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WARM-UP

The ‘London 1948’ room at the British Olympic Association’s headquarters is dominated by a grainy, floor-to-ceiling photographic mural of the Olympic torch being held aloft by its final bearer before the ceremonial lighting of the flame to signal the opening of the Games. The athlete accorded this honour is a picture of purity, clad in pristine white vest and baggy shorts, not a logo in sight. Towering above the watching crowd is an enormous scoreboard, capital white letters spelling out Baron de Coubertin’s famous edict: THE IMPORTANT THING IN THE OLYMPIC GAMES IS NOT WINNING BUT TAKING PART. THE ESSENTIAL THING IN LIFE IS NOT CONQUERING BUT FIGHTING WELL.

De Coubertin’s gravestone commemorates him as the ‘Rénovateur des Jeux Olympiques’. The Games that the Frenchman restored in 1896 now bear little relation to his ideals though. The BOA may plot Team GB’s quest for Olympic medals beneath this reminder of de Coubertin’s sporting philosophy, but winning is its thing and money the driving force. This is nothing new. Just as the ancient Greeks awarded simply a crown of olive leaves to Olympic champions, so today medals are the only formal prize for success. The early victors were rewarded lavishly when they returned home from Olympia, however, foreshadowing the riches earned by their modern counterparts. Even in the early years of the revived Games, successful athletes traded their prowess and reputations for financial gain, both on and off the track. The problem with ideals is that they don’t pay the bills.

Atlanta 1996 is often cited as the nadir of the modern Olympics, commercial forces crushing what little remained of the movement’s supposed spirit, but those forces haven’t receded. If anything they’ve intensified, so that Atlanta might more accurately be remembered as having given birth to the current commercialised Games. The multinational corporate sponsors have, though, adapted their behaviour sufficiently for the public to be able to embrace the continued illusion of de Coubertin’s Olympism, so allowing the Games to survive.

The early editions of the modern Olympics are social and economic curiosities, to be ranked alongside the distinction between gentlemen and players in cricket, the wage cap in football, and rugby union as an amateur sport in which players might find money tucked into the ends of their boots. Power has shifted away from the administrators of sports and the owners of teams to the sportsmen and -women who provide the action. Money has inevitably followed. This is not entirely a free-market economy, however. Restrictions and anomalies abound. And there is sufficient wealth in the system to attract and support a plethora of secondary and tertiary figures, from agents to consultants, advisers to sundry hangers-on. If top boxers fought solely for fun, they wouldn’t attract the large entourages that they do.

The game may be the thing, but the ninety minutes on the pitch or ten seconds on the track represent a tiny fraction of the industry that supports the action. Estimates of the size of the global sports market vary wildly, partly due to definitional differences, but also to the difficulties of calculation common to all industries. One claim of a total equal to 1 per cent of the entire global economy is probably as good as any. That implies about $700 billion1 of sports industry revenues a year. Intuitively, this feels to me a little on the low side. But possibly that’s because, like many fans, I spend far more than 1 per cent of my time thinking about sport.

This intuition is built on more than fandom, however. For just over a decade it seemed as though I spent only 1 per cent of my time not thinking about sport. I was chair of UK Athletics, the governing body in Britain for the largest Olympic sport. As a distinctly average club runner with a background as a City financier, I had replied to a job ad in the Sunday Times and found myself on the other side of the veil that screens fans from the workings of the sports that they follow. I went on to lead the successful bid to host the World Athletics Championships in London in 2017 and chaired its organising committee. Over the ten years I held the post I learned some things I wished, as a fan, I didn’t have to know, but also gained an understanding of the influence that the public – largely unknowingly – exerts over sport.

Whatever the true scale of the sporting industry, money is its driving force. Ultimately, this finance comes from you, the sports fan. The choices you make about the sports you want to consume, and the manner in which you want to consume them, initiate the flows of money through their various brokers. The numbers involved, and the behaviours of those in control of the cash, may sometimes surprise, shock or repulse you. But they are a reflection of the power you, the fan, has in the sporting marketplace.

In Sport Inc. we will delve below the playing surface to reveal how money is pulling all the strings in today’s sports market, meeting the individuals who bring the action onto our screens, plaster their logos on players’ shirts, advise athletes on their commercial deals and direct the infrastructure of sport. We will also encounter a sportswoman banned for doping offences, an athlete cheated out of medals and the attendant financial rewards, and a professional gambler who blows the whistle on suspected match-fixing. Finally, we will take a glimpse into a technological future in which robots take over the sporting world. A future in which esports become part of Baron de Coubertin’s Olympics.


