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Within this report, an in-depth analysis of the UK and U.S perspectives of the management and structure of football (soccer) at an elite level. Through drawing comparisons, this report will highlight the key differences and the reasoning behind them. However, before analysis of perspectives, it would be beneficial to define what elite sport is. First of all elite is defined as “belonging to the richest, most powerful, best-educated, or best-trained group in a society” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). Whilst sport is defined as a “game, competition or activity needing physical effort and skill that is played or done according to rules, for enjoyment and/or as a job” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). Therefore elite sport could be defined as the best-trained group of individuals competing at the highest level with a specific skill or physical activity. 

As this reports’ focus revolves around elite level football in both the UK and U.S, both the Premier League and the Major League Soccer will be the primary sources of analysis. However, further analysis into the “feeder system” (FA, 2021), that survive from the revenues that are re-invested into the national leagues will take place, as they hold great purpose in developing home-grown talent for the elite leagues.

Traditionally, UK football followed a utility maximisation model, where “individuals (Owners) will purchase the combination of goods/services that give the most satisfaction” (Pettinger, 2021). This model relates to the traditional outlook of premier league and much of UK sport owners, winning takes primary focus. A mentality that seems to be ingrained right the way through the English football system, where it’s every child’s dream to climb through the ranks of grassroot football and the league divisions in the hope of getting into the illusive and penultimate Premier League.  


As for the U.S, the football system is guided via a profit maximisation model, this “is assumed to be the dominant goal of a typical firm. This means selling a quantity of a good or service, or fixing a price, where total revenue is at its greatest above total cost” (Economics Online, n.d.). In layman’s terms this model’s primary focus is got grow profits of the organisation as much as possible, whilst still sustaining operations. Due to the nature of the ownership model and league structure of the MLS, the U.S system is easily controlled and financially regulated in comparison to the UK system as clubs continuously fight to stay in the Premier League. 
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According to a UEFA report (2018) the Premier League is completely dominated by private foreign investors. (Refer to Appendix A). Furthermore, they state “The English Premier League is the most attractive league for minority investment from abroad, with foreign investors holding minority stakes of between 10% and 49% in seven different clubs.” (UEFA, 2018).

 Each club is independent, working to the rules of the Premier League, the FA, UEFA and FIFA (UEFA, 2018). In order to become an owner of a Premier league club, potential owners must go through a rigorous vetting system, through the Premier league’s Fit and proper person test (The FPPT), where potential owners are assessed on the legitimacy of their bid and whether they can fund the minimum purchase of 30% of club shares (Premier League, 2021). This process is to eliminate illegitimate bidders causing disruption to any of the Premier league clubs.

Due to the nature of the Premier league being a distributed club ownership model, each club is owned with the sole purpose of sporting success, as success leads to revenue. This drive for gaining revenue through success has been prominent from the early days of the game, as little support to clubs other than prize money was at hand as the following statement suggests “Given that in most cases English clubs are neither the recipients of open-ended financial backing from industrialists nor receive significant support for the upkeep of stadia from municipal authorities, as is common in other countries, most clubs live on the brink of financial failure” (Szymanski and Smith, 1997). 

However, in the last decade ‘new money’ has begun to take over not only the Premier league, but all the top five leagues in the world. Due to this influx in investments and the potential threat it poses for smaller clubs, owners operating in the English football system must abide by various regulations. First of all ‘Financial Fair Play’ a UEFA implemented regulation, which is “an obligation for clubs, over a period of time, to balance their books (first assessed in the 2013/14 season) and an obligation for clubs to meet all their transfer and employee payment commitments at all times (UEFA, 2018). A policy which has been unanimously welcomed by teams operating within Europe. 

