


  CHAPTER ONE


  Conquering the World The Rise of MLS


  HOW BIG WILL MAJOR LEAGUE SOCCER GET IN THE NEXT FEW YEARS?


  Very big.


  In fact, as many longtime fans have been predicting, MLS could get so massive, it will take its place as one of the world’s most important sports leagues. This is not a question of MLS catching the NFL or NBA in North America but rather a recognition that European (or association) football in North America benefits MLS and places it at the same table as the UEFA Champions League, EPL, Serie A, La Liga, Bundesliga, and Ligue 1. That is, as a leading property in the world’s most popular sport.


  Combined, this seven-league onslaught (plus the worldwide growth of women’s soccer and the visibility of players like Chelsea’s Sam Kerr and Barca’s Aitana Bonmatí) has made “soccer” the world’s most discussed sporting code and one influencing the viewing habits and digital streaming of young sports fans everywhere.


  At the heart of that growth sits MLS and as the 2024 season finished, it was more apparent than ever numerous stars had aligned to propel the league to new heights. The greatest player since Pelé (or perhaps ever), Lionel Messi, was playing in Miami as a part of MLS. Apple was streaming MLS games worldwide. Celebrities were flocking to see the New York Red Bulls or LAFC and streaming channels were frequently promoting football-themed shows like Ted Lasso or Welcome to Wrexham.


  It meant MLS, with powerful teams in Toronto, Atlanta, Chicago, Los Angeles, Seattle, New York, and Miami could, within the next five years, rival La Liga, Bundesliga, or the Serie A; all European leagues that rely on the brand name prowess of no more than two to three teams per league: FC Barcelona, Real Madrid (Spain); Bayern Munich, Borussia Dortmund, VfB Stuttgart (Germany); Inter Milan, AC Milan, and Juventus (Italy).


  As far-fetched as it might seem, this also suggests MLS’s CF Montréal might quickly rival any Ligue 1 club other than Paris Saint-Germaine FC or that Inter Miami will become the most discussed team in Mexico, Central, and South America. Yes, MLS could become highly relevant in the French-speaking and Spanish-speaking soccer worlds.


  This premise of MLS exploding in global visibility may seem, at first, unlikely, especially given the lengthy history of Europe’s top leagues versus the short time MLS has existed plus the long list of failed soccer leagues in North America. The EPL, a descendant of the English Football League, dates to 1888 and features big international brands such as Manchester United, Liverpool, Arsenal, Chelsea, Tottenham, West Ham, and Manchester City.


  MLS, on the other hand, was born more than one hundred years later in 1995, a decade after the failure of the North American Soccer League, just one of more than twenty failed soccer leagues in North America during the twentieth century. Simply put, at the time, soccer was very much an acquired taste in the United States (and Canada), and few showed any twentieth-century interest in making that purchase.


  At the time of its launch, MLS featured ten teams and while it would quickly grow to twelve, it ultimately lost two teams after the 2001 season, bringing it back to ten.


  As of 2025, MLS featured thirty teams and was delivering the third-highest average stadium attendance of any sports league in the United States after the National Football League and Major League Baseball.


  Perhaps of greater interest is the fact that MLS was already the second-highest attended professional soccer league in the world and although it trails the NBA and NHL in television and streaming numbers, it draws larger in-person audiences than both leagues by more than four thousand people per game.


  As marketing experts often point out, big name brands enjoy distinct life cycles (birth, growth, maturity, decline, death) and while sports leagues usually enjoy lengthy periods in the “mature” phase, certain entities, during their formative or growth years, generate spectacular growth rates, growing faster than their competitors.


  For example, UFC—the mixed martial arts fighting league—saw revenues nearly triple in the nine-year period from 2012 to 2021, reaching more than US$1 billion.1 Following a merger with WWE, as TKO Holdings, the organization is tracking to hit revenues of approximately $2.5 billion in 2024.2


  In MLS’s case, the “brand” is in a true growth phase, where the NFL, MLB, NBA, and NHL are mature entities trying to maintain existing fan bases while searching for new ones internationally by playing games in Europe, Australia, and Mexico or by using technology or innovative concepts like the NBA’s 2K League.


  MLS is a great example of a “growth” organization, and the primary reason for the league’s growth may have more to do with the league’s birth year and advancing technology than it does with expanding geographic boundaries or reaching North American population centers. A national footprint is important but global distribution (transmission) is critical. This statement is increasing in importance with each passing year.


