s integration with Europe. In the 1920s, before the civil war of 
the 1930s, Spain performed very well. But then isolation descended under 
Franco. From the 1930s through the 1980s, Spain’s winning percentage 
hovered around a disappointing 60 percent. The team was winning about 
half its games, and drawing another quarter. That European Champion-
ship of 1964 was an anomaly. The broader story was that a poor, shut-off 
Spain was struggling to access the world’s best soccer know-how. In these 
sorry decades Di Stefano, the Argentinian–turned Colombian–turned 
Spanish international, summed up Spain’s soccer history in a phrase: “We 
played like never before, and lost like always.”

But in 1986 Spain joined the European Union—a sort of formal entry 
into European networks. Soon afterward, the Spanish national team im-
proved sharply. We have seen that a country’s success at soccer correlates 
with its wealth. And Spain from the 1980s was growing richer fast. In 
the 1960s and 1970s its income per capita had been stuck at about 60 
percent of the average of the core fifteen member nations of the EU. In 
the 1980s and 1990s Spain began to catch up. The Barcelona Olympics 

FigUre 19.1. The rise of Spain

Winning % 
Decade Played Won Tied Lost Winning % (counting a tie as half a win)
1920s 32 23 4 5 0.72 0.78
1930s 25 13 5 7 0.52 0.62
1940s 19 8 6 5 0.42 0.58
1950s 44 20 13 11 0.45 0.60
1960s 60 28 13 19 0.47 0.58
1970s 59 29 18 12 0.49 0.64
1980s 103 49 28 26 0.48 0.61
1990s 98 57 26 15 0.58 0.71
2000s 128 91 25 12 0.71 0.81
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of 1992 nicely captured the rise: the Games showcased a “new Spain,” 
and a young Spanish soccer team guided by twenty-one-year-old Pep 
Guardiola won gold.

Yet during this period the Spaniards continued to be mocked in in-
ternational soccer as “notorious underperformers.” Like England, they 
just couldn’t match the big nations in big tournaments. However, the 
criticism was wrong. Even in these “bad” decades, Spain was already 
overachieving given its modest resources of people and wealth. It was 
simply not big or rich or connected enough to expect to match the lead-
ing nations in soccer.

Let’s take the relatively recent period 1980 to 2001. For Spain this 
was a fallow period: failure in a World Cup hosted at home, and no per-
formance of note save an appearance in the final of Euro 1984, which is 
remembered chiefly for goalkeeper Luis Arconada’s fumbling of Michel 
Platini’s free kick.

In absolute terms Spain’s winning percentage (counting ties as half 
a win) of about 66 percent in that period ranked it somewhere near the 
bottom of the global top ten, around the same level as England. But we 
want to measure Spain’s relative performance: how it achieved relative to 
its resources.

First let’s look at experience. By 2001 Spain had played 461 inter-
nationals in its history. That itself is a marker of isolation. We’ve seen 
that according to Russell Gerrard’s data, Sweden by 2001 was the most 
experienced country in international soccer, with 802 internationals. En-
gland, Argentina, Hungary, Brazil, and Germany (including West but 
not East Germany) had all played over 700 each. Spain—cut off for so 
many years—lagged.

When it comes to our second variable, wealth, Spain still fell short 
of most of its rivals. In the 1980s and 1990s it was significantly behind 
Germany, France, England, and even Italy.

And Spain was small. When people complain that the country under-
performs, they usually mean it does worse than the giants of international 
soccer. Well, no wonder, given that Spain is much smaller than they are. 
Not only did Brazil in 1990 dwarf Spain’s then population of 39 million 
people, but so did Germany, France, Italy, and even that other “notorious 
underachiever,” England.
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We calculated that Spain, given its population, income, and experi-
ence in the 1980–2001 period, “should” have scored on average 0.3 goals 
per game more than its opponents. But Spain did much better than that: 
it outscored opponents by nearly 0.9 goals, averaging nearly 0.6 goals 
more than expected. Of the teams that played at least one hundred games 
in this period, Spain was the eighth-best overperformer in the world. 
The country was an overachiever long before it began winning prizes. 
Until very recently, it just wasn’t quite big or rich or experienced or lucky 
enough to win anything.

Consider, for instance, its record against Italy in those years. Over 
that period Spain’s population, income per head, and international expe-
rience was on average about 30 percent inferior to Italy’s. Given that, we 
would have expected Spain’s goal difference to be about minus two over 
its four games against Italy. Instead Spain overachieved, notching a win, 
two ties, and a defeat with a goal difference of zero.

In short: Spain’s bad times were not bad at all. It always was over-
achieving. But in the past twenty years or so, even taking into account 
the recent economic crisis, Spain’s resources have improved. Since 
Spain joined the EU, the country’s average income has risen to about 
three-quarters of the core EU’s average. Its population has grown to 47 
million. Spain has also become fully networked in Europe. Its best soccer 
players now experience the Champions League every season. A richer, 
more populous, more experienced, and more networked Spain became 
first a serious contender, and finally (thanks to its continued overachieve-
ment) the best team on earth.

Wealth, size, and integration have translated into goals. In the 1990s 
Spain’s win percentage (still treating ties as worth half a win) shot up to 
over 70 percent. In the 2000s it was over 80 percent, with Spain losing 
just 12 percent of its games. From 2000 through 2009 the country won 
71 percent of its matches outright, a long-term performance about as 
good as any other national team’s since international soccer took off in 
the 1930s. Brazil never managed it. Even the all-conquering Italy of the 
1930s won just 70 percent of its games that decade. Spain had become a 
great team long before it won titles. Here is Wayne Rooney in his auto-
biography describing a Spain-England exhibition game in 2004, a time 
when the Spaniards were still considered eternal losers:
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Spain had been taking the mickey, passing the ball back and forth, and 
showboating which upset me. When that happens, you have to try and 
break up your opponents’ passing game by getting stuck into them, 
tackling hard and quickly. Perhaps I overdid it because I was so frus-
trated, but we couldn’t get a kick of the ball. Not nice.

Of course the emergence from isolation cannot by itself explain 
Spain’s success. Intangibles matter too—the sudden emergence of sev-
eral great individuals, such as Xavi and David Villa. Spain was the only 
team at the 2010 World Cup with as strong a personnel as the best club 
teams. No other country in the tournament fielded eleven players who 
were starters at big clubs. Spain was massively overperforming its size 
and wealth, but that overperformance was possible only because of the 
end of isolation. Nor, clearly, has the financial crash of 2008 hurt Spain’s 
national team. Despite the recession, the collapse of property values, and 
unemployment of over 20 percent, Spain has remained networked with 
the rest of Europe.

It was wonderfully appropriate that the Spaniards sealed their rise in a 
World Cup final against their mentor country. This was the Cruijff versus 
Cruijff final. Probably for the first time, both teams in soccer’s biggest 
game were, in their origins, the product of one man. It was a triumph of 
intra-European knowledge transfer. That night in Johannesburg, the old 
Amsterdammer living in Barcelona must have felt like the proud father of 
twins—albeit that the Dutch twin behaved like a fratricidal delinquent.

