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the sport, the academic literature offers limited evidence on the

drivers of stadium attendance for women’s football. This study S .
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Research methods: Analysing 476 WSL games played from 2013 to substitution
2018/19, regression models are tested to determine the impacts of

socioeconomic factors, product-specific variables, match outcome

uncertainty, and the substitution effect.

Results and findings: Strong local economies increase attendance

at FA WSL matches, with weekend games, favourable weather, and

shorter travel distances also attracting more fans. Higher stadium

capacity, outcome certainty, and home team winning odds are

associated with increased fan interest. Fans of integrated clubs

attend women’s matches less when these clash with games of

the respective men’s team, except for double-headers.

Implications: Improving scheduling and matchday facilities is

vital for women'’s football. Harmonising the football calendar

while considering men’s and women'’s national and international

competitions can enhance stadium attendance at FA WSL

matches. Encouraging cross-fertilisation between men’s and

women'’s football supporters can create spillover effects and

boost women’s game attendance.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

Reaching a consistent level of live attendance is critical for the sustainability and com-
mercial growth of any sport, especially for new and emerging sports leagues that may
not have access to lucrative media rights fees (Henderson & Zhang, 2019). Larger
crowds can also enhance the value of TV rights due to improved stadium atmosphere,
making the experience more enjoyable for viewers (i.e. telegenic benefits) (Scelles
et al., 2020). However, analogous to new businesses, new sports leagues often struggle
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to build a consistent fan base in their early stages as the interest in sports contests is
closely linked with the maturity of the sport product (Agha & Berri, 2023; Lock et al.,
2011).

Following a historical period of chronic underfunding and undervaluation (Wil-
liams, 2011), in the last decade football institutions have recognised the need to
increase the visibility and exposure of the women’s game to unlock its full commercial
potential (FIFA, 2022; UEFA, 2022a). Reports indicate that the fan base of women’s
football is growing globally (Nielsen Sports, 2019; Women’s Sports Trust, 2022).
Nonetheless, women’s football finds itself in a transitional phase in terms of commer-
cialisation and financial sustainability. Attendance and matchday revenue for dom-
estic women’s club football remain ‘inconsistent and relatively low” (UEFA, 2022a,
p. 27). This poses a considerable challenge for managers working in the women’s
game. Therefore, attracting higher numbers of spectators and increasing revenue
from matchday events is crucial in driving the development of women’s football
forward.

Stadium attendance at professional sports contests is a significant area of research for
sports economists and sport management scholars (Downward et al., 2009; Feehan, 2006;
Garcia & Rodriguez, 2009). Nevertheless, a recent comprehensive review by Schreyer and
Ansari (2022) highlighted the paucity of contributions on the drivers of fan interest for
women’s sports, creating a significant research gap. Football is not an exception as pre-
vious studies have extensively analysed the demand for the men’s game in various
markets and leagues (e.g. Andreff & Scelles, 2015; Bond & Addesa, 2020; Cox, 2018;
Forrest & Simmons, 2006; Peel & Thomas, 1992; Wallrafen et al., 2019), while only a
handful have conducted econometric analyses on the attendance for women’s football
matches. These are limited to Germany (Meier et al., 2016), the United States (Chahar-
dovali et al., 2023; LeFeuvre et al., 2013; Stephenson, 2023), and pan-European contexts
(Valenti et al., 2020). Interestingly, most research on attendance determinants has predo-
minantly focused on English men’s football, largely neglecting its women’s counterpart
(Schreyer & Ansari, 2022).

This study aims to address these research gaps by analysing a game-level dataset that
includes stadium attendance information for the Football Association (FA) Women’s
Super League (WSL), one of the most prestigious domestic leagues in elite women’s
club football (FIFPro, 2017). The choice of the FA WSL is based on its global promi-
nence and level of development in women’s club football. Moreover, the league’s com-
position, characterised by both independent clubs managing women’s teams
autonomously and integrated clubs affiliated with larger entities primarily overseeing
men’s football teams, makes the FA WSL a valuable case for empirical investigation
into the determinants of women’s football attendance. Additionally, the availability of
key attendance predictors, such as the (ex ante) uncertainty of match outcomes,
enables empirical investigation of women’s football attendance across various practical
settings. The Union of European Football Associations (UEFA) (2022a) has suggested
that women’s football stakeholders should focus on improving matchday facilities and
scheduling to convert increased engagement into higher stadium attendance and
revenue. Analysing the FA WSL allows us to empirically test the impact of (improved)
matchday facilities and (in)effective scheduling on stadium attendance at women’s foot-
ball matches.
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Conceptual framework and related literature
Determinants of stadium attendance