Secondly, the FA have imposed a Guide to directors’ duties and obligations, this limits the complete control that many directors would aim for, whilst providing statutory duties: (Refer to Appendix B)

· To act within powers
· To promote the success of the company
· To exercise independent judgement
· To exercise reasonable care, skill and diligence
· To avoid conflicts of interest
· Not to accept benefits from a third party
· Declare an interest in a proposed transaction or arrangement with the company

(The FA, 2021)
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After the passing of the Sherman act in 1890, with the hope it “wanted to go to the utmost extent of its Constitutional power in restraining trust and monopoly agreements . . .and thus mandated for this nation a competitive business economy.” (Kaiser, 2004)
 The same economic model is used today in the Major League Soccer system. A single-entity structure in a league sense means that the league owns all the clubs, players, facilities and stadiums, so investors get a share of the entire league rather than the individual clubs. “Currently MLS works as one massive organization with 19 (soon to be 21) individual franchises” (Davis, 2014). However according to Shosnick (2020) “Major League Soccer is close to changing its ownership rules to allow investment funds to take minority stakes in clubs, a move that should make it easier for teams to access cash at a time when revenue is down for all U.S. sports”

 As previously stated the U.S football system utilise a ‘Profit Maximisation Model’ meaning that all investors and owners in the MLS have the combined goal to grow profits for their companies. Rather than solely investing in a club with the aims to achieve sporting success. 

Much like the Premier league, the MLS has a wealth of regulations for their 27 clubs. However, due to the structure of the league each club has the same spending power and transfer system, meaning that the MLS doesn’t adhere to a wide governing body. The MLS’s has a club budget regulation ensures that the funding is distributed equally to each of the 27 clubs. Each club receives a “Club Salary Budget of $4,900,000” (MLS, 2021), this budget ensures financial fair-play whilst also ensuing each club has sufficient funds to pay their players. 
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In regard to the similarities and differences of the club ownership system of both the Premier league and MLS, little can be drawn from the viewpoint of buying individual clubs, as MLS owns all the clubs in the league. On the other hand, within the Premier league, private owners can buy individual clubs and compete in a sporting and financial way to gain an advantage on the competition. 

Furthermore, although both football systems have financial fair-play regulations in place. The difference in the budget cap is astronomical, whether this is due to the differences in the venue brought in (Premier League), or to ensure the finances stay equal throughout the league (MLS), the structure and purpose of the leagues are widely separated in regard to club ownership.
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In order to analyse the league structure of the Premier league, attention must be drawn towards the entire English football system structure. As of 2021, there are “a total 57 leagues featuring a total of 84 divisions across the country providing a feeder system through to the EFL” (The FA, 2021). This shows a direct link from grassroots football right the way through to the Premier league, a link that both ends of the pyramid rely on. “Almost 10,000 football pitches across the country are set to be enhanced in aid of almost 3,000 football clubs thanks to a £7million scheme from the Premier League, The FA and Government's Football Foundation” (Premier League, 2020), funding like this supports the grassroots game, in theory producing more homegrown talent for the Premier league.

Like many other football leagues around the globe, the English football structure revolves around a promotion and relegation system. This system instils competitiveness right the way through the divisions, with the primary aim to get into the Premier league. However, an additional motivation for promotion to the Premier league is the financial gain a club will experience. In 2019, Aston Villa defeated Derby in the championship play-off final earning worth £170m…. And if they manage to survive in the top-flight, the number will rise to around £300million over the next five years” (Bailey, 2019). 

On the contrary, with promotion comes relegation, which can often see clubs losing key players, lowering down the pecking order and potentially putting the clubs in financial instability. A prime example of this comes from Sunderland FC, whom were relegated from the Premier league at the end of the 16/17 season, this led to an additional relegation from the championship into league one, causing excessive damage to the clubs finances and supporter.

Finally, the Premier league boasts many of the most talented players in world football. This is achieved through the two transfer market windows, one prior to the start of the season and one in the month of January. Due to the regulations set by UEFA and the FA, clubs must abide by the financial fair-play ruling, capping clubs on the amount their able to spend per season, removing the monopoly effect.
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According to Augustyn (2020) “Major League Soccer (MLS) began play in 1996. The creation of the league was part of a successful bid by the United States to host the 1994 World Cup, seeking to capitalize on the expected surge in football popularity in the country in the wake of its hosting of the world’s most-celebrated sports tournament”. Since then MLS has grown at a substantial rate, amassing 26 teams across two conferences, East and West. 