Seven of the fourteen Spaniards who played in the match had spent 
time in the Cruijffian Masía; seven of the fourteen Dutchmen had come 
from Ajax’s Cruijffian academy. One of those seven Dutchmen, Eljero 
Elia, had never even made it into Ajax’s first team. Khalid Boulahrouz 
and André Ooijer, who sat on the Dutch bench that night, were also 
rejects of the Ajax academy. When even your dropouts are staffing the 
second-best national squad on earth, you are doing pretty well. Not as 
well as the Spaniards, though. Had Spain been able to field just one other 
product of the Masía—and when the Argentine Messi was a boy the 
Spaniards had begged him to play for their national youth teams—FIFA 
could have dispensed with the 2010 World Cup altogether and simply 
handed Spain the trophy at a quick ceremony in Zurich.
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The Holland-Spain final was best understood as “Jungian mirroring,” 
summed up David Winner, author of Brilliant Orange: The Neurotic Ge-
nius of Dutch Soccer: “Holland’s path to the world title is blocked by the 
more authentic version of their better selves. It is now Spain who play 
Dutch soccer.” That is how Cruijff saw it, too. “I thought my country 
would never dare to play like this and would never give up its own way of 
playing,” he said after the game. He continued:

Even without great players like in the past, a team has its own style. 
I had the wrong end of the stick.  .  .  . They didn’t want the ball. And 
unfortunately, and it’s hard to say so, they played dirty. So bad that they 
really should quickly have been down to nine men. Then they made two 
such mean tackles that I felt the pain myself. This nasty, vulgar, hard, 
closed game that wasn’t watchable and was barely soccer anymore—yes, 
with that they could trouble Spain. They played anti-soccer.

But perhaps Holland had to, because the Spaniards were now better 
at soccer. The Dutch had taught the Spaniards how to play, just as in the 
Dutch-Spanish Eighty Years’ War (1568 to 1648) the Dutch had sold 
the Spaniards arms. In Johannesburg, Holland paid for it.
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Core to PeriPhery

The Future Map of Global Soccer

On a snowy night in Amsterdam, a dozen or so Dutch soccer writers and 
ex-players have gathered in an apartment in the dinky city center. Guus 
Hiddink walks in and grabs someone’s shoulders from behind by way of 
greeting. Growing up with five brothers gave him a knack for male bond-
ing. (Hiddink appears to find women more exotic, and his cohabitation 
with his then mistress in Seoul shocked Koreans.)

The evening starts with a soccer quiz, at which the future manager of 
Chelsea, Russia, and Turkey performs indifferently. Then there is food 
and soccer talk until the early morning. Though Hiddink is the senior 
figure at the table, he never tries to dominate. He likes telling stories—
about his former player Romario, or his old roommate at the San Jose 
Earthquakes, George Best—but when others interrupt he is just as happy 
to lean back in his chair and listen. He is a solid, soothing, jowly pres-
ence. “You can feel he’s at ease,” Boudewijn Zenden, one of his former 
players, told us, “so if he’s at ease, the others are at ease. He creates this 
environment where you feel safe.”

Hiddink—a great success as a coach until 2008, less so in his declin-
ing years—has a special place in the latest stage of soccer’s history. In 
the twenty-first century, he became one of the world’s main exporters 
of soccer know-how from western Europe to the margins of the earth. 
We saw in Chapter 16 that from about 1970 to 2000, the six founding 
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members of the European Economic Community dominated soccer 
thinking and won almost all the game’s prizes. These countries perfected 
what you might call the continental European style: a fast, physical, col-
lectivist soccer.

But then these countries began exporting their expertise. Hiddink and 
other Dutch, German, French, and Italian expat managers established 
themselves in Hiltons and westerners’ compounds around the planet. In 
the past few years they have helped several new soccer countries—Russia, 
Australia, and South Korea, to name a few—catch up with the managers’ 
own native countries. It’s because of men like these that England will not 
be the best soccer country of the future. Hiddink’s native Holland ap-
pears even more thoroughly doomed. On the new map of soccer, which 
Hiddink helped to draw, his own country will shrink to a dot. Soccer 
know-how is being globalized fast.

from the baCk Corner to the worlD

Born in 1946, Hiddink grew up close to what was just becoming the epi-
center of global soccer knowledge. He is the son of a village schoolteacher 
and Resistance hero from a small town in the Achterhoek, or “Back 
Corner,” about five miles from the German border. The Back Corner 
is wooded and quiet, one of the few empty bits of the Netherlands, and 
on visits home from stints in Seoul or Moscow, Hiddink enjoys tooling 
along its back roads on his Harley-Davidson Fat Boy. “Pom-pom-pom-
pom-pom.” He puffs out his cheeks to mimic the motor’s roar.

He grew up milking cows, plowing behind two horses, and dreaming 
of becoming a farmer. But Dutch farms were already shedding labor, and 
he became a soccer coach instead. At nineteen he took an assistant’s job 
at the Back Corner’s semiprofessional club, De Graafschap, where his 
father had played before him. He then made an unusual career move: 
from coach to player. The head coach, seeing that his young assistant 
could kick a ball, stuck him in the team, and thus began a sixteen-year 
playing career.

The handsome, round-faced, wavy-haired playmaker was too lazy and 
slow for the top, yet he was present at a golden age. The Dutch 1970s 
shaped Hiddink. Holland, playing what foreigners called “total football,” 
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a new kind of game in which players constantly swapped positions and 
thought for themselves, reached two World Cup finals. Dutch clubs won 
four European Cups. Off the field, Dutch players of Hiddink’s genera-
tion answered foreign journalists’ questions with sophisticated discourses 
in several languages. For a keen observer like Hiddink, the players’ con-
stant squabbles provided object lessons in how to keep stars just about 
functioning within a collective.

Dutch soccer’s renown at the time helped even a second-rate player 
like Hiddink find work abroad, with the Washington Diplomats and the 
San Jose Earthquakes. “I was Best’s roommate,” says Hiddink, enjoying 
the quirky American word, and he mimics himself fielding the phone 
calls from Best’s groupies: “George is not here. George is sleeping.”

It was the start of a world tour whose recent destinations have in-
cluded South Korea, Australia, a suite in a five-star hotel in Moscow 
(where, according to the president of the Russian FA, he spent a fortune 
ordering cappuccinos from room service), and Istanbul. Hiddink got the 
Koreans playing the best soccer in their history at the World Cup of 
2002, the Australians playing their best ever in 2006, and the Russians 
at Euro 2008.

True, he then failed to take the Russians to the World Cup of 2010, 
and the Turks to Euro 2012. There are signs that after passing sixty he 
lost some of his drive. Moreover, once almost all countries began trying 
to acquire western European know-how, he lost some of his first-mover 
advantage. Nonetheless, Hiddink and other expat western European 
coaches like him are helping to shift power in soccer from their own 
region to the rest of the world. It’s no coincidence that this is happening 
just as economic power is shifting in the same direction.