Predicting attendance at sports events typically involves considering both socioeconomic
and product-specific factors. Socioeconomic determinants encompass ticket prices, host
city characteristics and its market size (e.g. population and income), opportunity costs,
and the presence of substitutes (Downward et al., 2009). To date, no studies have
explored the impact of ticket prices on women’s football attendance, likely due to the
challenges in obtaining game-level price data and the tendency for women’s football
clubs to either offer free entry or charge fans very modest fees (Valenti, 2019). Previous
research suggests that local income and the size of the host city population do not signifi-
cantly affect attendance in women’s football (Meier et al., 2016; Valenti et al., 2020). Con-
versely, weather conditions and proximity to the stadium can influence attendance, with
better weather conditions positively affecting attendance, while greater distances between
host cities deterring fans (LeFeuvre et al., 2013; Meier et al., 2016). A negative association
between distance and stadium attendance can also signal the presence of traditional
derbies and local rivalries between clubs (Martins & Crd, 2018; Wooten, 2018). In the
current study, similar proxies will be employed to test the importance of socioeconomic
variables and opportunity costs for fans of the FA WSL.

Product-specific characteristics, such as expected match quality, match significance,
venue quality, and outcome uncertainty, have been shown to impact stadium attendance
(e.g. Garcia & Rodriguez, 2002). In women’s football, the quality of competing teams has
been found to have varying effects, with higher-quality teams increasing attendance in
the United States (LeFeuvre et al., 2013) but decreasing it in German women’s football
(Meier et al., 2016). Matches of greater importance, whether in a league or a tournament
context, tend to attract more spectators in both German and pan-European women’s
club football competitions (Meier et al., 2016; Valenti et al., 2020). The quality of the
venue, however, has not consistently affected attendance in German women’s football
(Meier et al., 2016). This study will build on these findings by examining the impact
of these product-specific factors on attendance in the FA WSL.

Research on the substitution effect in sports has primarily focused on North American
major leagues (e.g. Mills & Rosentraub, 2014; Mondello et al., 2017; Winfree & Fort,
2008), with studies analysing substitution for sports contests played in the same
league, across different leagues of the same sport, and across different sports. In contrast,
a limited number of studies have focused on European sports competitions (e.g. Buraimo
et al., 2009; Nielsen et al., 2019; Wallrafen et al., 2019; 2022). These studies have mainly
compared attendance levels across different competitions within the same sport. For
example, it was observed that attendance at lower-division men’s football games is nega-
tively impacted when European club competitions games are broadcasted simultaneously
(Buraimo et al., 2009; Forrest & Simmons, 2006). Spatial proximity and temporal over-
laps have also reduced demand for lower-division men’s games when scheduled along-
side top-division games in German men’s football (Wallrafen et al., 2019). However,
none of these studies have examined the substitution effect on women’s sports events.
This study introduces a novel scenario in this stream of literature, exploring the
impact of concurrent men’s games on women’s football attendance thus shedding
light on the potential substitution effect across genders within the same sport.
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Outcome uncertainty

The uncertainty of outcome hypothesis (UOH), which posits that sports consumers
prefer more uncertain competitions, is considered a widely discussed concepts in
sports economics (Manasis et al., 2022; Neale, 1964; Rottenberg, 1956). However, empiri-
cal findings regarding the association between outcome uncertainty and demand are
inconsistent due to methodological and conceptual variations (for a discussion, see Paw-
lowski, 2013; Szymanski, 2003). In women’s football, only two studies have examined the
effect of outcome uncertainty on stadium attendance, yielding contradictory results
(Meier et al., 2016; Valenti et al., 2020). While Meier et al. (2016) found no significant
effect of match uncertainty in the German Frauen-Bundesliga, Valenti et al. (2020)
reported a positive association in the context of the UEFA Women’s Champions
League (UWCL). These studies used different proxies for game-level outcome uncer-
tainty, with Meier et al. (2016) employing differences in competing clubs’ league pos-
itions and Valenti et al. (2020) utilising unbiased betting odds.

