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FOREWORD
Women’s sport felt the full force of the effects of Covid-19. It 
suffered more days delayed, a greater number of cancellations 
and less financial support from authorities. But despite these 
challenges, women’s sport is once again on the upward 
trajectory and rebounding from our industry’s toughest period. 

In this report with Leaders in Sport we want to share a 
snapshot of the threats and opportunities facing women’s 
sport, showcasing strategies and leadership from around the 
world that are catalysing its momentum, as our sector seeks 
stability in the recovery from the pandemic.

At Sky Sports, we recognise our power to positively 
contribute to women’s sport and to society. As Europe’s 
leading sports broadcaster, we are committed to ensuring 
everyone who engages with our content and products feels 
represented. Our relationship with sport goes deeper than 
broadcasting; we believe we are connected with and partly 
responsible for sport’s success.

This year we celebrated 25 years of our partnership with 
women’s cricket and golf and 15-years with England Netball. 
We have built our reputation on partnering with rightsholders, 
governing bodies and athletes to raise the quality of coverage 
women’s sport receives. And to support growth and 
accessibility, we have brought new audiences to women’s 
sport through digital distribution which has helped drive an 
increase in participation at community level.  

For too long our industry has compared women’s sport to its 
male equivalent. We’ve shaped a glass ceiling for success 
by accepting that women’s sport doesn’t present a strong 
commercial opportunity, that fans do not want to attend events 
or watch it on television. Then there is the long held but flawed 
belief that the only way for women’s sport to succeed is for it 
to ‘beat’ men’s sport at its own game. The same men’s sport 
that has had decades of greater investment, development in 
infrastructure and the freedom of no societal boundaries. 

But this is changing. Before the pandemic brought our world 
to a standstill, women’s sport was thriving, still vigorous 
from the 2019 FIFA Women’s World Cup and the billion-plus 
viewers worldwide; the success of the Netball World Cup in 
Liverpool and long-term sponsorship investment from the 
likes of Barclays and Vitality. 

One of my highlights from the summer of sport has been 
The Hundred. Sky Sports has worked closely with the 

ECB to bring this new competition and format to life. At its 
inception, the aim has always been to bring new and more 
diverse players and audiences to cricket, but with an ambition 
of championing equality and showcasing cricket to its best 
ability. The results have been spectacular, with more than 
half a million tickets sold and record-breaking viewing and 
attendance figures for the women’s game.

And despite the disappointment of having no fans, the 
Tokyo Olympic Games proved a huge success. The 
Olympics has always been a beacon for equality in sport. 
We see women celebrated and rewarded for success with 
parity. After all, a gold medal is a gold medal whatever your 
gender. 

This year we witnessed Team GB take more female athletes 
than male for the first time in 125 years, and for the first time 
we witnessed mixed gender events in athletics, swimming, 
triathlon and table tennis.

The profile of the female athletes at this Olympic Games was 
greater than ever before. But with a high profile too often 
comes online abuse.

This is alarming, and where I have spoken of the terrific 
opporunity of women’s sport, we as a collective of leasers in 
this space must look at what we can do to support our best 
athletes to succeed, stop abuse and develop an inclusive 
environment for all those who engage with sport.

Over the past 18 months we have seen a number of real, 
significant challenges to women’s sport, but that adversity 
has revealed a powerful, underlying resilience. Women’s sport 
and many of its athletes have faced and beaten formidable 
hardships, and they’re coming back stronger for it.

Now we can look ahead to more positive times. This is an 
exciting year for football, with the Barclays FA WSL well 
placed for immediate and long-lasting growth with our new 
multi-million-pound broadcast deal; the UEFA Women’s 
Euros coming to England, with ticket sales already ahead of 
schedule; another year of The Hundred, and of course the 
Commonwealth Games in Birmingham.

We’re hugely excited to be a part of it all, and together we 
can celebrate the differences and opportunities women’s 
sport offers, while giving it the platform it needs to succeed – 
on its own terms.

Jonathan Licht, 
Managing 
Director,  
Sky Sports
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MILESTONE AFTER 
MILESTONE

MILESTONES PepsiCo follows 
Visa in signing 
a sponsorship 
deal with Uefa for 
all its women’s 
properties

The FA signs Sky 
and the BBC to a 
record agreement 
for WSL coverage, 
the richest media 
rights deal in club-
level women’s 
sport

NWSL signs 
landmark 
broadcast deals 
with CBS and 
Twitch

Sky renews with 
Vitality Netball 
Superleague 
to take the 
partnership into 
a 15th year and 
beyond

WNBA and ESPN 
sign landmark 
joint partnership 
with Google. The 
technology giant 
joins AT&T, Nike 
and Deloitte in 
the WNBA’s top 
‘Changemaker’ 
partnership 
category

MARCH 
2020

AUGUST 
2020

FEBRUARY 
2021

MARCH 
2021

MAY 
2021

2021 is a breakthrough year for women’s sport, with new competitions, new broadcast 
deals, a new spirit of cooperation, and new audiences arriving as one.

While the pandemic put a temporary stop to participation, and halted professional sport 
for a period, it did nothing to dampen the appetite of sports dealmakers. In fact, the 
commercial momentum that had been gathering around women’s sport over the last 
few years seemed, if anything, to pick up pace, with a glut of landmark or innovative 
deals signed since the outbreak of the pandemic.