1

FIFTY-SEVEN CHANNELS AND NOTHING ON

Gavin Patterson’s office has all the hallmarks of the executive football nut. Signed boots and framed shirts bear witness to this Liverpool FC supporter’s love of the game. But this is no ordinary chief executive, distracting himself from the humdrum of office life with reminders of sporting excitements away from work. He is the executive who has made the ultimate power play, concentrating his forces and going on the offensive, betting his company’s future – and by extension his own career – on the allure of sport, and especially of football. As CEO of BT Group, Patterson is the architect of the most disruptive intervention in Britain’s sports broadcast market since Sky bought the rights to the Premier League in 1992 and transformed its own fortunes in the process.

Botham’s Ashes of 1981 were played out before a TV audience with only three channels to choose from, in the days before the snickometer, Hawk-Eye and the third umpire. Millions tuned in to watch. Root’s Ashes of 2015, by contrast, largely passed the British TV viewing public by. The Guardian1 reported that the audience on Sky on the day that Joe Root took the catch that won the Ashes for England was a mere 467,000. And lest one thinks that the time travelled between 1981 and 2015 is too long for comparisons to be meaningful, it is reported that as recently as Flintoff’s Ashes of 2005 the TV audience on free-to-air Channel 4 peaked at over eight million viewers.

The England cricket team first appeared on Sky TV’s satellite service way back in 1990, when the upstart broadcaster’s sports-led strategy was still in its infancy. A few years later Sky’s founder, Rupert Murdoch, famously told shareholders of its parent company, News Corporation, that live sport was the ‘battering ram’2 to get pay TV into people’s homes. The power of Sky’s purse has gradually put a financial block on terrestrial broadcasters, limiting them to highlights packages screened at a time when all but the most self-disciplined or technologically disinclined viewers must already know not only the score, but also the key incidents that occurred in that day’s play. The threat to Sky’s dominance in the UK is now coming, as with football and rugby union coverage, from Gavin Patterson at BT. By striking a deal with Cricket Australia, BT secured the rights to England’s Ashes tour down under over the 2017/18 winter. One imagines that the agreement it struck had a little extra piquancy given the birthplace of Rupert Murdoch.

This relentless growth of the pay-to-view broadcasters may at first sight seem good news for the cricketing authorities. The England and Wales Cricket Board (ECB)3 had financial reserves of £36 million when it published its 2016/17 accounts. Two years previously, which covered a victorious home Test series against India and was a bumper period commercially, it made a profit of £28 million. A successful England team, performing in front of a pay-to-view audience, had reaped a handsome reward for the guardians of the sport. And yet who was watching any longer? Not just keeping an eye or ear out across the media for updates, but actually watching? In 2016/17 the ECB chose to make one-off payments of over £23 million to the first-class counties that comprise the backbone of professional cricket in England and Wales in order to help them shore up their fragile balance sheets – a stark indication of the financial challenges that beset them.

Sport England, the quango charged with spending government funds and National Lottery income in order to increase the number of people taking part in sport, is a much-unloved organisation. Perhaps this is inevitable for a grant giver with finite resources to deploy. In part, though, this has reflected justifiable dissatisfaction among sports governing bodies at the quarterly survey of the population that Sport England used to help inform its decisions. Grumblings at the inadequacies of the survey led to an overhaul in its methodology and its name. The old Active People Survey has been replaced by the Active Lives Survey4, a semi-annual summary of the population’s physical activity based on about 200,000 online responses to invitations mailed to a cross-section of the nation’s households. Data released in December 2016 under the old methodology reckoned 111,000 people aged fourteen to twenty-five were playing cricket on a regular basis. Four years earlier the estimated number had been 105,000. The first edition of the new Active Lives Survey, by the way, showed 365,000 adults of all ages regularly playing the game.

Cricket is by no means the only sport struggling to grow a static base of young players – indeed the likes of swimming and tennis have actually suffered sharp declines – but for all its riches the ECB must in its more introspective moments wonder whether its decisions about broadcast partners have condemned it to a niche existence. And as the current fourteen- to twenty-five-year-olds get older, if there are fewer cricket-savvy youngsters coming through to take their place, then that niche can only shrink. The ECB has announced that some of its new city-based T20 competition and a few England international T20 matches will be on free-to-air television in the form of the BBC, but this may prove a long road back into the national viewing psyche.

BT, the latest kid on the cricket square, is rarely hailed as a corporate success story. Widely criticised for its clunky customer service and the behaviour of its monopolistic landline supplier, Openreach, it labours under the burden of its state-owned origins a full three decades after it was privatised in the first wave of the Thatcher government’s sales of the nation’s utilities. Public perceptions, however, hide a somewhat different financial reality. Patterson was promoted to the CEO seat from within BT in 2013. Over the subsequent three years the company’s profits jumped by 30 per cent, driving its shares far ahead of the overall UK stock market, before hitting an accounting scandal in its Italian operations in 2017 that put a dent in the leadership’s reputation5. Traditional business disciplines have been at play – restructurings, cost-cutting and acquisitions – but suffusing all of the management’s strategy has been what Patterson himself describes in the company’s annual report to its shareholders as the ‘halo effect’ of BT Sport.