The results of Valenti et al. (2020), however, contrast with studies employing betting
odds in men’s football, potentially indicating variations in fans’ preferences for outcome
uncertainty in men’s and women’s sports." Also, findings on the women’s game differ
from research on the men’s game which have generally found that maximum uncertainty
does not positively impact attendance, instead highlighting the importance of the home
team’s win probability (Feehan, 2006; Peel & Thomas, 1992). Coates et al. (2014) indicated
the possible presence of supporters’ reference-dependent preferences in sports contests,
referring to prospect theory and decision-making under uncertainty (Kahneman &
Tverski, 1979). In particular, they argued that the decision of fans to attend sports com-
petitions is influenced by the opportunity to watch their team either playing a much
inferior opponent (i.e. loss aversion) or assuming an outsider role (i.e. upset result).
Valenti et al. (2020) tested the existence of reference-dependent preferences and found
that uncertainty of match outcome matters more than the home team’s win probability
in the UWCL. However, it is noteworthy that the UWCL includes a knock-out stage,
while most previous studies in men’s sports explored determinants of stadium attendance
in tournaments with round-robin formats. Whether differences in the format of the com-
petition significantly affect the relationship between outcome uncertainty and attendance
remains an open question (Schreyer & Ansari, 2022). Therefore, the present study will also
contribute to advance the understanding of the association between outcome uncertainty
and attendance in a women’s football competition with round-robin format.

Background
The FA Women'’s Super League

In England, as in many countries, women were banned from playing football for approxi-
mately five decades, from 1921 to 1971, which led to the marginalisation of women’s
football in societal, cultural, and economic terms (Griggs & Biscomb, 2010; Williams,
2006; Williams & Woodhouse, 1991). The Women’s Football Association represented
the sport from 1969 until 1993 when the FA regained control (Bell, 2012). It was only
in 1991/92 that women’s football leagues, such as the Women’s Premier League National
Division, were established in England, and it was in 2009 that the FA announced
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plans for the establishment of a semi-professional league, the WSL, for English women’s
football clubs.

The FA WSL comprises two tiers: the FA Women’s Super League (formerly Division
1) and the FA Women’s Championship (formerly Division 2). This study focuses on the
former. Starting in 2011 as a summer league (March to October), the FA WSL aimed to
provide elite women footballer and clubs with space in a sporting calendar dominated by
men’s leagues in the winter months (September to May). The league initially featured
eight clubs and rapidly gained media attention, sponsorship income, and player pay-
ments, becoming one of the most followed women’s football leagues in Europe (Deloitte,
2022). Over the years, the league underwent various reconfigurations (see Table 1),
including expansion from eight to ten teams, adopting an open format with promotions
and relegations, and a shift to winter calendar in 2017. In 2017, the FA WSL ran a Spring
Series as an interim edition to bridge the gap to the start of the 2017/18 season when the
league moved to a winter calendar, following the traditional schedule of the English
men’s competitions. This was coupled with the announcement of further league expan-
sion to 12 teams and the transition from semi-professional to professional status in the
2019/20 season. The league currently offers three sporting prizes to compete for: the
league title, qualification to the UWCL, and avoiding relegation.

The emergence of integrated women’s football clubs

In European women’s football, clubs typically organise themselves in two ways: indepen-
dent clubs that manage a women’s team autonomously, and integrated clubs affiliated
with larger entities primarily running men’s football teams (Valenti, 2019). Integrated
clubs with elite-level men’s teams have become increasingly common, offering benefits
like access to technical and medical expertise, state-of-the-art facilities, and, most
notably, comparably larger financial resources for player wages and transfer fees (Aoki
et al., 2010; ECA, 2014; Valenti, 2019; Welford, 2018).

The proportion of women’s teams in the FA WSL associated with a men’s club grew
from 62.5% in 2011 to 100% in 2022/23. The league’s sporting success has been notably
influenced by women’s teams linked to men’s clubs, with all four FA WSL title-winning
teams between 2011 and 2022 affiliated with first-division men’s clubs: Arsenal (2011,
2012, 2018/19), Chelsea (2015, 2017, 2017/18, 2019/20, 2020/21, 2021/22), Manchester
City (2016), and Liverpool (2013, 2014). This association contributes to enhance
stadium attendance and visibility, leveraging on the established brand of the men’s

Table 1. FA WSL reconfiguration overview.

Year Teams Matches Calendar
2011 8 56 April-August
2012 8 56 April-October
2013 8 56 April-September
2014 8 56 April-October
2015 8 56 March—October
2016 9 72 March-November
2017 9 72 April-June
2017/18 10 90 September-May
2018/19 11 110 September—-May

2019/20 12 132 September-May
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game and encouraging cross-fertilisation of supporters between men’s and women’s sec-
tions of the same club (Guest & Luijten, 2017; UEFA, 2022a; Valenti et al,, 2020). In
line with this, some WSL matches of integrated clubs have also been held in stadiums tra-
ditionally reserved for the men’s team, occasionally featuring double-header matches
where both men’s and women’s teams play their respective fixtures in temporal succession.

