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Executive Summary 
 
� This paper argues that the way to revive Scottish football is to transform its 

economics so that the domestic club game becomes more competitive. 
� Club success is related to income, and income is related to attendances. Gate receipts 

still make up a large proportion of club income, especially in countries like Scotland 
where TV rights are not particularly lucrative. 

� A club with modest attendances can suffer from a vicious circle: it lacks the income 
to compete successfully, and therefore cannot build its support and attract a larger 
gate. This in essence is the problem facing Scottish clubs outside the Old Firm. 

� Domestic competitions have become uncompetitive, leading to lower overall revenue 
and poorer quality of play. For Scottish football to flourish in the future, we must 
improve the competitiveness of the senior domestic game, and that means 
encouraging smaller clubs to increase their resources. 

� The key to bridging the gap lies in financing a new generation of stadia for the middle 
tier of Scottish clubs. The problem at the moment is that ground capacities are too 
low for them to build up their regular support base and therefore compete 
commercially with the Old Firm. 

� There are only two ways to find the resources necessary to solve this dilemma. One is 
for the Scottish Government to provide the funds. The other is for Scotland to host a 
major international football tournament. 

� Recent developments in football politics may have presented Scotland with a good 
opportunity to succeed with a bid to host either the World Cup or the European 
Championship, probably in partnership with England. 

� Clubs would bid for stadium funding from the revenue generated, with their bids 
being judged according to a range of criteria, including likely future stadium usage. 

� The evidence shows that a number of SPL clubs should be able to attract much bigger 
crowds than those that currently support them. A revolution in Scottish football can 
be achieved if we can find up to £200m to rebuild a group of stadia for use by a 
handful or more of middle ranking Scottish clubs. 
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Introduction 
 
It is thirteen years since Scotland qualified for a major international football tournament, 
and twenty-eight since a Scottish club won a European competition1. 
 
The long years have brought much hand wringing abut the state of the Scottish game. 
How can we recapture the glories of the past? Or are we doomed to endless long term 
decline, our triumphs confined to the occasional upset in qualifying rounds? 
 
Most of the solutions offered concentrate on trying to reform the organisational hierarchy 
of the game, or else place an emphasis on improving the basic skills of Scottish 
footballers through better youth programmes. 
 
The 2010 report by Henry McLeish2 recommended wholesale reform of the structure of 
the governing bodies of Scottish football and of the domestic competitions. 
 
These kinds of approach have merit. There is no doubt that organisational change can 
maximise the use of resources, and that improving the skills of footballers in this country 
will boost performance. 
 
But this largely ignores the most important factor influencing success in modern top level 
football, which is money. 
 
Scotland only has a population of about five million, so its potential in terms of basic 
resources is limited compared to Germany or Brazil. But it enjoys certain advantages that 
could be exploited better. One is that football is remarkably popular in Scotland, with a 
very high proportion of Scots attending football matches compared to other European 
countries.. Another is that football is of course an endeavour where only limited resources 
need to be deployed to achieve success. The best team in the world can only have eleven 
players on the pitch. Smaller countries can therefore compete at the highest level if they 
can deploy their resources and enthusiasm effectively. 
 
This paper argues that the real way to reviving Scottish football lies in transforming its 
economics so that the domestic, club game becomes more competitive. It advocates 
creating a ‘ladder’ of success by bolstering the financial potential of Scotland’s middle 
tier of clubs to the benefit of all. 
 
Buying success 
 
Football success at club level is inextricably linked to money. And there is a very strong 
link too between money and support, or fan numbers. There are exceptions to this of 
course - a club can be bought by a tycoon with deep pockets, and brilliant managers can 

                                                 
1 Scotland qualified for the World Cups of 1950, ‘54, ‘58, ’74, ’78, ’82, ’86, ’90 and ’98, and for the 
European Championships of 1992 and ’96. Celtic won the European Cup in 1967, Rangers the European 
Cup Winners’ Cup in 1972 and Aberdeen the same competition in 1983. 
2 Review of Scottish Football Parts 1 & 2, Henry McLeish, Scottish Football Association December 2010. 
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win against the odds (though these days they tend to get poached very quickly by richer 
clubs). But on the whole, success is related to income, and income is related to 
attendances. Gate receipts still make up a large proportion of club income, especially in 
countries like Scotland where TV rights are not particularly lucrative3. But there is a 
strong indirect link between gates and other income too. Attendances obviously reflect 
support in the wider community, and therefore sales of merchandising and the value of 
corporate entertainment and TV rights. 
 