Try telling BT that you are thinking of leaving their clutches and switching to another provider of its quad play of services – landline, broadband, TV and mobile – and like all its competitors it will likely offer you a deal to stay with it. After all, it’s far cheaper to retain an existing customer than to win a new one. BT Sport is a key card in the company’s hand. In 2017 BT raised the cost of BT Sport to existing customers from zero to £3.50 a month. Shrug your shoulders, however, say you’ve little interest in sport and are contemplating a switch to a different broadband provider and you may find a deal can be done. BT is willing to spend hundreds of millions of pounds on filling its sports channels with content only to give them away for next to nothing in the battle for quad-play customers. The halo may be priced like an afterthought, but it is nonetheless deemed to have substantial intrinsic value in the war for market share. And, crucially, the only way to watch BT Sport is to be a BT customer.

BT’s innate advantage in this war is its established customer base6. As the legacy provider of telephone services to British households it merely has to hold on to what it has got, sell those customers new products to bolt onto their basic phone line, and hollow costs out of its enormous inherited bureaucracy. Easier said than done, for sure, but covering the existing business with a glitzy coat of sporting paint is a relatively simple approach to the task in hand. In the context of a corporation with an annual income of £24 billion and operating costs of £20 billion, it also makes the £320 million a season BT is spending on the rights to screen forty-two Premier League football games seem much less of a gamble.

If, as BT claims, almost all of these matches achieve an audience of over one million viewers, then the rights fee paid to the Premier League equates to something under eight pounds per viewer per game. Indeed, the halo effect is much greater – the simple fact that I might have been able to watch a match has some intrinsic value to me as a customer, even if I didn’t choose to tune into a particular game. BT has, of course, to factor in its production costs, from equipment expenses to Rio Ferdinand’s contract as a pundit, but it can defray these through advertising revenues. And all along, its management can console themselves that the very existence of its sports TV platform is arresting the natural decay of its customer base inherited from a different era when it had the luxury of being a monopoly provider.

John Petter was the chief executive of BT’s consumer division – Gavin Patterson’s lieutenant with day-to-day responsibility for the company’s sports broadcast strategy – before stepping down in 2017 to pursue his career outside the company. Although it was a relative newcomer to TV, he saw BT’s entry into this market as being deep-rooted. ‘The original purpose of telephone wires provided to people’s homes in central London at the end of the nineteenth century was to relay sound from music halls into middle-class parlours, so there is a long history for telecoms and entertainment to be linked. There was long heritage and entitlement that we should be in this marketplace.’ The trigger, however, was much more recent.

BT was an early partner in the London 2012 Olympics, supporting the organisers from the early days. ‘We came in to prop up the bid and never thought that London would win, but of course it did win,’ Petter remembers. ‘We then had a sobering moment. If we failed to deliver the infrastructure, the whole world would see.’ By capturing the public’s imagination, the Games helped confirm BT’s strategy. ‘The Olympic experience really made us see and believe. While Sky had done an amazingly professional job in improving the standards of sports broadcasting, and especially football, sport had fallen out of the national conversation to some degree and that was more true of football than any other sport. Sky’s games looked beautiful but many fewer people had them. So we thought there was an opportunity to recapture some of the spirit that you saw during the Olympics where everyone was talking about sport for the first time in a number of years. We thought there was a market in re-popularising football and being the challenger where we are used to being the incumbent.’ The claim that football actually needed re-popularising might be the subject of many a pub debate, but BT had its strategy.

Being a challenger within a giant corporation has allowed BT to pursue its ambition of providing a very low-cost product – exclusively for BT customers – compared to its dominant competitor. In its first Premier League auction it secured the minimum number of matches available, less than it had hoped for. ‘For the BT executive, we hadn’t created a sports channel before. Had we known how difficult it is to do it, we might have hesitated more than we did. When we approached the problem initially we thought if we win the PL rights, job done. And in terms of where the cash outlay goes, that’s largely true. But you’ve only got ninety minutes of live coverage a week. We then moved very quickly to buy lots of secondary rights. Plus, we bought ESPN as well, which gave us quite a big portfolio.’ Financial analysts at bank Santander estimate that BT spends £775 million a year on sports content, offset by £150 million of advertising revenues and sales of its programming to pubs and third parties.

It took some time though for the company to be confident enough to charge for its product. ‘What’s happened to people who have tried to monetise the minority set of Premier League rights through a conventional model, the history has been pretty inglorious. You have Setanta, who went up in smoke. ESPN effectively gave up. We thought we had to do it differently.’ BT’s success in securing Champions League rights proved the tipping point in enabling it to bill customers for its sports channels7. ‘We felt we needed to have a second strong set of rights because to be the minority rights holder in the Premier League you are just one future auction from being taken out of business effectively if that’s all you’ve got.’