  Wireless transmission of content, as opposed to cable, fiber, or analog systems (requiring broadcast towers and TV antennas), means anyone, anywhere can “tune in” and watch games. That is, if they have devices delivering internet access, which more than 5 billion people on the planet do.


  Here’s an example of how to understand MLS’s fortunate timing.


  Back in 1995, author Nicholas Negroponte noted in his seminal technology book Being Digital that when the Berlin Wall came down in 1989, it crumbled five to seven years too soon because “it was too early to build an all-fiber telephone plant throughout East Germany (since the prices were not yet low enough).”


  This meant East Germany, in leaving the Russian Federation to rejoin West Germany, would have been far more advanced in its communications capabilities had the transition taken place after fiber replaced copper wiring at an affordable price.


  This is the same logic that benefits MLS today. Because the league’s birth and initial growth came just before the advent of media technology expansion, it meant MLS was young enough, and neither its owners nor commissioner were set in fixed, traditional ways. They could afford to experiment with and adopt new technology.


  In essence, MLS was “born” to take advantage of a global sport using worldwide streaming and digital consumption. So much so that the 2020s decade will be remembered as the era where technological advancement reshaped the professional sports world.


  To provide context, MLS was just ten years old when Facebook launched. Since then, smartphones, video-on-demand, content streaming, generative interfaces (think Amazon’s Alexa or Apple’s Siri), artificial intelligence (AI), virtual reality (VR), and augmented reality (AR) are suddenly available for any entity working in the high-stakes professional sport poker game.


  In 2008, Gladwell wrote about the benefit of timing in his book Outliers when he suggested humans are given gifts based on their birth year, birth month, birth order, and birth location. In MLS’s case, and that of its long-serving Commissioner Garber, much investment capital was needed when MLS launched in 1995. Three of the other big leagues (MLB, NHL, NFL) had been around for more than seventy years. The NBA, launched in 1946, was the baby.


  In hindsight, building on the success of the 1994 Federation Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) World Cup held in the United States, a 1995 launch into the sports world was ideal timing. Although expensive and risky (and by some estimates MLS’s early investors lost more than $1 billion during the league’s formative early years), MLS’s owners persisted.


  Not surprisingly, better financial returns were expected for a league born in the mid-1990s and not the 1920s. Then, as now, soccer was a global game, but the non-Hispanic populations of the United States and Canada had been culturally resistant to the game. The Americans, particularly, were seen as the last, and only, big country steering away from the sport. That began to change as the United States entered the twenty-first century and deep-pocketed tycoons began recognizing the realities of a global economy and international opportunity. Canada soon followed.


  Said another way, if North American millionaires and billionaires invested in soccer, how could MLS fail? The answer in the 1990s was “quite easily.”


  Many previous attempts had nosedived and, indeed, for most of the league’s first few years, before Garber took the helm in 1999, the business-side results were pitiable. Checks were regularly written to cover losses.


  Since then, Garber’s vision of expansion, the weaning away from the league’s single-entity structure, David Beckham’s arrival and ongoing involvement, the push for soccer-only stadiums, and strict fiscal discipline have brought MLS to a point where a technology giant like Apple and a global apparel brand like adidas would consider displacing traditional broadcasters and smaller brands for exclusive rights. Many of those decisions have come, not only with detractors, from owners and fans alike, but also from media outlets traditionally focused on football, basketball, and baseball.


  MLS TODAY


  To draw a line in the sand, or find the “tipping point” for MLS, it would seem everything changed when a historic distribution package between MLS and Apple was struck in June 2022. While terms of the deal were never formally released, it’s believed MLS selected Apple as their technology/streaming partner (Season Pass on Apple TV+) because of a groundbreaking ten-year offer worth a minimum of $2.5 billion or $250 million annually which could rise higher based on the number of subscribers.


  That yearly outlay nearly quadrupled MLS’s previous deals with Fox Sports, ESPN, and Univision that had generated $90 million annually. On those grounds, one could suggest it was Apple who selected MLS.


  “This [MLS deal] is very important for us,” said Apple CEO Tim Cook during a presentation to MLS players, owners, and media at Apple Park in January 2023. “It is one of the key things we are doing this year and for the next 10 years. We’re now part of a family together.”


  Apple’s continued foray into sports (they had previously created a smaller deal with Major League Baseball) wasn’t surprising. As the Associated Press reported, “tech companies and broadcast outlets likewise see the value of live sports programming. According to a recent report by Parks Associates, revenue from sports streaming subscription packages is expected to increase 73% to $22.6 billion in 2027 after generating $13.1 billion [in 2022].”