This is clearly demonstrated by a glance at the figures. The following chart shows the 
enormous gaps in both attendance and income between the Old Firm and some of their 
nearest domestic rivals. 
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But the relationship is two-way. Attendances affect support too, because a club’s 
attractiveness to new fans is partly a function of the atmosphere at the ground and its 
image on the TV screen, as well as its success on the park (which is in turn affected 
somewhat by the level of support in the ground). 
  
So a club with modest attendances can suffer from a vicious circle: It lacks the income to 
compete successfully, and therefore cannot generate the appeal to build its support and 
attract a larger gate. 
  
This in essence is the problem facing Scottish clubs outside the Old Firm, and in 
particular those medium-sized clubs that have historically posed an occasional challenge 
to Rangers and Celtic. 
 

                                                 
3 In 2010 Celtic received 17% (£10.7m) of its revenue from TV income, compared to 44% (£37.6m) of 
Newcastle United’s and 55% (£48.2m) of Manchester City’s (Deliotte’s Football Money League 2010). 
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The issue affects Scottish football generally, because domestic competitions have become 
drearily uncompetitive, leading to lower overall revenue and poorer quality of play than 
would otherwise be the case. For Scottish football to flourish in the future, we must look 
for ways of improving the competitiveness of the senior domestic game, and that means 
encouraging smaller clubs to increase their resources so that they can challenge the Old 
Firm more often. 
  
The capacity constraint 
 
The key to bridging the gap lies in financing a new generation of stadia for the middle 
tier of Scottish clubs.  
 
The problem at the moment is that ground capacities are too low for these clubs to build 
up their regular support base. In other business fields it is possible to improve revenues 
by lowering prices and attracting a higher volume of sales. But the middle tier of Scottish 
football clubs has become trapped in stadia that are too small to pursue innovative pricing 
and marketing policies. Ticket prices therefore have to remain high to maximise revenue 
from the available seats, and as a result attendances typically fall well below capacity4. In 
other words one of the basic laws of economics, the dynamic between supply and 
demand, cannot work properly, because supply cannot increase sufficiently.  
 
Larger stadia would allow such clubs to improve attendances by offering a better 
spectacle as well as lowering prices without affecting overall income. In the medium term 
revenues could rise well beyond current levels as greater demand from a larger fan base 
turned into higher sales. 
 
This would create a ‘ladder of success’ as exists in other leagues, allowing greater 
competition and the possibility of smaller clubs achieving significant success from time 
to time. In the English leagues the same regulatory restrictions – i.e. the requirement to 
introduce all-seater accommodation5 - were imposed. But the equivalent tier of clubs has 
been able to leverage TV revenues to redevelop their stadia on a larger scale to rebuild 
capacity and thus present a commercial and footballing challenge to the top clubs. 
 
So the missing link in Scottish football is the investment needed to re-house the half-a-
dozen or so clubs which used to present a regular challenge to the Old Firm, but are no 
longer financially capable of doing so. 
 
Building a ‘ladder of success’ would benefit every Scottish club, including the Old Firm. 
True, Rangers and Celtic would start to lose the occasional domestic competition. But the 
overall appeal of the Scottish game would improve, generating higher overall gates and 
higher TV and other commercial revenue. This extra financial strength would allow the 
top two clubs to compete more successfully in Europe. 
 

                                                 
4 Average attendances at Aberdeen in the 2010/11 season, for example, were only 40% of capacity. 
5 Resulting from the Taylor report into the Hillsborough stadium disaster. The capacity at Tynecastle, the 
Hearts ground, was reduced from c. 30,000 to c. 18,000. 
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It is also likely that the extra competitiveness would improve the technical quality of the 
domestic game, making Rangers and Celtic better prepared for their forays abroad. 
  