As previously stated, the MLS club’s finances are equally divided between each club owned by the league. This system is in place due to the closed league structure that the MLS operates within. Although this denies opportunities for lower league clubs to strive for promotion, this league structure provides alternative benefits. Szymanski et al (2003) claim “we find equality of outcomes in the closed north American leagues while in Europe, we find equality of opportunity within a system that is dominated by a small number of teams”. Therefore, although the league structure permits any new teams joining the top division, each team within the division has an equal opportunity to succeed, providing an alternative motive to the financial gain that the English league system is structured around. 

In order to ensure a regular flow of new players and ‘transfers’, the MLS uses a drafting system. Firstly, to ensure young aspiring players get the opportunity to play in the MLS, “each year the best College/University Soccer players from the NCAA, NAIA and NJCAA are signed by clubs via the MLS Draft / NWSL Draft. Up to 90 men’s players and 36 women’s players are drafted by MLS and NWSL clubs every January” (Stanbra, 2020). Secondly, to ensure that each club has an opportunity to have some of the higher quality players in their team, a four round drafting period gives lower ranked clubs an opportunity to choose some of the leagues’ best players to be in the team. For example in 2020 “the first two picks are held by expansion sides Inter Miami and Nashville SC, respectively. The following 10 selections are from teams that did not qualify for the 2019 MLS Cup Playoffs, beginning with the team with fewest 2019 regular-season points… The remaining 14 positions are ranked by fewest regular-season points among the teams that were eliminated in the same round of the Audi MLS Cup Playoffs.” (MLS, 2020).
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On the surface, there are very little direct similarities with the league structures’ of both the MLS and the Premier league. Both leagues operate under different competition incentives, formed via the models that the leagues are constructed around. As well as having vast differences in the grassroots and lower divisions system. 

However, although the drafting system of the MLS and the transfer system of the Premier league and European football seem completely different, the regulations enforced by both leagues ensure a reduced ability for club owners to ‘monopolise’ leagues, through purchasing all of the best players for a club. This retains a competitive feel within both leagues.
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“The history of sponsorship in English football officially started in 1979, with Liverpool
being the first professional football club in England with a sponsor on its shirts (Hitachi). Nowadays professional football clubs in England are backed by a whole pool of sponsors” (Buhler, 2006). The Premier league and its clubs have increasingly relied on sponsorship and merchandising as an avenue of revenue, and vice versa for their sponsors. This model of sponsorship falls within the Tripartite relationship, where three parties, the sponsor, club and fans are all involved in the relationship. Refer to Appendix C for Premier league official sponsors and licensees. 

A primary example of the support needed by Premier league clubs can be drawn from Liverpool FC’s 26 partners. Refer to Appendix D for Official Liverpool FC partners. According to Lyons (2019) in 2019 LFC’s “Turnover during the year also climbed to £455m, up £90m year on year, while media revenue grew by £66m to £220m. Commercial revenue increased by £17m to £154m and match day revenue climbed £7m to £81m”. With each partner providing funding for the club, an expected return in marketing opportunities is the return on investment for the partners, due to the enormous following many Premier league clubs have.

More recently, kit and sleeve sponsorship has been one of the Premier leagues most lucrative sponsorship avenues, where during the “2018/19 season, the value of the kit sponsorships of all Premier League clubs amounted to £349.1 million. This figure represents a significant increase from the 100 million generated some nine years earlier.” (Lange, 2021). Furthermore, merchandise such as shirts and full kits have been a large revenue provider over the last decade, according to Kelly (2020) in 2015 Adidas agreed a 10-year deal with Manchester United, which sees them pay the Premier League giants £750 million over the course of the decade. Adidas were able to give returns like this as Adidas CEO Herber Hainer states, sales projections over those 10 years is £1.5 billion. (Kelly, 2020)
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MLS boast 20 partners for their 2021 season. Refer to Appendix E for Partners list. As all of the MLS clubs are owned by franchises, growth has been exponential due to the reach of the major franchises. However in order to continuously grow as a sport and a league, the MLS requires partners, much like the English Premier League. Although the exact figures of how much each sponsor provides for the league varies from source to source, examples from individual clubs give a comprehensive view on the input from the MLS sponsors in relation to merchandise. “Toronto FC have seen the largest increase in value, with their partnership with Bank of Montreal growing from $1 million in 2007 to $4 million by 2017, representing a 300 per cent rise in shirt sponsorship value.” (Kinch and Scrimgeour, 2020). This method of sponsorship follows the same ideology of return on investment seen in many sporting leagues. 