Sky pays a higher rights fee per Premier League match it screens than BT, an average of £11 million for each of the 126 games a season it screens live – 46 per cent more, in part because it gets the prized Sunday afternoon broadcast window. And yet its viewing figures are not much greater than those for matches on BT, suggesting that ardent fans find their way to a screen regardless of the media platform a match is hosted on. Sky’s challenge is very different to Gavin Patterson’s. Three decades on from its noisy arrival on the broadcast stage, it now finds itself the incumbent player, targeted by a newcomer with a big budget. Finding new subscribers for its conventional TV packages increasingly hard to come by, the company now allows customers to pick and choose the sport they watch on a day-by-day basis. Paying £6.99 for a day of Sky8 Sports might seem like even more of a bargain if consumers realised that Sky was effectively paying a rights fee around 50 per cent higher than that for an average Premier League game. To Sky, however, every £6.99 is marginal additional revenue from consumers who have chosen to resist the temptation of a monthly contract and who might otherwise decide to wash the car, walk the dog, listen to games on BBC 5 Live radio, or rely on text updates from the match.

And text updates are increasingly what BBC Sport is reduced to; not only for football, but across the sporting spectrum. If you are tempted to counter with a list of sporting crown jewels that remain on the BBC – the Grand National, the football World Cup, the Olympics, Wimbledon tennis – then that is because that is just what government has deemed them to be: crown jewels.

The concept of sporting events with a national resonance that requires them to be broadcast to the British public dates back to the 1950s, the first list of such events being published in 1956. The arrival of Sky prompted revisions of the list to guarantee these broadcasts are free-to-air, so ensuring the widest possible audience can be reached. The current list is in two parts: those events that must be broadcast live free-to-air, and those that need only have delayed highlights made available this way. The first list consists of the Olympic Games, the football World Cup, Euro Championships, FA Cup Final and the Scottish final north of the border, the Grand National, the Derby, the finals matches at Wimbledon, the Rugby League Challenge Cup Final and the Rugby World Cup Final.

As is often the case, the list is as notable for its quirks and omissions as anything else. In years to come it may well serve as an insight into the sporting priorities of a bygone era. The Challenge Cup Final, but not the Six Nations? No Commonwealth Games, which is only on the B list requiring delayed highlights? More than anything, the apparently contentious choices at the margin reflect the negotiating power of the governing bodies controlling each event. As a sport with a narrow and largely regional fan base, the Rugby Football League is probably relieved that its annual domestic final remains protected on list A. The Rugby Football Union on the other hand must be delighted that it has full flexibility to play the TV rights market, given its sport’s greater fanbase.

The BBC has most to gain from this state of affairs. The other terrestrial broadcasters have largely turned their backs on sport as too expensive for the audience figures it can command, too unreliable compared to the controllable environment of the talent show or game-show studio, and lacking in the resale opportunities that TV drama represents. The BBC, however, retains a strong sports heritage and an ethos matching its public service broadcast mandate that many believe live sports broadcasting fulfils – at least when it comes to ‘stop the nation’ events. And although broadcasters still have to pay a fee to screen events that are on the protected list, the enforced lack of competition from subscription channels must significantly reduce the costs for the free-to-air providers.

In 20099 an independent review panel set up by the government published a report into the future of free-to-air listed events. It was chaired by the genial sports journalist David Davies, once of the BBC and then for a dozen years a senior executive at the Football Association, so indubitably well qualified for the task at hand. The panel concluded that while there was still a rationale for protecting events that resonate with the general public, it advocated some tinkering with list A and believed that list B – the events that must have their highlights broadcast – had little value in the modern digital media world in which bite-size snippets can easily be made available via multiple outlets. In the few years since, the panel has been shown to have been correct, fragments of sport typically becoming available online soon after final whistles have been blown. Davies’s report itself appears to have been left to gather dust though.

In the run-up to the London Games of 2012, a financially modest rights deal proved to have seismic consequences for the BBC. Determined to mark out the Paralympic Games as an event with its own special resonance, the London Organising Committee of the Games (LOCOG) sold the UK broadcast rights for the Paralympics to Channel 4 for a widely reported £10 million10, thereby putting the two Games of that summer onto different terrestrial channels. The Beeb’s sports executives were hopping mad, claiming that LOCOG had foregone their superior reach in favour of a modestly higher sum of money – certainly peanuts in the context of the multi-billion-pound Games – although one suspects the BBC negotiators can’t have been blind to the consequences of their own naivety and parsimony.

