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Football as it used to be
• Over 300,000 clubs worldwide

– In every small town in Europe
• Many amateur players, some low‐wage professionals 

– English premier league players earned just over average English 
wage in early 1980s

• Little money in the game: The Beautiful Game
– And the (local) people’s game

• Simple, localized club organizations



And then money entered the game
Particularly in 
Sponsorships
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But money is not equally distributed, 
‘Super Clubs’ dominate the takings

Revenue Source Revenue 
($ billion, 2013)

Richest 10 Clubs in Europe 4.3
Second Richest 10 Clubs in Europe 1.8
Third Richest 10 Clubs in Europe 1.3

Rest of Top League Clubs in Top 5 Countries 5.9
Other Top Leagues in Europe 6.3

Lower League Clubs in Top 5 European Countries 2.7
Other Lower League Clubs in Europe 0.65

Total European Clubs 23
African Clubs 0.4
Asian Clubs 2.5

Oceania Clubs 0.0
North American and Caribbean Clubs 2.0

South American Clubs 2.6
Clubs outside of Europe 7.5
Total Clubs (Global) 30.5

FIFA and Regional Confederations 3.4
National Associations and League Bodies 4.0

Total 38
Total without duplication of Association and Confederation revenues. 32 – 34



How did the super clubs rise?
• Nagging questions:

– Why is Manchester United so much wealthier than Stockport County? 
– Why is FC Barcelona so much more successful than UE St Andre? 
– Why is Bayern Munich so much better than 1860 Munich? 

• The research looked at six clubs to address this:
– Manchester United, Manchester City, Real Madrid, Barcelona, Bayern 

Munich, Swansea City
– Examined over time, using process tracing method
– Comparing experience with local clubs (as mentioned above)

• Two theories tested (evidence gathered to see which holds more):
– A scrabble theory of emerging complexity
– A conventional theory of just doing better



The two theories, considered

• Conventional thinking from many
– All clubs have same inputs and outputs
– Some just have better than others

• Managers, players, stadiums…and results

• Scrabble theory of complexification
– Super clubs emerge by establishing more complex set of 
capabilities than other clubs

• Modern stadiums, more advanced transport connections, advanced 
connections with sponsors, talent scouts, etc.

– New capabilities allow complexification of super club products
• Don’t just produce football, but become more complex producers



Many letters are needed to make a club great; 
And the more letters the club accumulates, the more it can produce



The two theories side by side

A	Scrabble	Theory	
explanation	of	

‘complexification’

A	conventional	
explanation	of	just	doing	

better
Production	of	super	clubs Super	clubs	are	set	apart	

because	they	produce	more	
than	the	core	‘sports’	product,	
with	many	other	complex	
dimensions	of	production

These	clubs	produce	a	
better	core	sports	product	
than	others,	and	this	is	
what	sets	them	apart

Skills	and	people	
capabilities	of	super	

clubs

Super	clubs	have	more	diverse	
and	complex	sets	of	skills	than	

other	clubs

Super	clubs	have	the	same	
sets	of	skills	as	other	clubs

Catalyst	capabilities	of	
super	clubs

Super	cubs	have	ways	of	
mobilizing,	connecting	and	
coordinating	capabilities	that	

other	clubs	do	not	have

Super	clubs	have	the	same	
ways	of	mobilizing,	
connecting	and	

coordinating	capabilities	as	
other	clubs



Key finding: 1. 
The super clubs do have many more capabilities, 

and are more complex organizations



Key finding: 2. 
The differentiating capabilities fall into 

discernible categories 



Key finding: 3. 
The capabilities emerge over time, 

from many different players, including 
private and public sector 
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The Bayern Munich emergence, prior to real results and becoming a ‘Super Club’
Depended on local growth and development 



Key finding: 4. 
There is now a local and global feel to 

all of these new capabilities

Manchester United Sponsorship Connections



Manchester City Player Finding Connections



Key finding: 5. 
The Clubs Produce More Complex 

Products (diversified, global)
• These clubs are engaged in 

finance, tourism, facilities 
management, property 
development, education, more

• With global offices, 
representation

• Resources drawn from a more 
diverse set of products, locales

• The more diversified product base 
interacts with the football 
product; both feed on each other

– So the clubs do play better football as 
well (a crucial part of the overall 
business model)

Figure	4.	Dynamic	interactions	between	dimensions	of	the	super	club	product	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Source:	Author’s	work,	building	on	De	Jonghe,	et	al.	(2010)	and	Krabbenbos	(2013)	
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Concluding Thoughts
• There are very few super clubs
• And a big difference between these clubs and others

– Will this lead to a segmentation of the football market in 
time? 

• A global Champions League and The Rest (an NCAA version of 
European Football)?

• The super clubs are increasingly global, but depend on 
localized capabilities
– How will the allocation of costs and gains be shared 
between the clubs and their localities?

• Right now the clubs are placing a lot offshore, even though their 
core product is produced in a geographically tied location; how will 
this play out in future?