In addition to kit sponsorship deals, MLS sponsors contribute to stadiums, training facilities, grassroots system and often providing support within hospitality during matches. An example of this comes from Heineken, as “the Dutch brewing company is the official beer partner of the league since 2015. Aside from pouring rights at MLS matches, the partnership focuses on creating fan experience opportunities, sponsoring the league’s Rivalry Week matches, and support the ‘Soccer Is Here’ campaign, which focuses on the US’s football history” (Sports Khabri, 2021).

Dissimilar to the Premier league it is stated that “although revenues are broadly on the rise, the league and most of its teams continue to operate at a significant loss.” (Smith, 2019). However it is believed that investors continue to invest heavily due to the potential goldmine ahead for the American footballing industry, with the likes of a “new national TV deal in 2023 and a stateside World Cup in 2026” (Smith, 2019).
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Both the Premier League and MLS utilise a sponsorship and partnership relationship to further fund commercial, hospitality and performance ventures. For this, there is a clear similarity between the two. However, due to the club ownership structure of the MLS in comparison to the Premier league, investments from sponsors and partnerships aren’t necessarily unique to individual clubs, in turn ensuring no competitive advantage can be made from large partnership deals. Whereas due to the structure of club ownership in the Premier league, clubs can forge deals with brands to further the team’s sporting and commercial performance.
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“For the best part of a century, the only way to view football League matches in England was by attending as a spectator. The British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC, 2006) screened highlights of its first football match on September 16, 1937, a specially arranged fixture between Arsenal’s first and second teams.” (Butler and Massey, 2018). Since then, a great deal of advancement has taken place in the TV broadcasting industry, especially within the football industry. 

BskyB, now known as Sky Sports held a monopoly on broadcasting rights from 1992 – 2007, until “an objection by the European Commission to the legality of the exclusive broadcasting arrangements. Since then, Setanta Sports,
Entertainment and Sports Programming Network (ESPN), and British Telecom
(BT) have all secured exclusive access to a number of live EPL games.” (Butler and Massey, 2018). Refer to Appendix F – Premier league in-country distribution rights holders. 

 The Premier league now operates with a double set of partnerships, meaning that the sport rights holder produces the live broadcast (often with sub-contractors) for delivery to consumers via the internet or cable TV.  Refer to Appendix G – Distribution models.

Each distributor purchases a share of the live games per season, often the majority going to Sky Sports and BT, whilst Amazon and the BBC claim games during busy periods of the season. It is estimated that in 2015 the domestic TV rights costed £5.14bn for a four year deal. (BBC, 2018)
 Purchasing these rights generates large revenue for each club operating in the Premier league. Refer to Appendix H – 2018-19 revenue distribution. 

However, it is crucial to acknowledge there is a much wider network of Premier league distributors, this will be analysed in the following section (Globalisation). 
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As for MLS, due to the recent founding of the league, little advancements regarding the distribution of live games have been apparent. However, as the league as acquired a larger following year on year, the TV rights began to climb in value. As of 2021 “the current TV rights package with ESPN, Fox and Univision is valued at a combined $720m over eight years” (Ruthven, 2020). Refer to Appendix I – MLS TV rights history.

Similarly to the UK’s model of distribution, it is clear that the MLS have adopted a double set of partnerships for the distribution of all domestically televised matches. Although the cost of the rights have grown in recent years, viewership rates show significant failings in either awareness of the MLS or low popularity of the sport in the US. Refer to Appendix J – MLS Viewership rates. Figures like these could significantly damage the revenue streams of the MLS, in turn becoming far less financially sustainable.
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As for similarities and differences of the MLS and Premier league in regard to the TV broadcasting rights, it is clear that both leagues adopt a similar distribution model for their domestic broadcasting, which generates both leagues a substantial revenue stream. Furthermore, similarities can be seen in the equal division of the revenues, no matter the viewership per club, each club will receive an equal cut of the profits, this system has prolonged both leagues’ ability to continuously fund the multi-million/billion clubs, year on year.
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“Football is popularly known as – or referred to as a “global game” (Giulianotti and Robertson 2004; Cited in Ludvigsen, 2019). This statement carries weight if the football industry is analysed on its crucial operations. As businesses, football clubs require continuous growth to feed the ever-growing financial strain to be the best. 