  Notably, the Apple–MLS agreement meant global soccer fans were able to “stream every single MLS match through the Apple TV app, without any local blackouts or restrictions.” Fan access to games would be at a level never before seen. Further, at least until 2032, Apple’s MLS streaming service would be included as part of MLS full-season ticket packages for each of MLS’s twenty-nine (and potentially more) teams. Other firms have jumped on, like T-Mobile, which includes a subscription to MLS Season Pass on AppleTV in its packages for its phone subscribers.


  The joint release included input from Apple, thus providing insight into the long-term possibilities. “For the first time in the history of sports, fans will be able to access everything from a major professional sports league in one place,” said Eddy Cue, Apple’s senior vice president of Services.


  Cue was suggesting that anyone with internet access on devices where the Apple app is found, including iPhone, iPad, Mac, Apple TV 4K, iWatch, Apple TV HD, Apple Glass (projected 2027 launch), and Apple AR/VR headsets like Vision Pro (released in June 2023) and other partners (Samsung, LG, Panasonic, Sony, TCL, VIZIO) plus smart TVs; Amazon Fire TV and Roku devices; PlayStation and Xbox gaming consoles; Chromecast with Google TV; and Comcast Xfinity, could watch games live when they wanted and where they wanted, regardless of time zone, location, or time of day.


  “It’s a dream come true for MLS fans, soccer fans, and anyone who loves sports. No fragmentation, no frustration—just the flexibility to sign up for one convenient service that gives you everything MLS, anywhere and anytime you want to watch,” said Cue.


  So what? How could this be the “tipping point” for a league that has been on a twenty-year growth trajectory? Two distinct benefits from this deal stand out to respond to this question.


  First, the Apple package, virtually overnight (although the planning took years), meant MLS made the decision not to rely on a traditional TV network. This choice came on the heels of the NFL’s announcement it would partner with Amazon for NFL Thursday Night Football at a reported $1 billion per year for eleven years.


  Second, the value of MLS associating with the most valuable brand in the world, Apple, cannot be underestimated. This agreement vaulted MLS into the same stratosphere as other major leagues.


  With Amazon joining Disney (ESPN/ABC), Viacom/CBS/Paramount, Fox, and Comcast (NBC) in buying NFL broadcast rights in 2021, the NFL, the most financially successful league in the world, started a media partnership journey that would generate more than $100 billion through the end of the agreement in 2033.


  This is not to suggest there won’t be growing pains for the MLS– Apple relationship. When the agreement was first announced, many fans balked when they learned they would be required or forced to purchase the MLS Season Pass on Apple TV to watch games. The NFL faced the same blowback with its Thursday night Amazon package requiring viewers to engage with Twitter in 2016 and Amazon Prime ever since.


  Over time, though, fans of leagues have tended to make the adjustment rather than drop their affinity for a sport. Technologies may change but love of a team is a harder habit to drop. On the flipside, for some, easier access in formats they prefer may enhance their affinity.


  It is hard to argue the Apple deal does not make MLS look smart, savvy, and modern. Indeed, prior to the Apple deal, MLS did not have the clout of the NFL or the NBA. As of 2024, the league has partnered with Apple’s attractive digital distribution system, not a linear/cable network but rather a globally available provider to billions.


  THE INFLUENCING ROLE OF GLOBAL EVENTS


  At the global level, football has enjoyed a long and spectacular trajectory of growth, much of which has been driven by its signature events. Some might say it was best reflected on the field at the 2022 FIFA World Cup when an American team was able to stay with traditional FIFA power England for an entire game (drawing 0–0). The ratings for this game were impressive, with 15.4 million U.S. viewers watching in English on Fox and another 4.6 million watching in Spanish on Telemundo.


  Perhaps most exciting for MLS and soccer in North America has been knowing the FIFA 2026 World Cup will take place in sixteen North American cities with the United States (eleven venues), Mexico (three), and Canada (two) sharing hosting duties for 104 total games.


  Although not as closely followed as mainstream North American leagues by the non-Hispanic population, the United States played host to the 2024 Copa América tournament, perhaps South America’s biggest event, where Messi’s Argentina was the defending champion. That event, which concluded in July 2024, was won again by Argentina, beating Colombia 1–0.


  Following Copa América, the cascading sequence of global tournaments continues with two events: the 2025 FIFA Club World Cup and 2025 CONCACAF Gold Cup. They are followed by the FIFA 2026 World Cup, and 2028 Los Angeles Summer Olympics (primarily featuring U-23 rosters for the men).