1889–2002: off the Plane with  
a leather soCCer ball

Soccer seems to have a quality that enables it eventually to conquer every 
known society. The first exporters of the game were Victorian British 
sailors, businessmen, missionaries, and colonial officers. In 1889, to cite 
a typical story, twenty-one-year-old Englishman Frederick Rea disem-
barked on the island of South Uist off the west coast of Scotland to work 
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as a headmaster. A couple of years later two of his brothers visited, car-
rying with them a leather soccer ball. Within two decades the game had 
conquered South Uist. Shinty, a stick sport that had been played there 
for 1,400 years, “was wiped like chalk from the face of the island,” wrote 
Roger Hutchinson in the British soccer journal Perfect Pitch in 1998, 
“supplanted, like a thousand of its distant relatives from Buenos Aires 
to Smolensk, by a game almost as young and innocent as Frederick Rea 
himself.” Today soccer is the dominant sport on South Uist. It conquered 
because of its magic.

Victorian Britons spread the game to continental Europe, Latin Amer-
ica, and bits of Africa. However, for a century Asia and North America 
remained almost immune. Contrary to myth, soccer took a long time 
to become a global game. What people called the “World Cup” should 
until the 1980s have been called “the Euro–Latin American Duopoly.” 
Though most people on the planet lived in Asia, the continent’s only rep-
resentative at the World Cup of 1978 was Iran. Even in 1990 the British 
Isles had more teams at the World Cup (three) than all of Asia com-
bined (two). Many Asian countries still barely knew about soccer. When 
that year’s World Cup final was shown on Japanese television, there was 
a surprising studio guest: baseball player Sadaharu Oh. “Mr. Oh,” he 
was asked during the match, “what is the difference between sliding in 
baseball and in soccer?” In Australia, too, soccer then was still marginal. 
Johnny Warren, an Australian international and later TV commentator 
on the game, called his memoirs Sheilas, Wogs, and Poofters, because ac-
cording to Australian myth in the years before Hiddink landed there, 
women, immigrants, and homosexuals were the three core elements of 
the national soccer public.

But by 1990 the so-called third wave of globalization was under way. 
Increased world trade, cable television, and finally the Internet brought 
soccer to new territories. Roberto Fontanarrosa, the late Argentine car-
toonist, novelist, and soccer nut, said, “If TV were only an invention to 
broadcast soccer, it would be justified.”

Suddenly the Chinese, Japanese, Americans, and even many urban 
Indians could see soccer’s magic. They saw it even more clearly than the 
people of Uist had a century before. Soccer by now had the prestige of 
being the world’s biggest sport, and everyone wanted a piece of its fans’ 
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passion. Soccer is often mocked for its low scores, but precisely because 
goals are so scarce, the release of joy is greater than in other sports. When 
the former goalkeeper Osama bin Laden visited London in 1994, he 
watched four Arsenal matches, bought souvenirs for his sons in the club 
shop, and remarked that he had never seen as much passion as among 
soccer supporters.

Just then soccer was capturing the last holdouts. On May 15, 1993, 
Japan’s J-League kicked off. The next year China acquired a national pro-
fessional league, and in 1996 the US and India followed. A therapist we 
met in San Francisco nicely described the game’s impact on new con-
verts. When she’d first seen a World Cup on TV, her reaction was: “Why 
didn’t anybody ever tell me about this?” She hadn’t stopped watching 
soccer since. She stands for millions of Americans (and Indians, Chinese, 
inhabitants of South Uist, and so on).

From the 1990s the new marginal countries began to hire European 
coaches who could quickly teach them the latest in soccer. By the turn of 
the millennium, Hiddink was an obvious candidate for export. He had 
won the European Cup with PSV Eindhoven, had managed clubs in 
Turkey and Spain, and had taken Holland to the World Cup semifinal 
in 1998. After he passed fifty, he felt his ambition begin to wane. Never 
a workaholic to start with, the boy from the Back Corner had by now 
proven himself. He had met with triumph and disaster and treated those 
two impostors just the same. He had gone from villager to cosmopolitan. 
He had fallen in love with golf. Soccer was becoming just a hobby.

He took a break and in 2001 popped up in his first missionary post-
ing, as manager of South Korea. As part of the globalization of soccer, 
the country was due to cohost the 2002 World Cup with Japan. South 
Korea had played in several World Cups before but had never won a sin-
gle match, and in 1998 had lost 5–0 to Hiddink’s Holland.

When Hiddink landed in Seoul, history was beginning to work in 
his favor. Like many emerging nations, the South Koreans were getting 
bigger. Thanks to increased wealth, the average height of a South Korean 
man had risen from five foot four in the 1930s to about five foot eight 
by 2002. That meant a bigger pool of men with the physique required to 
play international soccer. In an interview during a Korean training camp 
in the Back Corner, a year before the World Cup, Hiddink told us he’d 
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caught Koreans using their smallness as an excuse in soccer. He added, 
“But I won’t allow that. I won’t let them say beforehand, ‘They’re a bit 
bigger and broader; we’re small and sad.’ And gradually I notice that 
some of our players are big, too, and know how to look after themselves.” 
The “height effect” was also quietly lifting many other emerging soccer 
countries, from China to Turkey.

But the Koreans had other problems. The Dutch psychological quirk 
had been squabbling. The Korean disease, as Hiddink soon discovered, 
was hierarchy. In Korean soccer, the older the player, the higher his 
status. A thirty-one-year-old veteran international was so respected he 
could coast. At meals, the group of older players would sit down at the 
table first, and the youngest last.

Whereas Dutch players talked too much, Koreans were practically 
mute. “Slavishness is a big word,” Hiddink said that day in the Back 
Corner, “but they do have something like: if the commander says it, we’ll 
follow it blindly. They are used to thinking, ‘I’m a soldier. I’ll do what’s 
asked of me.’ And you have to go a step further if you want to make a 
team really mature. You need people who can and will take the team in 
their hands.” Hiddink wanted autonomous, thinking “Dutch,” players: a 
center half who at a certain point in the game sees he should push into 
midfield, a striker who drops back a few yards. He was teaching the Ko-
reans the Dutch variant of the continental European style.

Hiddink said of his players, “Commitment is not their problem. Al-
most too much. But if your commitment is too high, you often lose the 
strategic overview.”

Hiddink had started out in Korea by kicking a couple of the older 
players out of his squad. He made a young man captain. He asked his 
players to make their own decisions on the field. “That makes them a bit 
freer, easier,” he said. Shortly before the World Cup, he brought back the 
jilted older players, who by then were pretty motivated.

However, the educational process in Korea was always two-way. 
During his eighteen months in the country, Hiddink learned a few things 
himself. Already during his stints in Turkey and Spain he had begun 
freeing himself from the national superiority complex that pervades 
Dutch soccer: the belief that the Dutch way is the only way. In Holland, 
soccer is a thinking person’s game. When the Dutch talk about it, the 
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concepts to which they always return are techniek and tactiek. Passie, or 
passion, was a quality they associated with soccer players from unsophis-
ticated countries, such as England. In Korea, Hiddink learned that it 
was actually pretty important. Even when speaking Dutch he tends to 
describe this quality with the English word commitment, perhaps because 
there is no obvious Dutch equivalent.

He had also learned what every successful missionary knows: respect 
the native way of life, or at least pretend to, because otherwise the natives 
won’t listen to you. That afternoon in the Back Corner he said, “I don’t 
go to work on the culture of the country. I just leave it; I respect it. I 
only do something about the conditions that they need to perform on 
the pitch. And of course there are a couple of things off the field that do 
influence that.”