Although the Paralympics is not on the government’s protected list, its loss has been a bitter reputational blow for the state broadcaster. Channel 4, buoyed by the experience and audience reaction to its innovative programming in 2012, renewed its commitment for 2016 11 2020 in Tokyo, effectively pinching the BBC’s inclusivity credentials from under its nose. Worse was to come for the Beeb when in 2015 it lost its grip on broadcast rights in the UK for the Olympics from 2022 to America’s Discovery, which signed a deal across Europe with the International Olympic Committee. However, while the concept of the free-to-air list remains, Discovery has to ensure coverage in Britain that passes muster. The BBC is clearly the natural partner for it to meet its obligations, and the two broadcasters duly struck a sub-licensing deal through to 2024 that left the BBC with substantial but not comprehensive Olympics coverage. Maybe viewers won’t notice much difference, but with the advance of technology and continued fragmentation of the broadcast market, the landscape in the next decade is likely to be radically different. Certainly, the wall-to-wall, multi-platform Olympic coverage served up to the nation by the BBC in recent Games is already a thing of the past.

In 2015/16 the TV licence fee generated just over three quarters of the BBC’s12 total £4.8 billion income. Meanwhile rights fees paid out by the Corporation to show sporting events were cited in the BBC’s annual accounts as one area from which it would make savings to cope with the constraint of stagnant or falling licence income. This should come as no surprise as broadcasting sport does not have any financial upside for the BBC given its funding model. It can’t sell its sports broadcasts worldwide as it can Doctor Who or the dramatisation of a John Le Carré novel; the sporting governing bodies own the rights to broadcast their events territory by territory. The most the BBC might hope for is a fee for providing the pictures that get screened overseas, but only if it is contracted to produce the images and has a clause to that effect in its contract. Increasingly that is not the case.

The inertia of the viewing public, who gravitate to the four major terrestrial channels in spite of the plethora of digital alternatives, stands the BBC’s sports department in good stead when it analyses its costs. The Corporation may no longer be able to compete financially with the commercial heavyweights when it comes to bidding for broadcast rights, but the size of its audiences for the sport that it does show provides some protection in the perennial cost-cutting rounds it is subjected too. The BBC broadcast only 3 per cent of all the hours of sport televised in Britain in 2016, but that sliver of the total generated 44 per cent of the overall audience. Sky broadcast almost half of all sports hours shown that year for only half of the aggregate audience the BBC pulled in. Ninety-two per cent of the population watched at least fifteen minutes of sport on the BBC in 2016.

The net effect of high viewing figures and the broadcasting of events with relatively low rights fees (in part due to the governmental protection of the crown jewels events) is that broadcasting major sports costs the BBC up to around twenty-five pence for each hour watched by each viewer. Many big events cost less, and more run-of-the mill sport routinely tallies up at less than five pence per viewer hour. The contrast with Sky and BT Sport’s rights costs per viewer for each of their Premier League games is stark indeed.

The IAAF World Athletics Championships in London in 2017 were shown to a British audience by the BBC, continuing its long-standing commitment to broadcasting the sport. The World Para Athletics Championships, held a month earlier in the same London Olympic Stadium, were by contrast on Channel 4, building on that broadcaster’s relationship with Paralympic sport. Neither the BBC nor Channel 4 provided the principal footage for either event. That task fell to independent production companies Sunset+Vine and FilmNova.

The contracts to provide the host footage for syndication to global broadcasters for these twin world championships ran to millions of pounds, which was a burden falling on the organising committee’s budget. We therefore had a clear incentive to drive down the cost without compromising the quality of the live feed for a worldwide audience, or in extremis breaching our contractual commitments to the IAAF and IPC. Whereas in the past we might have expected the BBC to be keen to bid for the work, if for no other reason than that it is well within its capabilities to deliver an excellent result, as it turned out it had no interest in doing so, and for understandable reasons. Why try and compete for a fixed-price contract on tight margins when you have a natural cost disadvantage compared to smaller, independent houses with much lower overheads?

The BBC has been, and remains, a valued broadcast partner for UK Athletics, screening its major events each year alongside highlights of the Diamond League global circuit and, to date, the World and European Championships and the athletics programmes within the Olympic and Commonwealth Games. While I was chair we rarely thought of switching to a satellite broadcaster, nervous that without our own equivalent of the continuous narrative of Test series, our experience of audience figures if we made the change might prove to be even worse than cricket’s.

Live athletics on the BBC13 typically pulls in an audience of between 1 million and 2.5 million viewers, with considerable volatility as the event ebbs and flows. For example, Friday night at the Diamond League 2016 Anniversary Games in the Olympic Stadium attracted an average audience of 1.8 million with a peak of 2.4 million when Usain Bolt ran the 100 metres. The next afternoon’s action generated a lower peak of 2 million, for Mo Farah’s race, but still a healthy 10 per cent audience share across all channels.

