
"We believe playing multiple games will 
demonstrate that there is a strong foundation 
for American football [in London]," Goodell said 
in 20I0. "Fans want to see it, there are partners 
that will support it... and when you can get to 
that point, I think you've given yourself a great 
deal of confidence that a franchise here would 
be successful." 

Any franchise based in London would not be 
the NFL's first attempt to set up an American 
football team in the city. Between 1997 and 
2007, the World League of American Football 
(WLAF, also branded as NFL Europe and NFL 
Europa) saw teams set up in Germany, Spain, 
the Netherlands and the UK, including the 
London Monarchs. The WLAF folded due to 
reported losses of $30 million a year. 

"The WLAF had two main objectives: to 
sell the NFL and American football overseas 
and to develop talent for the NFL," Andrew 

LAST MONTH the Jacksonville Jaguars played 
the first of their four annual regular season 
games at Wembley Stadium in London, one 
month after the Minnesota Vikings edged out 
the Pittsburgh Steelers 34-27. 

The International Series, which has taken 
place since 2007 and will continue until at least 
2016 with the Jaguars committed to one game 
a year on a four-year deal, have been a great 
success for a league that has viewed London, 
and the UK, as a growth opportunity for a 
number of years. 

The holy grail, says NFL commissioner 
Roger Goodell, is to have a permanent NFL 
franchise based in the city at some point, 
something that was given further impetus last 
month when it was announced three regular 
season games - involving the Jaguars, Atlanta 
Falcons and Oakland Raiders - would be played 
in London in 2014. 

This year the NFL [National Football 
League) hosted two regular season 
games in London for the first time. 
But how realistic is the vision for a 
permanent franchise based in the UK 
capital? And what can the NFL learn 
from previous initiatives? 
Adam Sheppard investigates. 
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senior vice-president for international. "As a 
result, fans were not really tuning in, because 
they wanted to see the best and they were still 
mostly watching it on TV. The lesson is simple: 
bring the best every time we play." 

Only the Best 
The emphasis on bringing the best and providing 
fans with the 'real' sport is one of the reasons 
the NFL opted for a different approach with the 
International Series compared to the WLAF. 

"First and foremost, the benefit [for teams 
competing in the International Series] is team 
brand exposure on a global platform, and so if 
you're talking about [games in] London, then 
that's exposure in the UK and Europe," Parsons 
adds. "The teams that have gone over in the past 
have all been very keen to put a footprint down 
and establish their brand, and have been very 
successful in doing so. 

"We want to build as many fans as we possibly 
can, and make sure those fans are highly 

committed fans of the NFL. People become 
passionate sports fans when they have a team to 
support, so access to teams on a year-in, year-out 
basis provides a catalyst for new fans coming into 
the game to follow teams. 

"We've certainly seen over the years the 
popularity of the teams that have been [to 
London] has increased, and that's driven a 
significant amount of new fans to the sport. It 
certainly is a win-win for the teams, and it's a 
big win for the NFL." 

Mark Wilf, president of the Minnesota 
Vikings, which visited London for the first time 
this season, says games abroad have been a 
tried-and-tested way to build the team's fanbase. 

"The Vikings have a very strong worldwide 
fanbase; we've travelled over the years to pre-
season games in Scandinavia, Europe and Asia," 
he told SportBusiness international at the Nolan 
Partners Sport Industry Breakfast Club ahead of 
his team's game against the Steelers. 

"Hopefully coming out here this weekend. 

"More money needed to be put in, in order 
to get enough teams and enough competition 
and create stars of its own to draw in the TV 
audiences and the fans into the stadiums," he 
told SportBusiness International. 

"It was expensive, and the owners made a 
commitment for a long time. You've got to give 
them credit, but if you go back and analyse, there 
are probably some things that were done a little 
differendy, then maybe it would still be here." 

"People don't want to see a second division 
level of [American] football," says London 
Monarchs player Phil Alexander, the current 
chief executive of English Premier League club 
Crystal Palace. "There's a massive appetite for 
the sport, but the real sport, not a dumbed 
down version." 

"The World League made sense because 
people were loving watching the NFL. The 
problem was that what you were bringing 
initially was not the best of the sport. It wasn't 
the NFL," adds Chris Parsons, the NFL's 
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created a whole youth following that's lowered 
the average age of our fans to around 30 [in 
comparison, a 2012 survey by the English 
Premier League found the average age of one of 
its fans to be around 41]. 

"We've got an incredible position in the 
market where we've been able to create a 
younger demographic - that's really going to 
serve us well for a long time to come." 