In one sense, the Premier league has witnessed drastic globalisation in recent years, with “more than half of the competing EPL teams were under “foreign” ownerships. The entrance of wealthy, overseas investors attracted by the potential revenue streams and social status owning a club offer.” (Ludvigsen, 2019) Refer to Appendix K – 2018 – 2019 Foreign Premier league owners.

Additionally, the formation of European club competitions have seen the best in Europe battling out, providing a spectacle that football fans across the globe to admire. Revenue streams from TV broadcasting rights, qualification for the tournament and competition prizes are all key motivators for Premier league clubs to expand into Europe and the rest of the world (I.e. FIFA club world cup).

An example of the revenue generated from The Champions League comes from the 2018/19 tournament, “the competition generated revenue of over 2.40 billion euros in broadcasting rights in 2018/19.” (Statista, 2021). Furthermore, According to Schuller (2021) “Every group stage participant is entitled to €15,250,000 before a single game is played. Each group-stage win is worth €2,700,000, with draws paying €900,000 apiece”. 

Finally, the Premier League viewership outside of the UK amounts to an estimated “1.3 billion people” (Premier League, 2019). This enormous following can generate further revenues from external TV broadcasters and fan merchandise. Refer to Appendix L – Premier League rest of world broadcasting partners
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As the MLS are relatively newly established in comparison to many of the worlds’ leading football leagues, little opportunity for major globalisation has been available to the MLS as of yet. However, much like the Premier League the investors of the league are franchise owners from across the globe, giving the league a sense of globalisation. 

As previously stated, currently MLS haven’t got the recognition of the world stage. Refer to Appendix M – MLS Broadcasting revenue. According to Statista (2019), the MLS only generate $15M per annum from oversees broadcasting, once divided up each team will only receive $576,923.

Furthermore, with the viewership of the MLS being far lower than the top five footballing leagues, merchandising revenues from overseas would be expected to be far smaller than the likes of the Premier League.
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Comparisons of both leagues in relation to globalisation are difficult to draw for two main reasons. Firstly, the Premier League have amassed a far greater following, due to the far longer period the league has been operating, in turn generating far more attention from external investors and fans. 

Secondly, as the top five leading leagues operate within Europe, club competitions have spurred Premier league teams into the spotlight as they compete (and occasionally beat) some of the most talented and followed clubs on earth, developing an overseas fan-base.

On the other hand, one similarity of globalisation lies with the owners of the clubs/ franchises, many of these investors come from overseas as they see potential in both leagues. 
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“The psychological benefits to be derived from football have led the stadium to be seen by some as a source of topophilia — a love of place” (Bale, 2000). The previous statement encapsulates the sense of place fans feel when they’re at their clubs stadium. This unbreakable connection between club and fan stems from the memories created within the grounds, as the highest form of fan engagement takes place week-in week-out. 

Due to the vast timeframe that English football has spanned across, history and heritage of Premier league clubs runs deep in the heart of each club. Often having their stadiums as the focal point of the cities and towns. With that being said, football stadiums of the Premier league boast great benefits for the clubs and surrounding areas. 

Firstly, stadiums in recent times have become a revenue generating channel for many clubs. Hospitality and non-football related events can provide clubs with continuous revenue if managed correctly. During the 18/19 season “Tottenham were generating £800,000 in food and drink revenues at each home game through a diverse range of hospitality suites, restaurants, bars and street-food outlets on stadium concourses… based on 19 Premier League games and a minimum of three Champions League group matches, that is an additional income of £17.6million per season” (H&C News, 2019). 

Furthermore, the merger of Tottenham and The NFL has proven to be successful in the erection of their new £1B stadium, as ‘Tottenham Hotspur's ten-year NFL deal at their new stadium is set to bring in plenty of money for the club over the years ahead” (Gold, 2019). 