However, while integration between men’s and women’s clubs is viewed as one of the
strategies to boost the commercial potential of women’s football, it can sometimes perpe-
tuate the perception that women’s football is subordinate to men’s, whereby women’s foot-
ball is provided with resources by the men’s game to try and ‘catch up’ in what remains a
largely male preserve (Hargreaves, 1990). This implies that women’s football often con-
tinues to be seen as the ‘big brother’s little sister’ (Woodhouse et al., 2019). In addition,
the switch of the FA WSL to a winter calendar has created scheduling conflicts with the
men’s competitions, potentially affecting supporters’ choice when both men’s and
women’s teams of the same integrated club play simultaneously at different venues.
This study empirically investigates the possible substitution effect by examining variations
in stadium attendance at women’s football games of integrated clubs when the respective
men’s team plays concurrently in domestic or international competitions.

Method
Dataset and variables

The study focuses on England, where football ranks among the world’s best in both the
men’s and women’s games in terms of sporting quality and commercial revenue (Deloitte,
2022; UEFA, 2022b). The analysis encompasses all matches played in the FA WSL over
seven seasons (2013 to 2018/19), chosen due to data availability and the impact of
Covid-19 from the 2019/20 season onwards. The gross sample consists of 476 observations
(season 2013, N =56 games; 2014, N = 56; 2015, N = 56; 2016, N =72; 2017, N = 36; 2017/
18, N=90;2018/19, N =110). The final sample reduces to 344 games due to missing attend-
ance or betting odds data. Table 2 presents an overview of the variables used in this study.
The natural logarithm of attendance serves as the dependent variable. Season-specific
dummies control for time trends. Season dummies also help control for the potential
impact of league expansions throughout the period under investigation. Home and
away team-specific dummies control unobserved heterogeneity between teams. Also,
home team-specific dummies capture the effect of urban area population of the home
team site and, as such, control for a club’s potential market size. Income per capita
data in the corresponding Nomenclature Territorial Units for Statistics (NUTS3) region
for both home and away teams were included to capture economic information on
each club’s location. Distance between home and away teams’ host cities was measured
to control for local rivalries between teams and for potential travel costs for the away sup-
porters. Other control variables such as whether the match is played on a weekday/end
and weather conditions (i.e. temperature and rain) were inputted in the equation.
Product-specific characteristics such as stadium size, expected match quality
(measured by the average points per game for each team prior to the game),” and its sig-
nificance in the league-context (title contention, qualification for UWCL, relegation) are
controlled in this study. More precisely, to measure match significance, six separate
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Table 2. Description of variables.

Variable Description Measure Source
Attendance Number of spectators at the game Ln (attendance) women.soccerway.com
Income Income per capita in the Ln (income) Eurostat (ec.europa.eu)
corresponding NUTS3 region for
the home/away team
Distance Distance between home and away Ln (distance) distancefromto.net
teams
Weekend Whether the match is on a Dummy: 1 = weekend;
weekday 0 = weekday
Temperature Temperature in the host city on ~ Temperature in °C timeanddate.com
match day
Rain Rain in the host city on match day Dummy: 1 =rain
0=no rain
Capacity Stadium capacity Ln (stadium capacity)
Points Home/away team's points per Points won/Number of games women.soccerway.com
game prior to the match
Title Home/away team in contention for Dummy: 1 =yes
the title prior to the match 0=no
UWCL Home/away team in contention for Dummy: 1 =yes
UWCL qualification prior to the 0=no
match
Relegation Home/away team in contention for Dummy: 1 =yes

0=no
Theil measure

relegation prior to the match
Level of uncertainty based on
betting odds
Predicted home team’s probability
to win based on betting odds

Uncertainty of
outcome
Win probability 4

oddsportal.com

Adjusted home team'’s
probability to win in
percentage based on betting
odds

Average stadium attendance in
season t for respective men’s
team of home/away club

Men'’s team popularity Popularity of respective men’s
team for home/away integrated

club

european-football-
statistics.co.uk

Men’s game Any concurrent game featuring
the men’s team of the same club

Concurrent league home game
featuring the men's team of the

same club

Men'’s league home

Men’s UCL Concurrent UEFA Champions
League game featuring the
men'’s team of the same club