At the 2002 World Cup the Koreans played with a fervor rarely seen 
in soccer. Helped by bizarre refereeing decisions, the country from soc-
cer’s periphery reached the semifinal.

Korea had craved global recognition, and Hiddink achieved it. Korean 
cities planned statues in his honor, and a caricature of his face appeared 
on Korean stamps. Hiddink’s autobiography appeared in a Korean print 
run of a half million, despite having to compete with an estimated sixteen 
Hiddink biographies. In the Back Corner, Korean tour buses made pil-
grimages to the Hiddink ancestral home. Soon after the World Cup, the 
man himself dropped by to visit his octogenarian parents. “Well, it wasn’t 
bad,” admitted his father. “Coffee?”

2002–2004: the PeriPhery takes over  
international soCCer

During that World Cup of 2002, other peripheral soccer countries were 
emerging, too. Japan reached the second round, the US got to the quar-
ters, and Korea was conquered in the match for third place by Turkey, 
which hadn’t even played in a World Cup since 1954.

We said in Chapter 16 that a country’s success in soccer correlates 
strongly with three variables: its population, its income per capita, and its 
experience in soccer. For Turkey as for many other emerging countries, 
all three variables were improving fast.
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From 1980 through 2001, Turkey was the second-worst underper-
former in European soccer. It scored a full goal per game fewer than it 
should have given its vast population, decent experience in international 
soccer, and admittedly low incomes.

But just as that period was ending, the Turks were improving. It is 
no coincidence that the country went from being a pathetic soccer team 
to an occasional contender in Europe at the same time as it grew from a 
midsize European state into the continent’s third–most populous nation. 
Turkey had 19 million inhabitants in 1945, double that by 1973, and over 
80 million by 2013. In Europe, only Russia and Germany have more. 
While Turkey’s population grows, most European countries are losing 
people. Add several million Turks in the diaspora, and the relative youth 
of most Turks, and the country starts to rival even Germany in its soccer 
potential. And Turkey is just one of many developing countries whose 
population is fast outstripping that of rich countries.

At the same time, Turkey’s economy was booming, and it was using 
some of the new money to import soccer knowledge. In Chapter 16, we 
had measured a country’s soccer experience by how many matches its 
national team had played. However, there is a shortcut to gaining experi-
ence: import it. This process began for Turkey in June 1984, when West 
Germany got knocked out of the European championship. The Germans 
sacked their coach, Jupp Derwall. That year he joined Galatasaray and 
began to import the continental European style of soccer into Turkey.

Derwall and other German coaches (as well as the Englishman Gor-
don Milne at Besiktas) got Turkish players actually working. They also 
introduced the novel idea of training on grass. Turkish television began 
showing foreign matches, which introduced some Turkish viewers to the 
concept of the pass.

Before Derwall’s arrival, the average Turkish player had been a tiny, 
selfish dribbler. Derwall shipped German-born Turks into Galatasaray. 
The German Turks were bigger than Turkish Turks thanks to a better 
diet, and they trained like Germans. Admittedly, soon after arrival in 
Istanbul they were exposed to the sultanesque harem lifestyle of many 
Turkish players and their game deteriorated, but it was a start. Diaspora 
Turks—mostly from Germany—have continued to give Turkey a fast 
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track to European soccer know-how. No other national team in Europe 
includes as many players who grew up in other European countries.

In 1996 Turkey qualified for its first major tournament since 1954. 
Though it didn’t score a goal or register a point at Euro ’96, it was judged 
to have done quite well. It has since reached two semis and a quarterfinal 
at major tournaments.

Despite a fallow period after 2008, globalization has improved Turk-
ish soccer. Turks came to the realization that every marginal country 
needs: there is only one way to play good soccer—combine Italian de-
fending with German work ethic and Dutch passing into the European 
style. (“Industrial soccer,” some Turks sulkily call it.) In soccer, national 
styles don’t work. You have to have all the different elements. You cannot 
win international matches playing traditional Turkish soccer. You need 
to play continental European soccer.

Both Hiddink’s and Turkey’s experiences point to an important truth: 
in soccer, “culture” doesn’t matter much. Perhaps, as the former French 
president Giscard d’Estaing said when he drafted the European Union’s 
failed constitution, Turkey had “a different culture, a different approach, 
a different way of life,” but it didn’t stop the Turks getting better at soc-
cer. Cultures are not eternal and unalterable. When they have an incen-
tive to change—like the prospect of winning more soccer matches, or 
perhaps the prospect of getting richer—they can change.

Turkey was only one of many countries brave enough to jettison 
its traditional soccer culture. Most countries on the fringes of Europe 
had dysfunctional indigenous playing styles. The ones on the southern 
fringe—Greece, Turkey, Portugal—favored pointless dribbling, while 
the British and Scandinavians played kick-and-rush. Gradually they 
came to accept that these styles didn’t work.

Nobody did better out of abandoning their roots and adopting con-
tinental European soccer than Turkey’s friends across the water, the 
Greeks. The Greek national team had traditionally played terrible soccer 
in front of a couple thousand spectators. During foreign trips, its camp 
followers—friends, journalists, and miscellaneous—would hang around 
the team hotel drinking espressos with players until the early morning. 
When Greece somehow made it to the World Cup of 1994, it ended up 
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regretting it. At the team’s training sessions outside Boston, an outfield 
player would stand in the goal while the others blasted shots into the 
bushes. They spent most of the tournament traveling the East Coast of 
the US to receptions with Greek Americans, though they did find time 
to be thrashed in three matches. In 2002, Greece gave up on the Greek 
style and imported a vast chunk of experience in the person of an aging 
German manager, Otto Rehhagel.

The Rhinelander was the prototypical postwar West German collec-
tivist. He had grown up a healthy drive across the border from Hiddink, 
amid the ruins of postwar western Germany. An apprentice housepainter 
and bone-hard defender, Rehhagel was brought up on the “German vir-
tues” of hard work and discipline. As a coach in Germany for decades, he 
aimed to sign only collectivist European-type players whose personality 
had been vetted by his wife over dinner in the Rehhagel home. Every-
where he tried to build an organization. Sacked as manager of Arminia 
Bielefeld, he sighed, “At least thanks to me there is now a toilet at the 
training ground.” On later visits to Bielefeld with other clubs, he always 
inquired about his toilet.

Rehhagel quickly rooted out Greece’s cult of the soloist, introduced 
core European soccer, and took the team to Euro 2004 in Portugal. There 
he went around saying things like, “Now that I am coaching Greece, I 
want to make one philosophical statement. Please write it down: man 
needs nothing more than other people.” Banal as this sounded, it must 
have resonated in postwar West Germany. Certainly the Greek players, 
who pre-Rehhagel never seemed to have heard of collective spirit, had 
begun preaching the notion in many languages. “We was very good or-
ganized,” said Zisis Vryzas after Greece beat France in the quarterfinals. 
Angelos Charisteas, the reserve at Werder Bremen who would become 
the highest scorer of Euro 2004, eulogized, “We have a German coach, 
he has a German mentality, and we play like a German team.” In fact, 
Greece had made the same journey as Turkey: from midget dribblers to 
boring European soccer thanks to German coaching.