The ‘ladder’ clubs would obviously benefit most, but so too would the smaller clubs 
below them. Overall, league and cups would be more competitive, with the Old Firm 
toppled more often, making the distribution of points and trophies more even. This would 
improve the odds for smaller SPL clubs doing well in domestic competitions, just as in 
England well run and managed clubs like Stoke and Bolton regularly challenge for 
European places in the league and reach the later rounds of the highly competitive 
domestic cups. 
 
Yet the problem is almost impossible to solve without outside help, because even if the 
middle tier clubs could attract a wider audience, their grounds are now too small to 
accommodate the new fans, and their finances too limited to expand their grounds cost 
effectively. It is this financial dilemma which is at the heart of Scottish football’s 
problems. 
 
The following table gives the cost of some of the more recently built new club stadia 
around Britain and their capacities. It can be very expensive to build a new stadium such 
as Arsenal’s Emirates, if land redevelopment costs are high and the design specifications 
are complex. But some modern football stadia have been built very cost efficiently.  
 
Even so, all of these are currently out of the financial reach of Scotland’s middle-sized 
clubs. Building a group of up to half-a-dozen new stadia in Scotland could cost in the 
region of £200 million in total6. 
 

Stadium Date of construction / 
renovation 

Capacity Cost 

Riverside Stadium, 
Middlesbrough 

1994-1995 35,100 £16m 

Celtic Park, Glasgow 1994-1998 60,834 £22m 
Stadium of Light, 
Sunderland 

1996-2000 49,000 £23m 

St Mary’s, Southampton 2000-2001 32,689 £32m 
Emirates, London 2004-2006 60,355 £390m 

 
Breaking the deadlock 
 
There are only two ways to find the resources necessary to solve this dilemma. One 
would be for the Scottish Government to provide the funds. Actually the sums are not 
great considering some of the very expensive and quixotic projects that government 
money has been spent on recently. Transforming Scottish football would arguably be a 
better cause than the Scottish Parliament building (£431 million) or the Borders railway 
(£295 million).  

                                                 
6 Depending on numerous variables including capacity, location, associated infrastructure costs and the 
proceeds of land sales from old stadium sites. 
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Perhaps understandably though, the government is reluctant to commit taxpayers money 
to subsidise an otherwise self-financing leisure industry. In that case, there is one 
remaining option – for Scotland to host a major international football tournament. 
 
The World Cup in South Africa last year generated $1 billion of revenue for the hosts, 
mainly from tickets sales and a $625 million contribution from FIFA that included a 
‘legacy contribution’ (FIFA took the TV rights and $2 billion of profit)7. 
 
From 2016 the European Championship will be expanded to 24 teams, and the 
tournament is likely to generate about half as much revenue as the World Cup (which has 
32 entrants). 
 
Either event would deliver enough funding to build several new stadia in Scotland, even 
if Scotland had to share hosting with one or more other countries. Investment could cover 
all kinds of infrastructure improvements which would be highly desirable for economic 
development in the aftermath of the competition. The tournament would boost interest in 
the game in Scotland, giving clubs an added opportunity to attract new fans. 
 
Hosting a major football tournament 
 
The reality is that Scotland would probably have to prepare a joint bid to host even the 
European Championship. The idea of a close knit festival of football just in Scotland is 
attractive, but the French 2016 bid will deploy nine stadia with capacities over 35,000. 
The minimum criteria set by UEFA is for two stadia of 50,000 plus, three of 40,000 plus, 
and four of 30,000 plus8.  
 
An additional issue is that UEFA made it clear during Scotland’s last bid for the 
tournament (for 2008) that it was uncomfortable with several stadia being used in one 
city at the same time. This would require carefully rationed use of Hampden, Ibrox and 
Celtic Park, as well as any other stadia in cities where there were more than one. So 
unless Scotland could somehow ‘borrow’ stadia in a neighbouring jurisdiction such as 
North-East England (a method sometimes used by Rugby World Cup hosts), it is difficult 
to see a Scotland-only bid succeeding even under the ambitious plans for new stadia 
envisaged here.  
 