Men's EL Concurrent UEFA Europa League

game featuring the men'’s team
of the same club

Games of men’s and women's
teams of the same club played in

Double-header

Dummy: 1 =yes
0=no

Dummy: 1 =yes
0=no

Dummy: 1 =yes
0=no

Dummy: 1 =yes
0=no

Dummy: 1 =yes
0=no

temporal succession

dummies (two for each sporting prize, one for the home team, one for the away team)
were created, with these dummies taking the value 1 if a change in the standings is poss-
ible at the end of the game (‘in-contention’, if only one win is needed for the team, and
one loss for their opponent, for a change in the standings to occur), 0 otherwise (‘not in-
contention’, if at least two wins are needed for the team, and two losses for their
opponent, for a change in the standings to occur). The natural logarithm of each
stadium capacity accounted for the potential impact that playing a game in a bigger/
smaller stadium has on attendance. For example, integrated clubs playing in larger sta-
diums typically designated for the men’s team could attract fans facing difficulties attend-
ing men’s games, such as high-ticket prices or limited ticket availability for men’s
football, who are willing to experience and visit these facilities. Betting odds provide
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information on match uncertainty, and home team win probabilities are calculated based
on these odds. The probabilities of the home team’s win, the away team’s win, and the
draw served to operationalise ex ante match outcome uncertainty. Following Peel and
Thomas (1992) and Pawlowski and Anders (2012), these three conditions were con-
densed via the Theil measure for uncertainty (Theil, 1967) as follows:

THEIL = Z[ pi % log<2 Pi/Pi>]/ > pi

pi reports the vector of the home team’s win probability, the away team’s win probability, and
the draw probability of individual matches based on unbiased betting odds retrieved via the
website oddsportal.com. The home team’s win probability and its squared term were included
in alternative regression models to test the existence of reference-dependent preferences.

For integrated clubs, variables assess men’s team popularity via average stadium
attendance for the men’s team in season t. Potential substitution effect was controlled
via four distinct scenarios when both men’s and women’s teams of the same integrated
club play (1) their respective games on the same day; (2) their respective league games on
the same day at home but in separate venues; (3) on the same day and the men’s game is a
UEFA Champions League match (either home or away); (4) on the same day and the
men’s game is a UEFA Europa League match (either home or away). Finally, a
dummy variable was employed to test the effect of double-header games on stadium
attendance for the women’s match.

Table 3 presents summary statistics for the dependent and predictor variables.

Estimation strategy
The attendance equation formulated in this study is as follows:
ln (ATT)z]t = BO =+ Bl Cijt + a; + C(]‘ + (67 + 8,']'[

the dependent variable is the natural logarithm of attendance at FA WSL game for the
home team i against the visiting team j in season t. The equation includes a vector of vari-
ables (C;;,) that control for game characteristics, the uncertainty of outcome, scheduling
information, and opportunity costs. Considering the longitudinal nature of the dataset, a
Hausman test was run to compare estimations from fixed effects and random effects
models. The test returned a significant result (p <0.05), favouring fixed effects esti-
mations due to less biased estimates. To control for club-specific and season-specific
unobservable heterogeneity, the equation includes fixed effects that identify the home
team (), the away team (a;), and the season (@,). The Breusch-Pagan test for
heteroscedasticity reported non-significant results (p > 0.05), allowing us to reject the
null hypothesis of the presence of heteroscedasticity. The standard error terms (e;;)
can be considered reliable to capture any unobservable factors that affect attendance.
The software Stata/IC 17 was used for the analysis.

Results and discussion

As presented graphically in Figure 1, attendance in the FA WSL has shown a gradual
increase since 2013, with peak interest observed in 2015 and 2016. These peaks could
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics.

Variable Mean Median Std. deviation Min Max
Attendance 895.550 733 619.402 103 5,265
Incomey 31,473 27,525 22,119.718 7862 99,358
Income, 31,391 27,525 21,742.712 7862 99,358
Distance 185.122 175.46 96.886 0 448.27
Weekend 0.710 1 0.454 0 1
Temperature 14.197 14 5.132 2 27
Rain 0.207 0 0.406 0 1
Capacity 7,138.712 4850 5,133.606 1500 20,229
Pointsy 1.390 1.333 0.825 0 3
Points, 1.419 1.382 0.819 0 3
Titley 0.134 0 0.341 0 1
Titlea 0.143 0 0.350 0 1
UWCLy 0.027 0 0.163 0 1
UWCL,4 0.036 0 0.186 0 1
Relegationy 0.063 0 0.243 0 1
Relegation, 0.053 0 0.223 0 1
Uncertainty of outcome 0.851 0917 0.217 0.337 1.094
Win probabilityy 0.430 0.409 0.266 0.029 0.912
Men’s team popularityy 32,788.869 38,920 19,081.110 0 60,079
Men'’s team popularity, 33,163.487 39,043 19,093.897 0 60,079
Men’s game 0.531 1 0.500 0 1
Men'’s league home 0.056 0 0.232 0 1
Men’s UCL 0.008 0 0.091 0 1
Men's EL 0.002 0 0.046 0 1
Double-header 0.008 0 0.091 0 1

Note: Data for Attendance, Income, Distance, Capacity, and Men’s team popularity variables are presented without log in
this table. Ln of these variables are tested in regression models (see the Results and Discussion section below).