Rehhagel himself called it “learning from European soccer.” At the 
time becoming “European”—code for becoming organized—was the as-
piration of many marginal European countries, in soccer and outside. Just 
as these countries were joining the European Union, they were absorbing 
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European soccer. The final of Euro 2004 pitted Greece against another 
recently marginal country. The Greeks beat the Portuguese 1–0 thanks to 
another header from Charisteas, who soon afterward would be a reserve 
again at Ajax. It turned out that with merely half-decent players, a good 
continental European coach, and time to prepare, almost any marginal 
country could do well.

2005–2006: even australia

In this new climate, the best continental European coaches could pick 
their posts. Hiddink received many offers to take teams to the World 
Cup of 2006, but he chose the most marginal country of all: Australia.

In 1974, while Hiddink was still absorbing total soccer in the Back 
Corner, Australia had qualified for its first World Cup as Asia’s sole rep-
resentatives. The Socceroos of the day were part-timers, and some had 
to give up their jobs to go to Germany. The German press was partic-
ularly interested in the milkman-cum-defender Manfred Schaefer, who 
had been born in Hitler’s Reich in 1943 and came to Australia as a child 
refugee after the war. At one point in the tournament West Germany’s 
striker Gerd Müller asked him if he really was an amateur. Well, Schae-
fer proudly replied, he had earned $4,600 by qualifying for the World 
Cup. “That’s what I earn a week,” said Müller.

The Australians achieved one tie in three matches at the World Cup. 
“However,” writes Matthew Hall in his excellent book about Australian 
soccer, The Away Game, “their thongs, super-tight Aussie Rules–style 
shorts and marsupial mascots endeared them to the German public.”

In the next thirty years, soccer sank so low in Australia that the coun-
try’s soccer federation was sometimes reduced to filming its own matches 
and giving them to TV channels for free. Australian club soccer was 
punctuated by weird vendettas between Balkan ethnic groups. Only in 
1997, during the new wave of globalization, were the Socceroos of 1974 
publicly honored in their own country.

Then, in 2005, Hiddink landed with a mission to teach European 
soccer. First he gathered the Australian team in a training camp in his 
native Back Corner. His first impression: “What a bunch of vagabonds. 
Everyone came in wearing a cap, or flip-flops. One had on long trousers, 
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another shorts, and another Bermuda shorts. I said, ‘What is this?’ ‘Well, 
that’s how we live.’ ‘Hello, but you probably play like that, too.’”

Hiddink spent Australia’s first training session in the Back Corner 
watching his new charges fly into each other like kamikaze pilots. “You 
don’t have to chase these guys up,” he remarked. After a half hour he 
stopped the game. When the players’ cries of “Come on, Emmo!” “Hold 
the ball, Johnno!” “Let’s go!” and the streams of “Fucking” had finally 
faded, Hiddink asked them to shout only when a teammate was in trou-
ble and needed coaching. That would improve everyone’s vision of play, 
he said. The game resumed in near silence. It was Australia’s first baby 
step toward continental European soccer.

Just as he had with the Koreans, Hiddink was turning the Australians 
into Dutch soccer players. That meant giving them the intellectual disci-
pline needed for the World Cup. The Australian way was to train hard, 
play hard, but then relax with late-night beers in the hotel bar. Hiddink 
wanted the players thinking on their own about their jobs. Working hard 
wasn’t enough. Since the Australians already had “commitment” and 
passie, Hiddink was teaching them to think like Dutchmen. The Soc-
ceroos tended to run to wherever the ball was. Hiddink forbade them 
from entering certain zones. In European soccer, doing the right things 
is always better than doing a lot of things.

He had noticed that at the Confederations Cup of 2005, shortly be-
fore he took over, where the Socceroos had lost all their three games and 
conceded ten goals, all four Australian defenders would often stay back 
to mark a single forward. That left them short elsewhere on the field. No 
semiprofessional Dutch team would be so naive.

Hiddink was surprised that the Australians were so willing to listen to 
him. They understood that they had a chance to learn the European style 
from the man himself. Hiddink had always excelled in dealing with diffi-
cult characters: Romario, Edgar Davids, or the Korean Ahn Jung-Hwan. 
He knew just how to touch them. But the Australians, he admitted, were 
“zero difficult.”

Except perhaps Mark Viduka, Australia’s best but not its most com-
mitted player. Hiddink recalled later, “He came in with, ‘Oh, I’d like to 
go to a World Cup, but it’s going to be difficult. We’ve never made it, and 
I’m not fit.’” Hiddink sent the Socceroos’ physiotherapist to work with 
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Viduka at his club, Middlesbrough. This didn’t merely get the player fit. 
It made him feel wanted. Hiddink also made Viduka his captain, to make 
sure he would be inside the tent pissing out rather than outside pissing in.

It was striking how quickly the Socceroos learned European soccer. 
Once again, “culture” seemed to be no obstacle. In November 2005, only 
a couple of months after Hiddink had started part-time work with them 
(he was also coaching PSV at the other end of the globe), they beat Uru-
guay in a playoff to qualify for the World Cup. Suddenly the Melbourne 
Herald Sun found itself wondering whether the sport of “Aussie Rules” 
football could remain dominant in Australia’s southern states. Already 
more Australian children played soccer than Aussie Rules and both rugby 
codes combined.

The newspaper’s worries appeared justified when a few months later, 
just before the World Cup of 2006, an Australia-Greece soccer friendly 
drew 95,000 people to the Melbourne Cricket Ground. In no city in 
Europe or Latin America could such a game have drawn such a crowd. 
Australia had also just become approximately the last country on earth to 
acquire a national professional soccer league.

And then Hiddink led the Socceroos to the second round of the 
World Cup of 2006. Great crowds of Australians set their alarm clocks 
to watch at unearthly hours. Soon after the Socceroos got back from Ger-
many, Australia launched its own (disastrous) bid to stage a World Cup. 
What had happened on Uist more than a century before is now threaten-
ing to happen in Oz. A century from now, Aussie Rules might exist only 
at subsidized folklore festivals.

2006–2009: hiDDink to ghiDDink in  
a mosCow hotel suite

After Australia, Hiddink could have had almost any job in soccer. In an 
ideal world, he would have liked to manage England. Of all the world’s 
marginal soccer countries, England had the most potential because it 
was rich and fairly large and had recently rejoined the network of core 
countries.

Hiddink also relished the specific challenges of managing England. 
He had the psychological expertise to inspire tired multimillionaires. He 
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loved dealing with difficult characters; Wayne Rooney would be a cinch 
for him. And he would have improved the thinking of a team that had 
everything but intellect. As a lover of the bohemian life, he would have 
been happy in London, and his girlfriend would have been an hour from 
her beloved Amsterdam. But Hiddink couldn’t bear the thought of Brit-
ish tabloids crawling over his family, and so he decided to spread his 
continental European know-how to Russia instead.