  The hosting of these four global events will also coincide with the arrival and coming mainstream consumer usage of virtual or augmented reality technology, pushed initially by Meta and its Quest headsets (“the official VR headsets of the NBA and WNBA”). These devices and Apple’s Vision Pro will allow viewers to attend games virtually in perceived 3D.


  By early 2023, the NBA had extended its partnership agreement with Meta and Xtadium to give fans the ability to virtually watch games via Meta’s Quest 2 headset, an experience allowing each viewer to “sense” they were physically in a stadium during a game. This kind of “engagement” by the NBA, a competitor league to MLS, represented the testing phase for new technology. By 2026 and the World Cup, soccer fans will undoubtedly have started to unlock the capacity for entering virtual stadiums.


  In other words, if Leo Messi is playing and Apple is streaming, tens of millions will watch.


  But what about the many MLS games when Messi is not playing? Will spectators want to attend these games virtually? Perhaps not initially, but the concept of virtual attendance will change rapidly and excitingly. It will become the sport consumption option of choice eventually for all sports and entertainment, not just MLS.


  Currently, the “live” experience of attending a contest in a stadium is more dynamic than watching a game at home. There are sights, sounds, concessions, fan engagement moments that cannot be created in an individual’s living room.


  That presumption is about to change.


  As technology advances, fans will soon sit in London while digitally traveling to Miami to see a game with friends sitting in Tokyo and Sydney. The time of day and the place where the person actually/physically sits, or stands, will not matter.


  And this won’t hold just for the individual.


  Groups of friends from all over the world will find they can attend games, sitting together and, in turning to their left or right, see avatars or real images of their pals sitting thousands of miles away. This technology will be extended to corporate events, dating, networking, and business conferences.


  The prospects are exciting, but the risks are high. Since MLS is in the growth stage of its life cycle, the arrival of affordable, bugs-worked-out VR technology, most likely by 2030, will benefit MLS. It won’t happen overnight.


  Technology-based acceleration will certainly coincide with the FIFA 2026 World Cup. But how will global football fans consume MLS games during the World Cup year and beyond? How much will the combination of the U.S.-based 2024 Copa América, 2025 FIFA Club World Cup, CONCACAF 2025 Gold Cup, and 2028 Olympic Games contribute to the league’s growth?


  Many believe that with Apple as a partner and Apple TV as the platform, technology will accelerate MLS’s growth. MLS could be a leader in this area, particularly when one considers that many industries are struggling to figure out hybrid interactions.


  Imagine a New York Red Bulls fan, sitting in their living room in 2027, but also simultaneously walking into the stadium with forty-year-old Lionel Messi and his MLS teammates. Could that science fiction be real before this decade ends?


  Futurists and more than a few reporters think so.


  The textbox on page 11 reveals a fluid reality where sport organizations consistently hedge their bets while gauging the rate of change around them, while considering how to respond or leverage new sports technology.


  It brings up two topics that threaten every business entity: organizational inertia and resistance to change. Many CEOs, but more importantly, many C-suite leaders and vice presidents, are generally not rewarded for taking risks that fail. This means as technology races ahead of usage, leagues, teams, and sponsors can be slow to react, and leaders are fearful of trying things given the career risk associated with failing.


  The prevailing wisdom is that major professional sports leagues are incapable of going out of business, which is, of course, not true. Just ask the investors in failed leagues or teams like the original XFL/UFL, NASL, and WHA, or the fans of long-gone clubs like the Montreal Expos, New York Cosmos, Seattle Supersonics, St. Louis Rams, Quebec Nordiques, or Hartford Whalers.


  Interestingly, in MLS’s case, Commissioner Garber and his media consultants studied the distribution patterns employed by the NFL, MLB, the NBA, NHL, NASCAR, Formula 1, and UFC. Each sports property revealed, during the previous two decades, the best way to reach a unique fan base was accomplished while rewarding stakeholders, including team owners or investors.


  
     
  DECIPHERING THE APPLE–MLS AGREEMENT


  Dave Bauder, a media reporter for the Associated Press, said in a 2023 interview3 that “this strikes me as a very important deal for both sides. Apple is trying to get into sports streaming but is unlikely to be able to show what it can do as thoroughly with any other product as it can with this one.”


  “In other words,” he continued, “breaking into the more established American sports means accepting limited packages—like Amazon’s Thursday night NFL football games, for instance. This deal [between Apple and MLS] lets them work with an open, and largely untouched canvas. Apple will be able to grow their product offerings with MLS’s audience, which in the United States only figures to increase, particularly after a gripping World Cup and the prospect of the next men’s World Cup over here.