be partially explained by the proximity of the FIFA Women’s World Cup 2015, where the
England national team achieved third place, potentially sparking heightened enthusiasm
for women’s football in the country. In 2016, the FA WSL followed a summer calendar
for the last time. Two consecutive drops in average stadium attendance were observed in
the 2017 and 2017/18. These declines are likely attributed to overlaps with the men’s foot-
ball calendar. However, the FA WSL regained interest in the 2018/19 season, attracting
nearly 1000 spectators per game on average. Season-specific dummies did not reveal sig-
nificant effect for league expansions during the 2013-2019 period. Overall, these findings
align with UEFA’s (2022a) perspective that the attendance figures for top-quality
women’s club football at the domestic level are inconsistent and relatively low.

Average FA WSL attendance per season
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Figure 1. Average FA WSL attendance per season.
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Table 4 offers insights into the effect that both socioeconomic and product-specific
variables have on stadium attendance of FA WSL matches. This includes the impact of
substitutes (i.e. domestic and continental men’s club games played concurrently) on
women’s football attendance. Regression results are split into four columns: the first
two present estimates of the main specifications with the uncertainty of outcome
measured via the Theil index (Models la and 2a); the third and fourth columns
display estimates of alternative specifications with home probability win and its
squared term to test the existence of reference-dependent preferences (Models 1b and
2b). All four models include fixed effects for the variables Season, Home team, and
Away team. Overall, they predict a relatively high percentage of variance (69% < Adjusted
R?<70%).

Starting with socioeconomic determinants, the home club’s local income has a positive
and statistically significant effect on attendance, suggesting that higher local income is
associated with increased attendance. This diverges from the results of previous
studies (Meier et al., 2016; Valenti et al.,, 2020) that found no significant association
between local or regional income and attendance at women’s football matches.
However, this result should be interpreted cautiously due to the absence of ticket price

Table 4. Regression results for stadium attendance at WSL matches.

Model 1a Model 1b Model 2a Model 2b

B Sig. B Sig. B Sig. B Sig.
Income 4 8.98 ** 8.19 * 7.11 * 6.35
Income 4 —4.56 -3.79 —6.14 —5.49
Distance —.08 il —.08 il —.08 *xx —.08 *xx
Weekend 23 bl .23 o .23 o 22 *rx
Temperature .04 ** .04 ** .04 ** .04 **
Temperature® —.00 ** —.00 ** —-.00 ** —-.00 **
Rain -.17 ** -.18 ** -.16 ** -.16 **
Capacity 62 b .62 ol .64 ** 64 **
Points 4 .08 * .06 .07 * .06
Points 4 .08 ** .10 ** .07 * .09 **
Title 4 .02 .02 .00 .01
Title 4 -.03 -.01 —.04 -.02
UWCL 4 —.08 -.09 -.09 —.08
UWCL 4, —-.05 —-.05 -.04 —.06
Relegation 4 -.10 -.10 -.09 -1
Relegation 4 .02 .03 .05 .05
Uncertainty of outcome -34 ** =31 **
Win probability 4 -.57 —-.52
Win probability? 1.10 ** 1.03 **
Men's team popularity 4 15 19 13 17
Men'’s team popularity 4 19 15 .26 23
Men’s game -.09 ** —-.09 **
Men'’s league home =27 ** =27 **
Men's UCL —-.70 ** —-.70 **
Men's EL 33 31
Double-header .94 el 92 el 1.09 bl 1.09 bl
Constant —48.04 —48.17 —12.82 —-12.63
Season Yes Yes Yes Yes
Home team Yes Yes Yes Yes
Away team Yes Yes Yes Yes
Obs. 344 344 344 344
Adj. R 69% 69% 70% 70%

Note: The dependent variable is Ln Attendance; * p <.10; ** p <.05; ***p < .01. Coefficients are displayed in the first

columns of each model.
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information for FA WSL games. In relation to travel distance and weather, similar to the
German Frauen-Bundesliga (Meier et al., 2016), FA WSL fans are less willing to travel
long distances to attend matches. Additionally, a significant negative effect of distance
might signal rivalries between clubs in the same region or city (e.g. derby matches),
akin to the tradition in men’s football.> They also prefer games played on weekends
and during favourable weather conditions, such as higher temperatures and no rain.

