Chapter 2: Literature review

Introduction

This chapter will provide a brief overview of the impact of violence and anti-social behaviour at football stadiums and surrounding areas. Topics that will be explored are the history of football violence and how hooliganism took off in the 70’s, has continued into the modern day and how ‘firms’ have adapted to the challenges they face from police forces. In this chapter, Football Banning Orders will be discussed, the legislation that was brought in and how the government tried tackle violence and hooliganism and how the legislation has adapted over time.  It will then go on to address each of the research objectives individually by exploring the available literature on the topic. This dissertation will discuss the following subjects. 
· History of football violence and how it was policed 
· The UK government reaction to hooliganism 
· How the public and media outlets view hooliganism

History of football violence 

Football violence particularly hooliganism has long been a contentious issue across the UK and Europe. While the sport provides a platform for unity and celebration it is also historically being linked to outbreaks of aggression and disorder. The roots of football violence in the UK stretch back to the early 20th century, but it became more especially prominent during the 1960s and 1980s, a period characterised by economic decline, social unrest, and rising youth subcultures (Dunning, Murphy, & Williams, 1988). The 1980s witnesses surging concern over football hooliganism, culminating in high profile incidents like the Heysel stadium disaster in 1985 and Hillsborough in 1989. During this time media were framing football fans, especially working-class males as inherently violent. This framing influenced the aggressive policing legislation interventions (eg the Public Order Act 1986) and the growing scrutiny of football matches and in 1991 the Football Offences act 1991 was brought in to try and prevent crowd disorder and hooliganism. There remains an undercurrent of unruly behaviour which can and occasionally does result in disorder’. As a result, he recommended the introduction of new criminal offences that would discourage both pitch invasions and crowd behaviour that might incite pitch invasions (Pearson, 2021) but (Giulianotti, 1999) argues that hooliganism, especially in the UK, was increasingly stylised and commodified, with certain subcultures even embracing and glamorising the label as part of a hyper-masculine. Hooligans have always dressed very similar throughout the ages; they see it as a badge of honour within their own hierarchy. The ‘firms’ will always have a leader, who the rest of the ‘firm’ will look up to, try to emulate and respect them. Member had hero status across the nation, with their names heard not only across the terraces but also in nearly every pub, club, youth club and school (King & Pennant 2005). The ‘head honcho’ of the firm has notoriety not only in their perceived ‘firms’ but ‘firms’ across the country and worldwide. The head of the ‘firm’ will also implement a code of conduct, offering structure. the answer to the hundred-dollar question: why do young males riot every Saturday? Violence is their antisocial kick, their mind-altering experience, an adrenaline-induced euphoria that might be all the more powerful because it is generated by the body itself (Buford,1990). Buford also suggests that crowds cannot be incited into violence against their will but can be stirred into violence by a persuasive leader.

Films such as Green Street Hooligans (2005) and The Football Factory (2004) have romanticised hooligan culture and made it more popular and hooligans would copy the fashion trends that they had seen on the big screen. A podcast hosted by Tony Bellew, BBC’s Gangster presents…...Hooligans (2025), explores the rise and decline of hooligan firms in the UK, tracing their socio-economic roots and cultural impact. It features first hand testimonies from former ‘firms’, undercover police, journalists and pundits, painting a vivid picture of how hooliganism became ingrained in certain fan cultures. 

History of policing in football
During the 1970s and into the 1980s, football hooliganism became a major public concern in the UK while in a clash between rival fans both inside and outside the stadium led to increasing demands for stricter policing. Football related violence had become so endemic by the late 1970s and early 1980s at the term hooliganism became synonymous with British football culture (Dunning, Murphy, & Williams, 1988). In response to hooliganism, police adapted the more militarised and confrontational tactics. This included the use of riot police, surveillance, fencing and increased arrests police began to coordinate with football clubs and local governments to monitor known troublemakers. Policing at football matches became increasingly paramilitary in nature, reflecting a shift in count crowd control from passive observation to active suppression (Taylor, 1991) Lord Justice Taylor’s enquiry was in response to the disaster that happened at Hillsborough 1989 where 97 Liverpool fans sadly lost their lives to overcrowding in the stadium. 