Over the past decade these numbers have shown a gentle downward drift as viewing opportunities have proliferated across all media. If anything this reinforced our determination to remain on terrestrial television. UK Athletics’ Indoor Grand Prix in Glasgow at the start of 2016 had an audience peak almost double that of a live Arsenal FA Cup tie on BT Sport on the same afternoon. Doubtless BT were pleased with their viewing figures just as we were with ours, these being two organisations pursuing two very different agendas: one to sustain national interest, the other to protect a brand.

The decision to renew UKA’s contract with the BBC in recent times was made easier by the continued existence of a rights fee for our events, even though pressure on that fee was downward in negotiations. The market for broadcast rights is increasingly polarised, with the growing dominance of the subscription broadcasters being to blame at both ends of the spectrum. At the top end fierce competition is driving the BBC out of the market, losing exclusivity for Formula 1 and Six Nations rugby in recent years, and live coverage of the golf Open, a B list protected event, to Sky. But at the bottom end satellite broadcasters have seemingly endless hours of broadcast time to fill between the centrepiece events that they have bet their ranches on, and little inclination to pay much to do so.

Viewing figures for club rugby on subscription television are very skinny, often numbered in the low tens of thousands, but if the broadcaster can avoid having to pay much of a fee for the right to show the games, then the total cost of getting them onto your screen can be very modest. The pay-off for the teams involved is increased visibility for their shirt sponsors and other commercial partners, probably at little cost in terms of reduced gate receipts from those choosing to watch from their sofas instead of attending in person. The risk for secondary and tertiary sports events is that there is a race to the bottom on rights fees. Indeed, the day may not be far away when paying to be broadcast becomes the norm, unless a sport wants its digital existence to depend solely on self-maintained streaming web channels. Mindful of the risks associated with niche broadcasting exposure, Premiership Rugby has agreed a deal with BT Sport and Channel 5 for five games a season to be simulcast on both platforms, so providing a free taste of club rugby for a national audience.

The BBC is already alive to this trend but finds itself constrained by its finances. The recent loss of high-profile events coupled with its lack of international syndication opportunities must surely drive it towards either abandoning the sports market entirely or focusing on a small cadre of specialist sports and events for which it pays little or no rights fees – and any crown jewels events for as long as this protected list continues to exist. Late in 2017 the BBC trumpeted a plan to ‘reinvent free-to-air sports broadcasting’ by streaming a thousand additional hours a year on its website, effectively competitions with narrow appeal. This might be seen as the BBC using minority sports and mass-participation events to fulfil its public service mandate while freeing up budget to speculate on non-sports programming with international resale potential. Such a confluence of forces can be seen in the BBC’s broadcasting of the Great North Run each year, footage of which is provided by FilmNova – owned by the parent company of the race organiser – rather than the BBC itself. This achieves healthy viewing figures of a mass public event at a time that would typically otherwise have low audiences, early on a Sunday morning.

The bottom line for all broadcasters is that the event in front of viewers’ eyes must be seen to matter to the participants. This is as true of the mass of runners in the London Marathon and the Great North Run as it is of professional sports. The search for a narrative may be as fashionable in this as in other corners of the media, but it is no less powerful for that. Rugby’s Six Nations will always have more value than its autumn internationals until the day the nations combine to make a series competition of the latter. Football’s Charity Shield will always be a whimsy, just as England’s defeat to Iceland in Euro 2016 will linger in the memory for years longer than their 3–2 friendly win against Germany only three months earlier.

Building a narrative is now an integral part of the sports broadcast art, and not only because it fills screen hours before and after an event. The broadcasters are searching for an audience beyond the diehard fan, as he or she is guaranteed to tune in almost regardless of the wrapping that the sport comes in. Channel 4’s Paralympic coverage began months ahead of time with athlete profile programming. Its live action was interspersed with comedy programmes, the Last Leg providing a left-field insight into the cast of sportsmen and -women who provided the Games action. The BBC uses its unrivalled website reach to prepare the way for live events on its main channels and their dissection afterwards. While this bolsters the investment the broadcasters have made in buying rights to show major events, again it crowds out screen time and funding for those sports or competitions that don’t make the cut.

Average audience figures for major events far exceed the number of people playing the sport itself. Events with national resonance, such as those on the free-to-air list, traditionally attract interest well beyond regular followers of the sports concerned. Think, say, of the annual flurry of bets on the Grand National by people dusting off their online bookie account details for the first time since the previous year’s race. Or the crowds lining the Thames to catch a fleeting glimpse of the Oxford and Cambridge Boat Race – how many of them will ever get any closer to a rowing eight? Although admittedly exceptional examples, they are reminders of the challenge that broadcasters face – of generating interest in their programming beyond committed fans.