Ticketing Triumphs 
From an attendance perspective, the 
International Series games have been hugely 
popular, averaging 82,264 in the six games 
played before 2013. The only game that has sold 
fewer than 80,000 tickets is the 2011 game 
between the Chicago Bears and Tampa Bay 
Buccaneers, which was only confirmed eight 
weeks before kick-off. The Steelers-Vikings game 
last month boasted an attendance of 83,518. 

"We were told it's easy to sell out one 
game, so we put two games on, and our fans 
responded incredibly and bought all the 
tickets," adds Parsons. "If we played three 
games, then that would be another test of the 
demand, but the expectation would be we'd sell 
those out as well. 

"As we look at all the metrics and growth in 
the sport - and the way our fans have embraced 
what we're doing -1 see no reason why we 
couldn't play significantly more games and 
sell them out. 

"We know the demand is there, and clearly 
we are continuing to look at that and grow the 
fanbase. Our goal at the moment is not just 
to sell out games; it's to use games as a way to 
bring more people into the NFL and give them 
the enjoyment and entertainment that goes 
along with watching the NFL. 

"As the fanbase continues to grow, we'll get a 

we can see continued growth in that area, and 
look at it as an opportunity to grow our brand 
and to grow the interest in American football." 

Parsons adds that the NFL's international 
strategy has seen its fanbase double in the last 
three or four years, and he'd like it to "double 
again within the next three or four years". 
According to Laura Oakes, UK sponsorship 
director for the Jaguars, the NFL has 12 million 
fans in the UK, 2.5 million of which are "avid... 
engaging with the sport on a weekly basis". 

"We have a slightly older generation who 
grew up in the 1980s who were introduced to 
the sport through Channel Four [the channel 
showed the NFL on free-to-air TV from 1982 
to 1998]," adds Parsons. "Over the past five 
or six years, with our significantly increased 
marketing presence, we've recruited a whole 
new generation of fans. 

"Essentially those fans have come in the 
slightly younger demographic, 25 and below, 
who've fallen in love with the NFL. That's 
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only had a history with the league (the Houston 
Oilers were based in the city until 1998), but 
also to a state that has an extensive and intense 
relationship with the game. London, and the 
UK, has neither of these things, outside of the 
WLAF and the International Series. 

While neither of these issues are 
insurmountable barriers, they do present greater 
risks of failure than previous franchise launches 
and relocations. They do suggest, however, that 
the league and its franchise ownership must be 
confident of the financial and sporting success 
of a London team, given their focus on growing 
the game internationally. 

"In the US, the NFL is almost at the point 
of saturation, so growth is going to have to 
come from overseas," Khan told SportBusiness 
International in October 2012. "From the Jaguars 
perspective, I think you can ride the NFL wave 
or lead it and we are fortunate to be part of the 
leadership in overseas terms. 

"London is a global city and if you want to 
have any presence internationally that has to 
be the number one [target]. That's the way the 
global market is today. I think as the interest 
develops it is very likely that London will have its 
own team some day." 

"Everybody has been very excited by the 
growth of the league internationally, particularly 
with our efforts in the UK and they want to see 
that continue the right way," adds Parsons. "I 
think that every time I've taken something to the 
ownership group to do something more in the 
UK they've been incredibly supportive." 

much better handle on how many fans we have, 
and whether they will be willing to pay for a full 
season of games [to watch a London-based team]." 

Attendance at the Jaguars games will be 
seen as the first test of this willingness to see a 
London-based franchise. As one of the league's 
least successful teams, with only seven winning 
seasons since their debut in 1995, the Jaguars 
have nothing to lose by having one 'home' 
game to play in London. 

While the team's home, EverBank Field, 
sold an average of 64,984 tickets last season 
(capacity 67,246), Jacksonville is one of the 
smallest TV markets in the league, and the 
team faces competition for local fans from 
the NFL's Miami Dolphins and Tampa Bay 
Buccaneers, plus college powerhouses Florida 
State, University of Florida and the University 
of Miami. This makes the Jaguars a popular 
choice whenever a team moving to London is 
discussed (see box on page 55). 

Playing repeatedly in London will, it is 
hoped, allow the Jaguars to develop a following 
outside their current market, with the 'Union 
Jax' fanclub, launched in May, already totalling 
around 15,000 members. 

Risky Business 
Even with the growth in supporter numbers, 
adding a London franchise would be a huge 
financial gamble. 

When the Texans were added as the league's 
32nd team in 2002 (see box on page 57), the 
NFL was putting the sport into a city that not 
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Text Box
Fonte: Sportbusiness international, London, n. 195, p. 54-58, Nov. 2013.