Like England, Russia had always been removed from the best western 
European soccer know-how. The country didn’t have much of a tradition. 
The excellent Soviet side of the 1980s had been largely Ukrainian. But 
now, after communism, Russia’s door to the West had opened slightly. 
There was potential here.

Admittedly, the country’s population was collapsing rather than grow-
ing, as Russian men drank themselves to death. However, when Hiddink 
took the job, the Russian economy was moving the right way. In the de-
cade from 1998, Russian income per capita nearly doubled. The country’s 
new oil money bought Hiddink’s brain. (Oil in general has become one 
of the dominant financial forces in modern soccer.)

As in Korea, Hiddink’s job was to force his players to be free. Tra-
ditionally, Russian soccer players had the “I only work here” demeanor 
of Homo sovieticus. They feared their coaches as much as they feared the 
mafiosi who stole their jeeps. They shoved safe sideways passes into each 
other’s feet, because that way nobody could ever shout at them. There was 
zaorganizovannost, overorganization.

Ghiddink, as the Russians call him, joked with his players, relaxed 
them. As a “punishment” in training, a player might have a ball kicked 
at his backside, while the rest of the squad stood around laughing. The 
times helped: this generation of Russian players could barely remember 
the USSR. Armed with iPhones and SUVs, they had left the periphery 
and joined the global mainstream.

As he had in Korea, Hiddink practically ordered his players to think 
for themselves, to give riskier passes, to move into new positions without 
his telling them to. Marc Bennetts, author of Soccer Dynamo: Modern 
Russia and the People’s Game, said, “It’s as if he’s beaten the Marxism- 
Leninism out of them.” At Euro 2008, Russia’s hammering of Ghid-
dink’s native Holland was the ultimate triumph of a marginal country 
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over a core one. It also provided the almost unprecedented sight of Rus-
sian soccer players having fun. They swapped positions and dribbled, 
knowing that if they lost the ball no one would scream at them. After the 
game, their best player, Andrei Arshavin, muttered something about “a 
wise Dutch coach” and cried.

Russia lost in the semis of Euro 2008 to another former marginal 
country, Spain. By then, after twenty-two years in the European Union, 
Spain was so networked that it didn’t even need a foreign coach to win 
the Euro.

Spain, Russia, and Turkey, another semifinalist at Euro 2008, were 
all beneficiaries of the spread of soccer know-how to marginal countries. 
When all countries have about the same soccer information, and con-
verging incomes, the countries with the most inhabitants usually win. 
Three of the four semifinalists at Euro 2008 (Russia, Germany, and Tur-
key) had the largest populations in Europe.

The rise of the periphery is now upsetting soccer’s traditional order. 
We’ve noted that western European teams lost six matches to nations 
from other regions in South Africa in 2010, compared with only one 
(on penalties) in Germany in 2006. The old ruling countries now have to 
keep learning tactically to stay on top. The English haven’t. The Span-
iards, Germans, and Dutch have. They constantly exchange knowledge 
with each other.

But in the long term, even that might not be enough to save small core 
countries like Holland, Denmark, or the Czech Republic. Their popula-
tions and economies are almost static, and they have exported their soccer 
knowledge. What made them unique between 1970 and 2000 was their 
networks. Now that the networks have expanded to include much of the 
world, they are probably doomed.

2014–?: the PeriPhery wins the worlD CuP

Until the late 1990s the cliché in soccer was that an African country 
would “soon” win the World Cup. Everyone said it, from Pelé to the 
1950s England manager Walter Winterbottom. But it turned out not 
to be true, mostly because although African populations were growing, 
their incomes remained too low to import much good soccer experience. 
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A better tip for future World Cups might be Iraq. If the country remains 
halfway stable, it’s likely to do even better than it did in its years of mad-
ness. However, the best bets for the future are probably Japan, the US, 
or China: the three largest economies on earth, which can afford good 
European coaches, where potential soccer players have enough to eat and 
don’t get terrible diseases.

Just look at how far the US has come in the last sixty years. The team’s 
results, decade by decade, are shown in Figure 20.1.

The nadir for “Team USA” was the postwar period up to 1960. This 
coincided with the peak of American dominance as a superpower and the 
American dream. It might sound odd that the world’s mightiest country 
was such a mouse at soccer, but in fact for most of these years the US felt 
little need to measure itself against other countries. It had its own games. 
Prewar, an American team staffed largely with recent immigrants had 
played fairly often against Europeans and South Americans. After the 
war the number of games slumped.

But we can see that from the 1970s, the US grew more interested 
in soccer. The North American Soccer League took off, the national 
team began playing more often, especially against Europeans, and results 
improved. Things continued to get better in the 1980s (when the US 
started playing more against South Americans) and then again in the 
1990s when the country returned to World Cups. It’s not that the US 
started scoring more goals; rather, it gradually learned to concede fewer. 

FigUre 20.1. US team’s results by decade, 1947–2010

Goals
Goals conceded

Goals Goals Win scored per per 
Period Games W T L for against percentage game game
Prewar 26 9 2 15 54 83 0.385 2.1 3.2
1947–1960 40 11 3 26 72 160 0.313 1.8 4.0
1961–1970 22 6 4 12 32 49 0.364 1.5 2.2
1971–1980 81 22 19 40 81 161 0.389 1.0 2.0
1981–1990 88 32 22 34 103 101 0.489 1.2 1.1
1991–2000 202 83 52 67 271 210 0.540 1.3 1.0
2001–2010 168 96 25 47 282 169 0.646 1.7 1.0
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Defense is always more mechanical than offense, so it appears that in 
these decades the US was learning from the rest of the world, and from 
foreign coaches like Bora Milutinovic. The country’s soccer was emerging 
from isolation. Yet when we calculated the world’s worst underachieving 
nations for the period 1980–2001, the US still made our bottom ten on 
earth. Given the country’s fabulous wealth and enormous population, it 
“should” have scored nearly three-quarters of a goal more per game than 
it did. Its win percentage in those 21 years (counting ties as half a win) 
was just 52 percent.

In the twenty-first century, though, the US’s win percentage has 
jumped to 65 percent, double what it was before 1960. Admittedly that 
statistic flatters the country. Lately the Americans have been playing 
fewer internationals against teams from the strongest continents, Europe 
and South America. In the decade through 2010, for the first time since 
the 1970s, the US played the majority of its games against North and 
Central American teams. That is not the way to learn best practice. The 
US has been slowly erasing its historical underperformance, but to keep 
improving it needs to keep meeting the world’s leading countries instead 
of Jamaica.

We think the Americans, Chinese, and Japanese will keep improving. 
Already there are omens of success. Both the US and Japan reached the 
last sixteen of the South African World Cup and were unlucky not to go 
further. The US has the most young soccer players of any country, and 
Major League Soccer is expanding fast; Japan plans to host the World 
Cup again by 2050 and win it; China topped the medals table at the Bei-
jing Olympics. These countries are starting to dominate female soccer: in 
the women’s World Cup final of 2011, Japan beat the US. In the Olym-
pic final the next year, the US beat Japan. In the women’s game, where 
no country has much experience, big, rich nations win.