  “And it’s a younger audience, thus more valuable to boot. With the obvious exception of American football, many of the U.S.-based sports are more regional in their appeal—I’ll watch every Mets game, and frankly don’t care to watch the Rays or Angels. I don’t know for sure, but I think that would be less of a problem with soccer in the U.S.”


  He went on to add, “I also find it fascinating, and a bit amusing, how streaming services have come around to appreciate some of the ways that broadcast and cable networks previously operated. In other words, they fully recognize the value of live sports. Some of the entertainment shows now have one or two episodes ‘drop’ each week—as opposed to an entire season. And, lo and behold, the streamers are airing commercials! What a concept!”


  ____

  3. Dave Bauder did a sit-down interview with the authors.

  
  

  
  MLS signing Apple, ahead of other leagues with longer histories or larger fan bases, suggested a league commissioner who understood the contemporary media realm. Not engaging Disney (ESPN/ABC), Paramount (CBS), or Comcast (NBC) showed an understanding of the MMAANG acronym: Microsoft, Meta, Amazon, Apple, Netflix, and Google. It showed when the NFL chose Amazon (for Prime distribution), MLS followed suit by partnering with Apple.


  Why are the MMAANG companies important? The short answer is digital efficiency. The long answer involves the financial reality of engaging fans with compelling digital access. A physical stadium has capacity limits on how many humans the building can hold. Those spectators generate what sport industry experts call the “per cap” or the amount of income generated per individual fan. For example, if a team earns $500,000 from game food, beverage, parking, and merchandise sales (T-shirts, hats, miniature helmets) from fifty


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

   
     
 
	Artificial Intelligence, AR, VR, and 6G—advances in technology are catching up to consumer expectations. Upsides are high for clubs, notwithstanding the risks associated with costs, loss of traditional jobs, infrastructure development, and implementation. Still, the upside of selling virtual reality experiences and VR merchandise may well offset the risks of adopting new technology as it becomes available.


	Name, Image, and Likeness—not specific to MLS, but the legalized movement enabling NCAA athletes to monetize their performances will eventually impact professional sport because more college-age athletes will arrive with preestablished brand recognition.


	Data—this is the daily practice now for sport. Executives are tracking everything and using data to inform all training and game-day decisions. They are also doing this both on and off the field.


	Gaming/Betting—it seems odd to consider this new or something to look out for when it is here and growing. This much is logical: MLS will fully leverage this sponsorship category (as a new revenue source) as well as benefiting from increased interest in MLS games from frequent sport wagerers.


 	Cloud Computing—in the past, many stadiums and arenas dedicated entire floors for servers and other hardware to support data collection and technology. The growth of cloud computing allows for safer data storage but also opens space for other revenue-generating purposes.


	Sensing Technology—soon, cameras, microphones, and heat sensors will detect far more than a random individual walking along a stadium’s concourse. Circa 2025, most public toilets could tell if a human was present. By 2026, experts believe, sensing or tracking technology will aggressively recognize the specific interests of a league, team, stadium operator, and fan.




  

  
  

  

   
     
  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  Footnotes

  
  

  




   
 AFTERWORD Mark Abbott, former MLS President and Deputy Commissioner


  WHEN CANADA, MEXICO, AND THE UNITED STATES HOST THE FIFA World Cup in 2026, the world will witness just how much our sport is flourishing here in North America by every statistical measure. This will be just the latest example of the pivotal role that the World Cup has played in the development of soccer in the United States.


  The modern era of professional soccer in the United States began with the launch of the North American Soccer League in 1967. The previous summer, the 1966 World Cup was played in England and the tournament culminated in the classic final between England and West Germany.


  That match was broadcast on U.S. network television giving many sports fans in the United States their first exposure to the world’s most popular sport. Also watching that day were a group of entrepreneurs including Lamar Hunt, owner of the Kansas City Chiefs, and later, one of the original MLS owners. Lamar, along with others, believed that the time was right to start a soccer league in America.


  With the arrival of many of the sport’s greatest stars in the mid-1970s, including Pelé and Franz Beckenbauer, the NASL experienced a few years of great success. Unfortunately, the league was not sustainable, and the NASL folded following the 1984 season.


  It was against this backdrop that the leaders of U.S. Soccer decided to bid for the right to host the World Cup to help boost interest in soccer in the United States. FIFA agreed and on July 4, 1988, the United States was selected to host the 1994 World Cup with a requirement that the tournament be used as a catalyst to launch a new league.