One answer to this challenge is the broadcasters’ use of talent, the pundits and commentators who over time become a comfort blanket for the casual follower who only tunes in for national sporting moments. The BBC’s athletics talent roster comprises a clutch of past Olympians, world medallists and record holders, each already a household name before they made the transition to the microphone, their recognition often bolstered by appearances on popular BBC shows away from the athletics stadium. And yet their contribution to televised athletics can drive the most committed fans mad – not so much what they say as the quantity of airtime they are given, which crowds out the action itself, most notably the field events of jumping and throwing.

I’ve had numerous conversations with BBC sports executives down the years about their balance of live action versus analysis – ‘chat’ to the disgruntled. Their answer is that audience feedback is extremely positive about the punditry, the public finding engagement in the studio analysis, with the familiarity of former athletes a particular positive. The casual viewer, after all, makes up the bulk of the audience, which might well not be the case were the sport screened on a subscription channel.

It should be no wonder then that the BBC14 takes such a huge number of personnel to major sporting events, even though it does not itself generate the majority of the live action footage it screens. The Corporation took 455 people to Rio to cover 2016’s Olympic Games. By contrast, Team GB numbered 366 athletes. The BBC counters charges of excess with its requirement to showcase British success, which cannot rely purely on footage provided by the host broadcaster, and by pointing to NBC’s roster of more than 2,000 personnel to service the American audience. Having watched the Rio Olympics on both the BBC and NBC, it’s fair to say that it was difficult to imagine quite what all the extra NBC staff contributed. Privately, however, the BBC would argue that the talent in front of the camera and all who support them make an Olympics for the watching British public as much as the action in the arena.

As the BBC gets squeezed further out of the live broadcast market, so its talent will disperse – witness Gary Lineker fronting both the BBC’s Match of the Day football highlights programme and BT Sport’s live Champions League coverage – or will have to be found other outlets for their public recognition. John Petter believes terrestrial sports coverage remains important, even for subscription services such as BT’s. ‘The importance of Match of the Day to Sky Sports is immense because it is the feeder for anyone who has an interest in the Premier League into Sky. We collaborated with free-to-air broadcasters to make the ecosystem bigger, to bring people in.’ The return of the free-to-air prodigal son to English cricket will indeed take the form of a collaboration between terrestrial and subscription broadcasters.

The ultimate outlet for the BBC is its annual Sports Personality of the Year programme – or SPOTY as the Beeb would have us think of it these days. What once was a modest affair has now become the highlights package to end all highlights packages, a showcase for action footage increasingly provided by rival broadcasters to the BBC as its own rights diminish. And all hyped up as if it were itself a sporting event.

Andy Murray won SPOTY15 for a third time in 2016, a bumper year for British sport. The public votes on the night totalled 747,788. The BBC declines to release comparable figures for its Strictly Come Dancing show, but ITV’s X Factor final was reported to have had 6.4 million votes cast only a week earlier, so one can imagine that the Strictly vote dwarfed that of SPOTY when the programmes were screened a day apart on the same channel. And therein lies the perennial challenge for sport: to make itself relevant to a national audience, to create a story that truly matters.

Football’s Premier League in England has clearly built that narrative and successfully explained to the watching world why it does indeed matter. Leicester City winning the League in 2015/1616 may be a once-in-a-generation event, but its extraordinariness helpfully highlighted just how competitive the Premiership is on a regular annual basis. Any team can beat any other, even if only a handful are likely to be in serious contention at the end of the nine-month season. In its latest TV rights negotiations, the Premier League, acting on behalf of its twenty member clubs, has secured £1.1 billion a year from international broadcasters for the right to screen matches.

Like many a football fan, I’ve found myself a long way from home just when my team is playing. One Saturday morning in Portland, Oregon on athletics duty I found a bar screening live Premier League matches over breakfast. I arrived in time for the second match of the day to find a bar full of Arsenal-shirted Americans watching the dying moments of a game which had kicked off at 4.45 a.m. local time. As they dispersed, West Ham and Chelsea fans arrived to watch their 7 a.m. kick-off while I sat in splendid isolation to mourn Crystal Palace’s defeat at home to Leicester in front of the screen in the other half of the bar. NBC’s six-year 2,280-game deal to screen the Premier League in the US was reported by the New York Times17 to be worth $1 billion. The average game NBC screens attracts an audience of around half a million viewers, so if the reports are correct, that’s less than a dollar per viewer per game. Sounds like a bargain.