In addition to the financial benefit to the clubs, the surrounding areas of the stadiums benefit from regeneration projects, as the following statement suggests, “the development of sports stadia have been increasingly associated with a range of government regeneration initiatives on economic development and social exclusion” (Davies, 2008). A primary example of this regeneration comes from Manchester City’s regeneration project, where Man City’s owner “Sheikh Mansour’s investment company Abu Dhabi United Group (ADUG) is to partner with Manchester City Council on a 10-year agreement to build up to 6,000 homes in the once rundown east Manchester area.” (Phillips, 2014)
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The purpose of football stadiums in the MLS align with the financial model of the league, profit maximisation. Game-day at any given MLS match would prove to be quite a change from a Premier league matchday. Emphasis on ‘experience’ can be seen throughout the hospitality aspect of the matchday. With each club offering a tailored and alternative experience, for example D.C United offer a matchday package where fans get the opportunity to meet the players, watch a private training sessions and player engagement events. Refer to Appendix n – D.C United fans offer.

As well as hospitality, many MLS stadiums are shared with other sports teams, this firstly reduces the cost of overheads and the lease, as well as generating revenue whilst there are no fixtures. A recent example comes from FC Dallas in the Toyota stadium, where “The Michael Brown Winter XX tournament provides competitive games that help prepare teams for the upcoming spring league season. (FC Dallas, 2021)

According to Forbes (2013) team ownership groups have provided some 46% of the financing for MLS stadiums built since 1999, and six of those 11 stadiums were built with a majority of public money. This format of ownership allows clubs to reduce major financial debts. If they were to construct and manage each stadium per club the revenue generated from season to season wouldn’t cover the costs.
[bookmark: _Toc71205778]Comparison 

Firstly, similarities can be drawn between both leagues efforts to improve the matchday experience for fans. With drastic overhauls in hospitality and matchday offers, both leagues and the clubs within have generated a new, more enticing revenue stream for year to come. 

Secondly, through utilising their stadiums for maximum output clubs are able to share or cover the costs with external events and sports teams. For this, it is clear both perspectives are utilising a profit maximisation model to ensure a continuous flow of revenue.

Finally, the disparities between the leagues become apparent through the ownership structures. With many of the Premier league stadiums solely belonging to the clubs as appose to a large proportion of MLS stadiums owned by the league. However, this difference cannot be easily analysed for which is the best due to the vast gap in revenue and financial situations of the two leagues.
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To conclude, upon investigation and analysis of both the Premier League and MLS systems the following conclusions can be derived.. 

Firstly, similarities between both systems in regard to the motive of creating revenue outside of the obvious sources (Prize money, Broadcasting and Merchandise) is clearly demonstrated within the hospitality departments of both leagues. Fan-experience and engagement has become far more prominent over the last decade as a key source of revenue for both the individual clubs of the Premier league and franchises of MLS.

Secondly, both leagues have a similar approach towards merchandising and sponsorship, as a key revenue generator and additional funding to support the clubs. Although there are differences in the number of sponsors associated with the leagues and individual clubs, it is the same premise of financial gain to improve their respected clubs or league.

Finally, the last similarity between both leagues fall into the financial regulations and owner vetting system. These crucial regulations ensure the longevity and legitimacy of owners or shareholders commitments, whilst also retaining a sense of competition through eradicating the possibility of owners monopolising leagues for their own financial gain.


On the other hand, there are vast differences in key elements of the elite sports system. These differences can be attributed to the varying models used in the two leagues. Firstly, as the UK traditionally use the utility maximisation and the US use profit maximisation, motives for club ownership are different. In addition to the varying motives, MLS own each team, which makes it difficult to even compare this element of the structure.

Secondly, both league structures are wildly different. With no promotion or relegation, teams within the MLS have no danger of losing out on funding or prize money. Whereas in the English football system, the primary motive of operation is to succeed and reach the top of the football pyramid. Without relegation, it could be argued that competition is dead. 

Finally, to address the question at hand, “consider if their relationship is getting closer or more distant?”. On the surface of these findings it would be untrue to say the MLS and the Premier league are becoming closer towards the same structure. However, with recent unveiling of the European Super League this relationship has never been closer. A closed league that will generate billions of pounds through broadcasting revenue, whilst leaving multiple footballing leagues across the globe without funding or motivation to climb the pyramid, a system that belongs to football. 
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Source: MLS
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