  The original idea was to start the league in 1992, so it would be in place prior to the World Cup. Although it’s hard to imagine now, there were some doubts at that time whether there would be sufficient fan interest in a World Cup in the United States and an ability to sell out the matches.


  The decision was made to focus on promoting the World Cup and to delay the debut of the league until after the tournament. The1994 World Cup was of course a tremendous success both on and off the field and, as hoped, generated significant interest among fans, broadcast companies, commercial sponsors, and potential owners as well as nearly twenty-five cities across the country in the plans for what was initially called Major League Professional Soccer.


  In developing the original business plan for MLS, we had a unique opportunity to design a league from scratch. Our goal was to play the world’s game supported by a modern and sustainable business structure.


  We studied the established professional sports leagues in the United States as well as several international soccer leagues. We also conducted an extensive analysis of the North American Soccer League so that we could learn from both its successes and failures. In constructing the plan, we realized that we not only needed to build a league, but also elevate the sport itself. There was almost no infrastructure in place to operate a professional soccer league in the United States in the mid-1990s so we had to create it.


  We were fortunate to attract an initial investor group that included some of the most accomplished businesspeople and sports team owners in the United States. They contributed not only their resources, but also their experience. They supported a bold vision to build a world-class league but were also clear-eyed about the challenge in front of us.


  The initial launch of MLS in April of 1996 exceeded our expectations—there were record crowds in the ten MLS markets in the first few weeks and nearly eighty thousand fans packed Giants Stadium to watch the MLS All-Star game as part of a doubleheader with the FIFA World All-Stars playing Brazil.


  Those first few months were fun, maddening, stressful, sometimes crazy, and often exhausting. We experienced moments of great exhilaration as the league we had planned had now become a reality—but at times, it also seemed surreal. There were challenges to be sure as we went from elation one day to a crisis the next. I think the inaugural MLS Cup best represents the highs and the lows of that first season—a magical match played in near hurricane conditions.


  Both the magic and the hurricanes continued in the years that followed and it has been the ability to navigate between the two that has enabled MLS to grow and prosper. The fundamental principle behind the structure of MLS was to provide the league with the ability to change and innovate to manage new challenges and opportunities as they arise, effectively and efficiently. I believe the willingness to constantly evaluate the league’s strategy and to pivot when required has been a hallmark of MLS since its inception and a key to its success. There are countless examples of this principle in action such as the creation of Soccer United Marketing to grow the commercial value of soccer, the changes to our player rules to facilitate the signing of players like David Beckham (and now Messi), and the commitment to build world-class soccer stadiums, to cite just a few. And there will be more to come.


  At the last board meeting before I stepped down from my role as deputy commissioner at the end of 2022, I concluded my thoughts about the future of MLS with my favorite quote from Winston Churchill: “This is not the end. This is not the beginning of the end. This is the end of the beginning.”


  In this wonderful book, Rick Burton and Norm O’Reilly have captured the phenomenal progress of soccer in the United States and Canada since the 1994 World Cup. But they have also looked to the future and on that score, I have never been more optimistic.
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  The 2024 MLS season saw clubs draw an average of more than twenty-three thousand fans per game.
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  Games regularly draw very large crowds, sometimes more than seventy thousand.
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  Supporters’ clubs around the league consist of deeply loyal fans who showcase their fandom loyalty.
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  MLS players make up one of the most diverse athlete populations in sport.
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  Top talent from all corners of the globe are attracted to MLS.
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  The continued role of David Beckham (shown here with Commissioner Don Garber) in MLS, from player to owner, has been instrumental to the league’s success.
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  Lionel Messi’s arrival has attracted global stars such as Will Smith (shown here with David Beckham at an Inter Miami game).
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  Commissioner Don Garber and Apple’s senior vice president of Services, Eddy Cue, discuss the MLS Season Pass on Apple TV.
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  Apple TV’s Season Pass coverage includes the MLS 360 whip-around show.
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  Toronto FC—The focus of chapter 11 of this book—won the MLS Cup in 2017.
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  The LA Galaxy—led by Landon Donovan (top photo) and David Beckham (below with Commissioner Garber)—is perhaps the club best known for its role in MLS’s growth. The Galaxy won their sixth MLS Cup in 2024.
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  Lionel Messi takes a corner kick against the New England Revolution in front of a crowd of more than 65,000 fans at Gillette Stadium in Foxborough, Massachusetts.
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