In men’s soccer too, the US, Japan, and China are fast closing the 
experience gap. They have overtaken the Africans en route to the top. 
In the new world, distance no longer separates a country from the best 
soccer. Only poverty does.
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afterworD

The Best of Times

“Absolutely crazy,” commented Jürgen Klinsmann, coach of the US na-
tional team, after Real Madrid paid Spurs $132 million for Gareth Bale 
in 2013. “I think that all those huge transfers—I don’t know if you can 
justify that stuff anymore. It’s kind of out of control,” Klinsmann told 
the BBC.

He was expressing a broadly felt disquiet: that soccer’s transfer fees, 
debts, wages, ticket prices, spoiled players, and general hype have gotten 
out of hand. Many people have argued that the “soccer bubble” is bound 
to burst, just as the American housing bubble did after 2006. Jim Spence, 
writing about English soccer’s ticket prices on the BBC website in 2011, 
contributed some other metaphors: “If football’s elastic snaps, the game 
will be caught with its trousers down very soon, charging these kinds of 
prices. . . . Football has to be careful not to cut its own throat and see that 
lifeblood drain away to leave a lifeless corpse.”

We disagree. We don’t think there is a soccer bubble. We do think 
the game has never had it so good, but we also think it will have it even 
better in years to come as soccer continues to conquer the world. Like it 
or not, expect leading players to become even more “overpaid” and the 
game even more overhyped in the future.

Not long ago, there was very little money in soccer. By the 1970s, 
most western Europeans had acquired TV sets (except in Spain, where 
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in 1970 only 28 percent of households had one). However, they hardly 
ever used those TVs for watching soccer. Europe’s state broadcasters 
of the day barely screened the game. In most countries it wasn’t pos-
sible to watch regular league competition, week in, week out, in the 
way that American viewers could watch baseball or gridiron football. 
European sponsors weren’t very interested in soccer, and so almost the 
only people putting money into the sport were the ones showing up at 
the weekend at their local club’s run-down stadium. In 1974, the total 
income of all of European professional soccer was probably a bit over 
$200 million. That made it a slightly bigger business than American 
Major League Baseball ($153 million) or the National Football League 
($172 million), but it was a little amoeba compared to Hollywood. In 
1974, total box-office receipts for the movie industry in the US alone 
were $1.9 billion.

But then something changed. Over the last thirty years, sports have 
been the fastest growing segment of the entertainment business, and soc-
cer has been the fastest growing sport.

This is mostly thanks to TV. When rights to live broadcasts of the 
English Football League were first sold, in 1983, they fetched just £2.5 
million a year (then about $4 million). However, in the early 1990s the 
multi-channel era reached Europe. TV moguls like Rupert Murdoch and 
Silvio Berlusconi used some of the new channels to show soccer. It rap-
idly became clear that even the most popular soap operas—which for 
decades had glued entire nations to the sofa—couldn’t get a fraction of 
the audience commandeered by the biggest soccer games. Moreover, the 
soaps’ scriptwriters couldn’t write fast enough to generate enough mate-
rial to fill the schedules.

Soccer clubs became de facto producers of TV content. That changed 
the game. When you’re on television every week, you have to smarten 
yourself up. Run-down stadiums full of misbehaving fans no longer cut 
it. It’s no coincidence that the refurbishing of English stadiums and the 
first sale of the rights to satellite TV happened almost simultaneously 
in the early 1990s. In the new TV era, with smarter stadiums, soccer 
hooliganism has declined across most of western Europe. Since 2002, the 
buildup to the World Cup has no longer been overshadowed by angst 
about thugs.
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On the field, too, the violence has been taken out of the game. In 
the past, being a creative player was a hard life. The tackles that George 
Best had to endure on Manchester United’s right wing in the 1960s al-
most resembled the sackings of quarterbacks in the NFL. In 1966 Pelé 
limped out of the World Cup; in 1983 Diego Maradona had his time at 
Barcelona ruined by an assault by Andoni Goikoetxea (“The Butcher of 
Bilbao”); and in 1992 Marco van Basten’s career was effectively ended 
by injuries at the age of twenty-eight. But in the TV era, the authorities 
began to crack down on thuggish defending. Before the World Cup of 
1998, FIFA actually made the tackle from behind a sending-off offense. 
These curbs have freed creative players. In our day, Lionel Messi, Cris-
tiano Ronaldo, and Zlatan Ibrahimovic have been able to thrill fans week 
in, week out for years, almost unsullied by injuries or fear.

With a better spectacle on offer, and stadiums more comfortable, no 
wonder clubs in the best leagues began charging more for tickets. No 
wonder, too, that in the 2000s viewers beyond Europe began switching 
onto European games. A club like Manchester United started life as a 
club in Manchester. It soon became a club in England, later a club in 
Europe, and today it is a global club.

Soccer is now, by a large and constantly growing margin, the planet’s 
favorite game. There was a landmark moment in 2009, when the Cham-
pions League final overtook the Super Bowl as the world’s most watched 
sporting event: 109 million viewers versus 106 million, according to the 
Futures Sport + Entertainment consultancy. Even in the Canadian prai-
rie town of Edmonton, crowds took over downtown to celebrate Barcelo-
na’s victory over Manchester United. Perhaps even more significantly, in 
2013 the soccer video game FIFA 12 sold 13.5 million copies worldwide; 
Madden NFL 13, the most popular video game for gridiron, sold a mere 
5.6 million. The market for these games is kids, and today’s kids vote 
with their Playstations. Soccer—notably European soccer—is inheriting 
the globe. That’s why movie stars nowadays want to hang out with soccer 
players, rather than vice versa.

Not even the economic crisis has stunted the game’s rise. Even after 
2008, European clubs kept growing their revenues by 5 percent a year, 
against the tide of almost every other business. By 2012, European soccer 
had become a much bigger industry than any of its American competitors:
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                      Sector                            Annual revenues in billions of dollars
 European soccer 24.6
 US movie theaters 10.8
 National Football League 8.8
 US Major League Baseball 7.5

It’s in the context of soccer’s current revenues that we must see its cur-
rent debt. In 2013 European clubs owed a cumulative €7.7 billion (about 
$10 billion), according to UEFA. That’s a lot more than they owed a 
decade ago—but now they have a lot more money to pay it with.

The soccer economy is not a bubble, because its higher spending is 
funded by higher revenues. Madrid could afford to pay a world-record 
fee for Bale because from 1997 to 2013 its revenues had jumped sixfold 
to $792 million. With all that money in the game, of course players are 
earning enormous salaries and becoming spoiled. These are the problems 
of success.

It’s perfectly reasonable to make a moral critique of the new soccer. 
You can say: “I remember the time when my local team consisted of local 
boys earning the same sort of wages as most people in our town. I don’t 
like the moneyed soccer of today.” That’s fair enough. You can still find 
the old local soccer if you drop down a division or two, but perhaps you 
still want to go to Arsenal or Manchester United and find everything 
more or less as it was in 1974, and you can’t. It’s reasonable to resent 
that. After all, most of us like soccer because it connects us with our 
childhood. But it’s illogical to jump from a moral preference (“I dislike 
the new soccer”) to an economic prediction (“This is a bubble that’s going 
to burst”). You might loathe today’s big soccer, but the fact is that it’s 
probably only going to get bigger.