Moving on to product-specific variables, stadium size plays a positive and statistically
significant role in predicting attendance in the FA WSL. In contrast to women’s football
in Germany, where stadium characteristics have minimal influence on attendance (Meier
et al., 2016), fans of the FA WSL show a preference for matches held in larger stadiums.
The positive impact of larger venue settings is also evident in the context of the National
Women’s Soccer League in the United States (Stephenson, 2023). This may be due to
these larger venues potentially offering advantages such as better accessibility, parking,
and comfort, thus attracting more spectators. Also, the utilisation of stadiums tradition-
ally reserved for men’s football might attract fans and supporters facing challenges
attending men’s games due to factors such as unaffordable ticket prices or the unavail-
ability of tickets for men’s football events. However, it is worth noting that capacity util-
isation rates in FA WSL matches are generally low (mean = 21%) and vary among clubs
(SD = +18%), indicating that stadiums are often too large for the matches hosted. There-
fore, clubs should consider selecting venues more carefully to optimise attendance and
increase sell-outs (see e.g. Chahardovali et al., 2023 for a discussion). Spectator interest
is positively associated with the quality of the home team, but the statistical significance
varies depending on the inclusion of variables such as the Theil index (Model 1a and 2a)
and win probability (Model 1b and 2b).* The quality of the away team also positively
influences attendance, contrary to findings in German women’s football (Meier et al.,
2016). This implies that FA WSL fans are willing to watch strong visiting teams.

Focusing on match outcome uncertainty, high ex ante match outcome uncertainty, as
measured by the Theil index negatively affects attendance in the FA WSL. This finding
contradicts the UOH standard prediction that maximum uncertainty increases attend-
ance, and shows that fans of the FA WSL prefer greater certainty compared to those fol-
lowing the UWCL (Valenti et al., 2020). Difference in tournament formats may explain
this (Schreyer & Ansari, 2022), with maximum uncertainty attracting fans in knock-out
stages (e.g. UWCL), while match significance within the context of the competition being
more important for fans following round-robin tournaments (e.g. the FA WSL).
However, variables controlling for the in-contention effect yield non-significant results
in this study, indicating that fan interest is not necessarily driven by a team being in con-
tention for one of the FA WSL sporting prizes. As displayed in alternative model specifi-
cations (Models 1b and 2b), the relationship between home team’s win probability and
attendance follows a U-shaped curve, with the coefficients of the squared term presenting
a value that is twice the coefficients of the normal term. This indicates that attendance
decreases until the probability of home team win reaches 50%, after which the impact
of home team win probability (i.e. from 50% to 100%) becomes positive on stadium
attendance. This aligns with the negative impact of the Theil index, as a home win prob-
ability moving from 0% to 50% would suggest a more balanced game (i.e. higher Theil
index), and supports the idea that women’s football fans exhibit reference-dependent
preferences under uncertainty (Coates et al., 2014).
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Concerning the spillover and substitution effects, the findings of this study suggest no
significant relationship between the popularity of men’s teams (in cases where women’s
teams are part of an integrated club) and attendance. However, there is a significant sub-
stitution effect for concurrent men’s games. Both domestic league home games and
UEFA Champions League games featuring the men’s team of the same integrated club
significantly decrease attendance in the corresponding FA WSL match. Concurrent
UEFA Europa League games have a non-significant effect on women’s football
stadium attendance. Fan interest in women’s football is particularly affected by concur-
rent UEFA Champions League games, regardless of whether they are played at home or
away (e.g. available as live broadcasts on TV). Findings are in line with previous studies
on substitution effects across divisions of the men’s game (Buraimo et al., 2009; Forrest
et al., 2004; Forrest & Simmons, 2006; Wallrafen et al., 2019), suggesting that women’s
football games are treated similarly to lower division men’s football when it comes to
deciding which match to follow (or not follow). Finally, double-header matches, where
women’s and men’s football games are scheduled in temporal succession, have a signifi-
cant and positive effect on stadium attendance. This indicates that fans are attracted to
women’s football matches when they are scheduled alongside their respective men’s
team fixtures. As such, these findings add fuel to a long-lasting debate around the
issue of male and female integration in sports and whether the development of
women’s football should be tied to the men’s game (Hargreaves, 1990; Welford, 2018;
Woodhouse et al., 2019).

Conclusion

In conclusion, fans of the FA WSL are influenced by socioeconomic factors, opportunity
costs, and product-specific characteristics. Clubs in more affluent areas can expect higher
attendance, especially on weekends with favourable weather conditions. Stadium size is
positively associated with attendance, but the choice of venue should be carefully con-
sidered. Fans of WSL teams prefer games that do not require them to travel long dis-
tances. Team quality, match outcome uncertainty, and home team win probability also
play significant roles in predicting attendance for women’s football matches. Fans of
women’s teams that are part of an integrated club show preferences for games that are
scheduled as double-headers with the men’s side and/or hosted in the stadium of the
men’s team. Also, they are more likely to attend FA WSL matches when these do not
present scheduling conflicts with games of their respective men’s counterpart.