The police were heavily criticized for their handling of the crowd and their response to the Hillsborough disaster. Poor crowd management and planning on the number of fans turning up on the day, just ensued chaos in the terraces, with terraces already full, South Yorkshire police opened another gate for more fans to enter the terraces causing a crush. The Hillsborough disaster marked a turning point in the policing of football in Britain, highlighting the failures of crowd management and the dangers of viewing fans as criminals first and citizens second (Scranton, 1999). Paramilitary style policing was often used at football matches. Officers in full riot gear and the use of specially trained officers was used to manoeuvre, control or disperse crowds, often leading to a heavy-handed approach to policing matches, showing a strong show of force. The image of fully armed riots was patrolling football stadiums become emblematic of a  zero tolerance approach to crowd control (Stott, Hoggett, & Pearson,2012).

The Taylor report fundamentally changed the approach to policing football. It recommended all seating stadiums, improved turnstiles and entry systems, removal of fences, and greater accountability for police (Taylor, 1990). The report shifted the focus from repression to public safety and partnership policing. By the 1990’s onwards, mass public-order policing tactics, focusing on ‘firms’ and their leaders. Spotters, overt and covert surveillance and multi-force cooperation was becoming the norm. National Football Intelligence Unit (NFIU) was formed in 1989 to coordinate intelligence sharing across the country (Pearson, 2002). By the late 1990’s, CCTV surveillance, improved stewarding, and coordinated policing strategies had begun to reduce disorder. Arrests dropped steadily throughout the decade (Home Office, 2000). 

The UK government reaction to hooliganism

The UK governments implementation of football banning orders was an extension of the Public Order Act 1986. The Public Order Act 1986 was brought in by the Thatcher government and adopted a hardline stance towards public disorder. Football hooliganism, thus, was treated not as a social issue but as a public order problem necessitating legal intervention (Williams, et, al, 2001). The Public Order Act 1986 but it was the Football Spectator act (1989) that first enabled banning orders. The Football Spectator Act (1989), following growing concerns about football related violence, particularly hooliganism. This legislation came in the wake of many major football disasters and increasing international pressure especially after events like the Heysel Stadium disaster (1985) and Hillsborough (1989). The primary aim of the Football Spectators Act (1989) was to combat football related disorder specially by restricting movements and behaviours of known troublemakers.

Football banning orders with difficult to issue under the Football Supporters act (1989) for several reasons primarily related legal limitations, evidentially challenges and the nature of existing legislation. Before the football disorder act 2000 came in, Courts required criminal conviction before banning order could be imposed making it hard to proactively prevent known troublemakers from attending matches, this process was reactive rather than preventative. Authorities need to substantial evidence that an individual committed a football related offence without CCTV footage social media or extensive police records gathering reliable evidence was difficult. Police often knew the identities of troublemakers but we're unable to secure conviction or banning orders due to evidentially limitations (Home Affairs Committee,1999). English hooligans were able to travel to matches abroad, as authorities lacked the power to restrict travel without a criminal ban. The law did not permit the seizure of passports impose restrictions on travel, limiting the ability to prevent known hooligans from attending overseas matches (Home Office, 2000). There were no civil banning orders available before 2000. Police could not act on intelligence or issue orders based on risk rather than conviction. There was no mechanism in law for a ban in order to be made unless there had been a criminal conviction (Hansard, 2000).

However, it was after the Euro 2000 riots in Belgium, involving English fans, that the labour government under Tony Blair significantly in span did the use of Football Banning Orders through the new the new legislation Football Disorder Act (2000) This act allowed courts post banning orders not just after conviction but also pre-emptively if there was evidence of potential disorderly behaviour (Pearson, 2012). The primary objectives behind implementing revised football banning orders with threefold to protect public safety, to restore the reputation of English football internationally, and to modernise crowd control methods in an era of increased surveillance and policing. 

The orders were designed to remove known troublemakers from football environments. Under a football banning order, individuals could be prohibited from attending matches, entrance specified areas on match days, and even travelling abroad during international fixtures. These restrictions were for preventative yeah rather than punitive measure, with the aim of protecting the wider public from the threat of violence (James and Pearson, 2015). There was an urgent political and cultural need to rehabilitate the image of English football. The embarrassment caused by English fans abroad was a consistent feature of the media and political discourse of the time. By implementing revised football banning orders and publicising them, the UK government sought to demonstrate the Internet international bodies such as UEFA and FIFA there was taking active steps control its football population (Stott & Pearson, 2007).