The key is to monetise those viewers – whether through advertising, subscriptions or both – and not to lose them to illegal streaming of matches or let them become happy to make do with snatches of highlights. Rapid shifts in viewing habits, especially among young fans most comfortable with new technologies, pose a challenge to the traditional TV rights model. The start of the 2016/17 Premier League season was notable for a fall in viewing figures for televised games just at a time when goals per game were on the up with attack-minded managers and leaky defences – so hardly a reaction to a decline in the quality of the product served up for the public. This could be an early sign of the threat of altered viewing habits. Ninety minutes seems an increasingly long time for today’s youngsters to commit to a single activity. A mobile phone may once have been a distraction while sitting watching a televised sporting event; now a mobile device provides an alternative to doing just that, allowing sports consumption on the move. John Petter believes that ‘all companies going forwards face the challenge of the new generation growing up with shorter attention spans and constrained willingness to pay. The key for sports is to find ways to make themselves interesting and relevant to the audiences coming through. BT is now showing some electronic gaming sports, exploring some new technologies as well. I think the next stage of this evolution is virtual reality.’

BT’s willingness to price its sports product close to zero is pointing the way to a future collision between customers able to secure their kicks for free and sports reliant on broadcast revenues to make their sums work. A dollar per viewer per game may become a few cents per viewer per bite-sized highlight in tomorrow’s world. As a fan, your consumption patterns are being monitored to determine over time not only how and when you are able to watch remotely, but the very nature and existence of sporting events themselves. And lest you forget, you can always still attend sport in person, which is as crucial to broadcasters as it is to the events’ organisers, as we shall now see.
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BUMS ON SEATS AND THE PRAWN SANDWICH BRIGADE

The European Athletics Team Championships in Leiria in Portugal in 2009 was hailed as a new dawn for the event, a revamped structure intended to haul it out of a trough of athlete and spectator ennui. An expanded Super League of twelve rather than eight countries, combined male and female teams, tweaks to the rules of competition: all the result of a lengthy project to explore ways to re-energise a weekend of athletics that looked likely to disappear off the radar screen for lack of interest. And the Estádio Dr. Magalhães Pessoa certainly delivered for a television audience.

At first glance it appeared as though the Portuguese public had embraced the event, the sun beating down on an exotic crowd dressed for the baking weather. Look twice, however, and you could see past the optical illusion wrought by a varied colour palette. Instead of competing in front of serried ranks of spectators, the athletes were surrounded by row upon row of empty seats of varying, largely pastel, hues. History doesn’t relate what the broadcast rights holders thought, but they may just have fooled enough viewers into believing that they were watching what was a hot-ish ticket, or at the very least a mildly warm one.

Broadcasters hate empty seats in a stadium, for if there’s one thing guaranteed to make the sofa-bound viewer reach for the remote control, it’s the thought that what they are watching doesn’t matter. If spectators can’t be bothered to fill a stadium, then surely an event means nothing. Logic says that isn’t necessarily true, but why would an event organiser or broadcaster want to run the risk of an audience at home drawing that conclusion?

The European Team Championships has struggled on under its revamped formula, under-loved and unsure of its place in the calendar, often unable to attract the best athletes. We hosted the event in the UK in 2013 at the Gateshead International Stadium. After a Herculean effort with the support of a number of local partners and agencies, we generated a more than decent crowd, although torrential rain on the second day prompted a number of no-shows. Lest you think the weather’s just an excuse, the officials had to take the highly unusual step of moving the pole vault indoors for the athletes’ own safety, so we’re not talking a little drizzle. Three years earlier I’d presented an award to Steve Cram, local hero, in front of the Gateshead crowd at our Diamond League meeting. As we walked across the track into the infield, he swept his gaze across the half-empty stands and complained about UK Athletics’ inability to sell tickets for the event. I bit my tongue, as there’s a time and a place, but it was a reminder if ever I needed one that ticket sales are never easy, and certainly never as easy as a casual observer might assume.

The accountants Deloitte calculate a paid attendance of 70 million spectators at sporting events in the UK in 20161. Just under two thirds of this total, 45 million, was to watch football. The runner-up, horseracing, was a very distant second at 7 million, followed by rugby union and cricket. While the overall contrast between soccer and the rest is stark, in the absence of a major football tournament it is individual multi-day events in other sports that dominate the list of best-attended events. Just under half a million people went to the fortnight of tennis at the Wimbledon Championships; 327,000 attended the Formula 1 Grand Prix at Silverstone and almost as many the racing at Royal Ascot.

For the larger, more commercially successful sports, the blossoming of non-matchday income has significantly reduced the relevance of ticket and burger sales. Deloitte reckon that only 18 per cent of Premier League football clubs’ revenues are generated from matchday sources. These are dwarfed by broadcasting income at 53 per cent of the total and sponsorship and commercial revenues making up the remaining 29 per cent. The latest TV rights deal is certain to tip the balance still further away from income from the paying spectator. The English game is not unique in this respect. Although matchday income has slightly greater proportional significance in Germany and Spain than in England, the contributions are even lower in France and Italy – both at 12 per cent.

But the greater the broadcast revenue flowing into top-flight football, the more important it is that every seat in the ground is full. Emptying seats when a leading club is
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