So logic points to a joint bid. And although the football authorities prefer single bids in 
theory, the growing size and complexity of tournaments means that joint bids – with up to 
three prospective hosts - are now commonplace. Next year’s European Championship 
will be co-hosted by Poland and Ukraine, and four of the seven likely bidders so far for 
the 2020 tournament involve two or three hosts9. 
 

                                                 
7 FIFA financial report 2010. 
8 Currently, Celtic Park has a capacity of 60,834, Ibrox 51,082 and Hampden 52,063. Murrayfield, the 
Rugby stadium, has a capacity of 67,130. No other sport ground in Scotland can accommodate more than 
25,000. 
9 Romania/Hungary, Czech Republic/Slovakia, Serbia/Bosnia/Croatia and Armenia/Georgia/Azerbaijan. 
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Winning the bid 
 
Recent developments in football politics may have presented Scotland with a good 
opportunity to succeed with a bid to host either the World Cup or the European 
Championship.  
 
England’s repeated efforts to host another World Cup10 have foundered on the twin rocks 
of unpopularity and unoriginality. Scotland can offer to solve both problems by co-
hosting with its neighbour to the South. At the same time we can add something of our 
own - an ambition to transform Scottish football for the next generations. A crucial factor 
by which successful tournament bids are judged is whether they leave a tangible and 
lasting ‘legacy’ for the future, preferably involving the recruitment of a new swathe of 
fans. 
 
One of the several problems with the Scotland/Ireland bid for 2008 was that it offered 
little new. The prospectus was cobbled together largely using existing stadia or ones that 
were going to be built regardless of whether the tournament went ahead or not. A fresh 
bid would benefit from displaying ambitious plans for the game in Scotland. 
 
The next tournaments ‘available’ for bidding are the European Championships from 2020 
on (though preparations for 2020 would need to be rapid), and the World Cup in 2030 
(the ones before then have been allocated to other continents). These might seem a long 
way ahead, but in football politics forward planning is essential.  
 
Experience shows that repeat bidding is often necessary to win a tournament. Thus the 
otherwise lacklustre 2008 bid might be put to good use. Bidding time after time is 
rewarded with admiration (for the determination and faith in the cause) and sympathy (a 
sense that ‘it’s Scotland’s turn’). 
 
Apart from anything else, the English FA have recognised the need to spend a deal of 
time and effort rebuilding their position in global football politics. 
 
An over-mighty neighbour? 
 
This begs the question, of course, whether going into such a project with England is 
sensible. There are two issues here. One is the possibility that Scotland could be tarnished 
by England’s reputation for arrogance in the game. Yet this stems in part from the 
English FA’s stance on corruption which, despite its inconsistencies, has rightly been 
supported by the Scottish FA. It seems unlikely that the SFA could plausibly benefit by 
disassociating itself from this approach, and it would be better to make a virtue of it. 
 
Another issue, raised repeatedly in the case of a joint British Olympic football team, is 
that acting together undermines the case for separate associations and teams. It is true that 
the separate status of Scotland, England, Northern Ireland and Wales is regarded with 

                                                 
10 England hosted the World Cup in 1966 and the European Championship in 1996. Germany, France and 
Italy have all hosted the World Cup twice and France and Italy the European Championship twice. 
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envy in certain quarters. A joint team might indeed play into the hands of those who want 
to abolish the home nations’ special status, and the SFA is right to resist it. Yet there is 
now such a well established precedent for co-hosting international tournaments in 
football that there is little risk that this could be used as a Trojan horse for threatening 
Scotland’s independent football status. 
 
Both problems would obviously be avoided by bidding jointly with another association 
such as that of the Republic of Ireland. It may be that the first couple of European 
Championship bids could be based on co-hosting with another Celtic association, or else 
‘borrowing’ stadia. But England offers such advantages in terms of its own stadia, its 
geographic connections and its commercial potential, that a cross border bid would 
probably stand the best chance of success in the long run, particularly for a World Cup. 
 
Funding the new stadia 
  
How would we decide where and which clubs benefited from money to build new stadia? 
After all, those that received such investment would gain a competitive advantage over 
many of their rivals, even if all would benefit from this project in the long term. There are 
also all sorts of fraught issues to do with preserving the heritage and traditions of clubs. 
Could Hearts and Hibs be persuaded to share a larger ground, and where would it be? 
 