Finally, the use of football banning orders was consistent with broader shift towards risk management in public policy. Football fans were increasingly viewed through a criminological lens, where data, intelligence gathering, and surveillance were employed to mitigate potential disorder (Frosdick & Marsh, 2015) this aligned with the government's broader strategy of using preventative policing tactics in other areas of public life.

Despite their intended objectives, Football Banning Orders have not been without criticism. Critics have raised concerns about the pre-emptive nature of some banning orders issued to fans, which since 2000 can be issued without a criminal conviction. Critics argue that undermines the principle of “innocent until proven guilty” and reflects an erosion of due process (Pearson, 2012). Moreover, there is a debate about the effectiveness of Football Banning Orders in reducing violence. While official statistics suggest a decline in arrests and incidents related to football disorder since their implementation. Improvements in stadium infrastructure, better policing, and changes in fan demographics also likely played a role (Cleland, 2010). 

How the public and media outlets view hooliganism 

The public view of hooliganism

The public perception of hooliganism at football stadiums are generally negative with widespread concern over fan safety, disruption and the damages to the sport's reputation. Attitudes vary somewhat by country demographics, but the overall view is 1 of disapproval and increasing support for stricter measures to combat the issue. The public tends to see hooliganism as a threat to safety and family friendly environment in stadiums. According to YouGov survey in the UK 66% of respondents said the football hooliganism had a negative impact on how they perceive football culture (YouGov, 2019). Hooliganism is the worst aspect of football culture in the UK typically when it leads to violence and disorder (YouGov, 2019). Hooligan related violence antisocial behaviour can discourage attendance, typically among families and more casual supporters. Research by (Spaaij,2006) shows that persistent incidents of hooliganism have a direct, negative effect on fan attendance specially among non-hardcore fans value safety and positive social experience that matches. Many members of the public also perceive a big drug and alcohol issue within the nature of being a football fan. An increase in arrests during the 2023-2024 was driven largely by the inclusion of Class A drug offences, with cocaine being linked with heightened aggression and risk-taking, making it a factor in some incidents. Football mirrors a wider society, be it in a social issues or drug use. The widespread availability of cheap but high purity cocaine may be associated with fan aggression (Newson, 2021) 

The media’s view of hooliganism 

The media plays a pivotal role in shaping public perception of a social phenomenon, including sports related violence like hooliganism. Though selective reporting sensationalism and framing techniques media coverage historically influenced how society understands and re access football hooliganism. They influence can have far reaching implications, not only for public opinion but also for policy and policing. The media often frames hooliganism as a problem linked with specific groups which can reinforce stereotypes and moral panic. The British press in the 1970s and 1980s portrayed hooligans as working-class thugs. (Hall, et, al, 1978) describe how media framing contributes to a moral panic phenomenon where isolated instances portrayed as a widespread threat thus shaping public fear and course of punitive responses. 

News outlets often prioritise violent imagery and sensational headlines to attract attention, which can distort the scale of context of hooligan incidents. This sensationalism may exaggerate the prevalence of hooliganism and portray as more dangerous or widespread than it is (Giulianotti, 2017) At Euro 2016, clashes between Russian fans and English fans portrayed in the media as Russian aggression towards the English fans. A group of "well-trained" Russian hooligans were behind the violence in Marseille when Russia played England in a Euro 2016 match (British Broadcasting Company, 2016) this piece of journalism downplayed the English fans inclusion in the riots, while emphasizing the Russian aggression. An American journalist (Buford, 1990) wrote a book “Among the thugs” where he doesn’t glorify the violent nature, but Burford explores how hooliganism offers a sense of belonging, identity and exhilaration for young men who are lost. It was not the violence itself but the experience of violence, the adrenaline, the power, the group identity – these were the attractions. 

Digital platforms like YouTube, TikTok, and Instagram host videos of hooliganism often shared by fans and firms themselves. This content sometimes celebrates or normalises violence, though it also provides raw unfiltered perspectives. The algorithms on the social media platforms invertedly amplified violent conduct shown to the viewer and celebrate the subculture of online hooligan fandom. The online sharing of violent imagery becomes a badge of honour within hooligan communities, contributed to a form of “reputational capital” (Spaaij, 2006). While social media is not the root cause of hooliganism it amplifies its reach and impact by enabling organisations, visibility, and community building around violent behaviours.
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