Back in the 1960s, the English soccer agent Ken Stanley told his cli-
ent George Best: “Think about what football will be like when it’s truly 
a world game. Think of the size of America. Think of every boy in Af-
rica having a team shirt and a ball at his feet. Think about China and 
Japan and the rest of the Far East. There are billions of people out there, 
George. The game is still growing. They’ll be watching you on television 
in Peking and Calcutta before long.”
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For all the global growth we’ve seen in the last decade, Stanley’s 
prophesy is only just starting to come true. The English Premier League, 
in particular, is working very hard at tapping new markets. Kevin Alavy, 
the managing director of the Futures Sport + Entertainment consultancy 
whom we met earlier in the book, says that often the Premier League 
enters a new territory by offering itself on free-to-air TV. That’s what it 
did in eastern Europe, across the former Soviet Union, and more recently 
in Indonesia. Until a few years ago, hardly any of the 247 million Indo-
nesians knew soccer. But given the chance to watch top-class English 
games on TV for free, many began watching. In recent years, says Alavy, 
“typically Indonesia has been the number one market by TV audiences 
for the Premier League.” Once Indonesians were hooked, the Premier 
League gave them a new TV rights deal that offered them far less free 
soccer.

Using these methods, says Alavy, “Football now touches all countries 
without exception. That is different to twenty years ago.” However, he 
adds, soccer still has great scope for global growth. The game has only 
just begun to penetrate the world’s four most populous countries, China, 
India, the US, and Indonesia, which between them account for about 45 
percent of humanity.

In China and India, says Alavy, fewer than 10 percent of the popu-
lation “really, really cares about football.” The Premier League currently 
earns only about 3 cents in TV rights per Chinese person, compared with 
about $56 per Singaporean, according to the business website Sportingin-
telligence.com. That’s room for growth. Then there are the large econo-
mies of Japan, Canada, and Australia, where soccer is also growing fast. 
One measure of the unrealized potential is that the Premier League still 
earns more from TV rights inside England (about $4.8 billion total from 
2013 through 2016) than in the rest of the world put together (about $4 
billion).

Those proportions won’t stay that way for long. And all of Euro-
pean soccer will keep tapping away at those new overseas markets. One 
prediction: in the next few years, the Champions League will grow its 
global TV audiences by admitting the champions of countries such as 
the US, China, and Japan. These teams will replace the Polish or Dutch 
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champions, or the Italian number three. The problem of travel will be 
solved by making the non-European teams play their three European 
games back to back. And their home audiences will switch on in the 
millions.

Pessimists warn that people might well watch more soccer, but stop 
paying for it. After all, consumers now illegally download much of their 
music for free, so why not Arsenal-Chelsea? Already, with a bit of In-
ternet savvy, you can watch plenty of games online. However, the con-
sultancy PwC, in its report “Outlook for the Global Sports Market to 
2014,” is reassuring. It says: “Research and indeed the experience of 
pay-TV broadcasters with exclusive sports content confirm that people 
are prepared to pay for additional value.”

Better, for the first time ever, viewers no longer need a TV to watch 
soccer. Increasingly, they can choose their platform: cell phones, tab-
lets, Xboxes. That means they can watch on the subway, in Starbucks, or 
during the lunch break at the office. Already, most young viewers watch 
games with a “second screen” up, so that they can chat with fellow fans 
on Twitter or Facebook. Within a couple of decades, technology should 
make the viewing experience even more fun: if you want, you will have 
holograms of players running around your living room.

In thirty years’ time, when European stadiums are packed with Asian 
fans paying $500 for their tickets, we may well look back and say, “Can 
you imagine that in 2013 you could get into a Premier League game for 
$100 and have money left over for a pie?” Or perhaps by then everyone 
will be watching Major League Soccer instead.
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note  From the  authors

ChaPter 2

1. Our view of transfers was recently challenged in the book Pay as 
You Play, written by three Liverpool fans, Paul Tomkins, Graeme Riley, 
and Gary Fulcher. The book is a treasure trove of interesting financial 
facts, with the added benefit that the authors are donating all their royal-
ties to the children’s charity Postpals.

Pay as You Play uses data on transfer fees put together by Riley, by day 
a senior accountant at Adecco, by night an accomplished soccer statto. 
He collected figures for transfer fees paid by Premier League clubs since 
1992–1993 from newspapers and any other sources he could find. It’s a 
true labor of love.

The authors’ approach to transfers is very reasonable. As they point 
out, adding up the total transfer fees paid for all the players in a squad 
over many years is misleading because of inflation in transfer fees—the 
average spend per player has roughly doubled in a decade. The authors 
therefore convert past transfer fees into the “current transfer fee purchase 
price” (CTPP), using average transfer fees as an index. For example, 
Thierry Henry cost Arsenal an estimated £10.5 million in 1999, which 
converts to a CTPP of £24.6 million. By giving every transferred player 
a value, they can compare a team’s spending on transfers to performance 
in the league.

When Tomkins then published a blog by Zach Slaton headlined “Soc-
cernomics Was Wrong: Transfer Expenditures Matter,” naturally we sat 
up and took notice.
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Slaton argued that transfer fees were just as good a predictor of league 
position as is wage spending. One of us (Stefan) contacted Slaton and 
the authors to find out a bit more about what was going on. Riley kindly 
showed us the data he had used to calculate his index.

It then became clear where the differences lay. The Pay as You Play 
index refers only to transfer fees paid. But when we said that spending on 
transfers bears little relation to where a club finishes, we were referring 
to net transfer spending—transfer fees paid minus transfer fees received. 
(We have clarified that point in this edition.) The net figure is the cru-
cial one, because hardly any clubs can just keep buying players without 
occasionally selling some to stop their spending from going too far out 
of whack. The only free-spending exceptions in English soccer are Man-
chester City since 2008, and Chelsea since 2003. Once you look at net 
spending, it’s clear that very few clubs run successful transfer policies: their 
net spending barely predicts where they finish in the league. If managers 
and clubs were valuing players accurately, you’d expect to see a significant 
correlation between net spending and performance, at least over time.

The reliability of the Pay as You Play data is also doubtful. Data on 
wages is pretty accurate: it’s drawn from each club’s audited financial ac-
counts, which are publicly available in England. But transfer fees quoted 
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in the media are less trustworthy. Take the following comparison of 
transfer fees paid for members of Arsenal’s 2008–2009 squad from Pay 
as You Play data and from another reputable source, transfermarkt.co.uk:

There are clearly some big differences here. No wonder, as transfer 
fees are almost never officially disclosed, only leaked to the media by the 
club or the player’s agent, generally with a spin. Nonetheless, and given 
these caveats, the Pay as You Play index does quite well at explaining 
the variation in team performance in the Premier League for the years 
covered.

That’s hardly surprising. A club that spends a big transfer fee buying 
a player will almost always also spend a big sum on his wages. So in this 
sense, in the very short term, gross transfer fees can be almost as good 
an explanation of success as wages. However, real success in the transfer 
market means buying cheap and selling dear. For that you need to know 
a club’s net spending, which shows very little correlation with team per-
formance. The transfer market remains far from efficient.
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