Managerial implications

Some critical implications that are relevant for managers operating in the women’s game
can be highlighted. First, the analysis conducted in this study provides support to UEFA’s
suggestions that women’s football stakeholders should focus on improving scheduling
and matchday facilities in their attempt to increase matchday revenue. In particular, sta-
keholders should work strategically to harmonise the football calendar while considering
both men’s and women’s national and international competitions. For example, the
decision of English clubs to schedule more women’s football games in stadiums that tra-
ditionally have been reserved for men’s teams (The FA, 2022) is therefore supported by
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the results of this study. Women’s football matches played in these larger venues provide
an opportunity for fans to engage with the sport in a more accessible and inclusive
manner. Second, as fans show preferences for more certain games, initiatives to favour
competitive balance should not be treated as a main priority by the league’s organisers,
as these may contribute to reducing fan interest, and, concomitantly, lower chances for
English teams to succeed at European level. Yet, the league could still consider policies to
restrain excessive spending to avoid clubs engage in a talent arms’ race that has become
typical in many men’s football leagues and that would risk undermining financial sus-
tainability. Third, the organisation of double-header games has proven beneficial in
increasing attendance at women’s games, highlighting the potential benefits for cross-fer-
tilisation between men’s and women’s football supporters. However, there are additional
practical considerations that managers should take into account in terms of the type of
product(s) they offer to fans of men’s and women’s football who potentially have
different expectations, interests and backgrounds. Also, club managers should consider
the likely higher costs associated with hosting two games on the same day (e.g. policing,
safety and security) in contrast to a single event.

Limitations and future research

The conclusions drawn from the results of this study should be evaluated carefully
against some of the limitations and potential shortcomings presented in this research.
First, this research relies on a database that is not fully complete due to the unavailability
of information such as ticket prices. It is therefore suggested that future studies include
data on ticket prices at the game-level to determine more precisely how fans perceive
women’s football in comparison to other available substitute products, and how this
might affect their decision to attend (or not attend) when a substitute product is available.
Second, the substitution effect is tested for clubs with an integrated structure due to the
possibility for this type of clubs to generate a spillover effect and cross-fertilisation of
fans, as discussed in previous literature (Guest & Luijten, 2017). However, both spatial
proximity and temporal overlaps with other (football) events and clubs were not directly
controlled for and warrant further investigation. Third, based on the available stadium
attendance data, the number of spectators is aggregated for both home and away fans.
Future research should attempt to separate the two groups to draw more precise con-
clusions on the behaviour of women’s football fans in respect of fundamental predictors
such as opportunity costs.

Final remarks

Opverall, this study presents an original contribution about the determinants of stadium
attendance in women’s football, contributing to advancing the understanding of fan
interest in women’s sports. Also, it adds valuable insights into this stream of literature,
particularly regarding substitution effects and the role of match outcome uncertainty.
Additionally, the study provides practical implications for stakeholders in women’s foot-
ball and sets the background for further analysis of attendance in the women’s game.
Enhancing revenue from gate receipts continues to be a substantial challenge that man-
agers operating within women’s football face in their attempt to foster the commercial
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expansion of the sport. However, following the Covid-19 period with stadiums being
shut, it has been reported that attendance at FA WSL games considerably increased
with new records set in seasons 2021/22 and 2022/23 (The FA, 2022). Notably, the
UEFA Women’s Euro 2022 having been held in England coupled with the successful
international campaigns of the England women’s national team during both this tourna-
ment and the 2023 FIFA Women’s World Cup have contributed to increase visibility and
awareness about women’s football. This creates avenues for future studies to explore the
potential impact and legacy that hosting an international tournament (e.g. UEFA
Women’s Euro 2022) and the positive results of the national team (i.e. winner of the
UEFA Women’s Euro 2022 and runners-up of the FIFA Women’s World Cup 2023)
have had on the interest for matches of the FA WSL.

Notes

1. See Qian et al. (2023) for an insightful discussion on core and peripheral market demand for
women’s spectator sports.

2. For the first game of the season, average points at the end of the previous season were used
(0 for newly promoted teams); for the second game of the season, the highest value between
the average point at the end of the previous season and the point(s) gained in the first game
was used for each team.

3. Rivalry in sport arises out of an intense relationship between two clubs and/or their fans.
While geographic proximity is often a factor, a number of other factors contribute, includ-
ing frequency of competition, cultural differences and recent and historical competitive
parity (see, for example, Tyler & Cobbs, 2015).

4. The effect of the variable Point p is inevitably in part captured by the presence of Win prob-
ability y.
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