The best solution to these difficult questions would be to leave it to the clubs to weigh for 
themselves the various factors to be taken into account. They should then be invited to 
bid for stadium funding, with their bids being judged according to a range of criteria, 
including cost and, crucially, likely stadium usage going forward.  
 
The tournament authority – perhaps a new construct jointly owned by the SFA and the 
Scottish Government – would launch a fund financed by bonds to a total value of the 
projected share of tournament revenues plus any additional funding the Scottish 
Government was prepared to make available.  
 
Bidders – clubs or consortia of clubs with other interested parties such as local authorities 
or construction companies - would apply for funds from this body to finance the project 
they had in mind. Bidders would be encouraged to set out a vision for how spectator 
support could be grown in future years through attractive ticket pricing to attract new fans 
participating in Scottish football. 
 
Such a bidding process would encourage imaginative marketing plans for the future, 
commercial logic, and also co-operation between clubs. For example, a bid that could 
offer the sale proceeds of two grounds and the fan base of two clubs would clearly have 
an advantage. But the selection process would promote voluntary co-operation, not seek 
to impose it. A club could make the judgement that the benefits of ground sharing or 
moving did not compensate for the loss of identity. Instead, it could decide to bid for 
stadium investment on other criteria, such as regenerative benefits to the local 
community, the economic advantages of associated infrastructure, plans to integrate the 
stadium with new commercial premises or housing, the architectural merit of new 
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building and so on. The important point is that the decision would be the clubs, not that 
of the central authority.  
 
Scope for growth? 
 
The question remains whether it would be possible for the middle tier of football clubs to 
grow their support so that they could challenge the Old Firm commercially and therefore 
on the park as well. The redevelopment of club stadia would come on the back of a major 
football tournament taking place in Scotland. There is no better way to market the game 
to new audiences than such a spectacle being staged locally. 
 
Nonetheless it is sometimes said that the likes of Hearts and Aberdeen are limited not by 
their ground capacity, but by reasons of demography. Changing leisure patterns among 
the public, for example, mean that potential fans are more likely to stay at home playing 
computer games that attending a football match. Or else the population base from which 
potential support could be drawn is too small. 
 
Yet the evidence shows that a number of SPL clubs should be able to attract much bigger 
crowds than those that currently support them. For example, Southampton is a city with a 
population of 240,000, only fractionally bigger than Aberdeen. Its club spent last season 
in the third tier of English football, yet attracted average crowds of 22,000, more than 
double Aberdeen’s. Sunderland, in the Premier League, enjoyed an average gate of more 
than 40,000, even though the city’s population (178,000) is comparable to Dundee’s 
(152,000). The two Dundee clubs’ joint average gate last season was just over 12,000. 
 
In the 2004/5 season, Hearts conducted an interesting experiment by staging its UEFA 
Cup group matches at Murrayfield. These three games attracted an average gate of nearly 
24,000, some 6,500 more than the capacity at Tynecastle, the Hearts ground. Murrayfield 
is not a particularly popular venue for football fans, and the UEFA cup group stage is far 
from the biggest draw for Hearts supporters. If the club owned or shared a purpose built 
football stadium with a capacity of, say, 40,000, its average gate, ticket income and 
commercial revenue could all be dramatically expanded. 
 
To begin with, it might only be the big games – against the Old Firm, and Edinburgh 
rivals Hibs - that drew significantly larger crowds than are currently possible. This is why 
the bidding process – not just for stadium investment, but for the right to hold the 
tournament in the first place – should place an emphasis on ideas to bring football to a 
new audience and thus expand participation, partly by lowering prices. 
 
Internet technology used by airlines and train companies can dramatically adjust prices to 
demand on an hourly basis. The ‘ladder’ clubs could use mechanisms such as this to 
rethink their approach to marketing what they offer to a wider public. To do this, stadium 
capacity is the key. A revolution in Scottish football can be achieved if we can find the 
wherewithal to rebuild a group of stadia for use by a handful or more of middle ranking 
Scottish clubs. 
 
Tom Miers is a writer and commentator on Scottish public policy 