17,000
world record crowd for a 
women’s domestic cricket 
game at Lord’s in London 
for the Oval Invincibles 
vs the Southern Brave in 
the inaugural final of The 
Hundred

1.2 MILLION 
the peak TV audience for 
the same women’s game 
in the inaugural final of The 
Hundred

27,248
OL Reign vs Portland Thorns 
sets new NWSL attendance 
record in August

£1 BILLION
the amount of annual 
revenue projected to come 
from women’s sport in the 
UK in 2030 – up from £350 
million this year – according 
to research issued in April 
by Two Circles and the 
Women’s Sport Trust
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Mastercard 
becomes a 
‘founding partner’ 
of World Rugby 
and the first 
dedicated partner 
of the governing 
body’s women’s 
programme

140,000 tickets 
sold for Uefa 
Women’s 
European 
Championship 
2022 in pre-sale 
window

Uefa signs DAZN 
and YouTube to 
innovative new 
media rights 
deal for Women’s 
Champions 
League

The Tokyo 
Olympics sees 
record female 
participation, 
with women 
representing 49% 
of all competitors 
(5,498 female 
Olympians in 
total)

Heineken signs 
major sponsorship 
deals with the 
W Series and 
Uefa’s women’s 
tournaments, 
including the 
Champions 
League

ITV signs four-year 
deal with the 
FA to broadcast 
all women’s 
international 
friendlies and 
qualifiers

JUNE 
2021

JUNE 
2021

AUGUST 
2021

AUGUST 
2021

AUGUST 
2021

SEPTEMBER 
2021

That’s the headline figure from new 
UK-wide research conducted by 
YouGov in early September. 68% 
of those new fans put their interest 
down to recent broadcast coverage 
of a variety of women’s events. In 
total, the research shows that 20% 
of the public believe that high-quality 
broadcast coverage has made them 

feel more positive about women’s 
sport, with more than 40% believing 
that women’s sport should be treated 
the same as men’s sport when it 
hits out screens. Those polled also 
highlighted the importance of growing 
the media coverage of women’s sport 
with 19% saying that news reporting 
has made them tune into watch 

women’s sport in the last 18 months 
Away from broadcasting, nearly half of 
those surveyed insist there should be 
parity in marketing with both female 
and male athletes appearing in sports 
advertising. While 32% agreed that 
they had learned more about women’s 
sport and its stars through advertising 
and social media.

21% OF UK ADULTS SUPPORT WOMEN’S SPORT 
MORE NOW THAN BEFORE THE PANDEMIC
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MAKING THE 
CONNECTIONS
The commercial momentum around women’s sport continues to grow, with rights 
holders and brand partners exploring a variety of models to help build audiences, drive 
participation and change perceptions.

“I think all sectors of sport have had their challenges over 
the last 18 months,” says Sally Hancock, the former chair of 
Women in Sport and London 2012 director at Lloyd’s who is 
now a managing partner at Y Sport. 

“But I think if we just take that as a given and put that that 
to one side, I think that, in my opinion, there is increasing 
awareness and recognition of the value of women’s sport. The 
fanbase is growing; the sponsors are lining up and the number 
of people engaging with it is increasing. 

“So I feel that in spite of, rather than anything else, I think 
women’s sport is in an increasingly healthy place and we’re 

also seeing that manifest itself through that sort of appeal to 
brands as well. It enables brands to cut through, there’s less 
clutter than there might be for the men’s version of sport, 
and in addition there is a conversation that often happens 
around the social impact of these partnerships and perhaps 
that happens less so in men’s sport.”

Women’s sport remains on an upward curve. The pessimism 
that greeted its absence through the early months of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, raising fears that the gains of recent 
years could be lost, has been washed away by strong 
evidence of its ever growing relevance. Between breakout 
events and mixed-gender mainstays like Grand Slam tennis 

“WOMEN’S SPORT IS 
REALLY IMPORTANT AS A 
PART OF THAT OVERALL 
SENSE OF WHO WE ARE, 
AND THAT MAKES ME FEEL 
REALLY EXCITED.”
SALLY HANCOCK, Y SPORT 

6



and the Olympic Games, there have been solid audiences 
and new stars to follow.  

In the US, the stalwart Women’s National Basketball 
Association (WNBA) began its 25th season with a 74 per cent 
bump in TV ratings. The social value of women’s sport has 
never been more apparent. 

“I also think that for all of us,” says the hugely experienced 
former Football Association director Dame Heather Rabbatts, 
“this has been a really challenging time in terms of isolation 
– what I’ve always felt about sport is it’s this unique moment 
when communities come together: you’re standing next 
to a stranger in the stadium and your team scores, you’re 
hugging that stranger, you’re celebrating and we’ve been 

denied all that, and the desire to reengage with live sport is 
really there because it’s an expression of our humanity.” 

“Women’s sport is really important as a part of that overall 
sense of who we are, and that makes me feel really excited.”

The commercial outlook is healthy. According to research 
issued in April 2021 by the Two Circles agency, in partnership 
with the Women’s Sport Trust, annual revenues generated 
by women’s sport in the UK alone could grow from UK£350 
million this year to over UK£1 billion by 2030. 

“That is a fantastic projection, and a very validated 
projection,” says Hancock. “Were I to have looked at that five 
years ago, I would not have had that degree of optimism.”

WOMEN’S SPORT:  
BOUNCING BACK FROM THE PANDEMIC
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For brands, the opportunity lies in growing audiences, driving 
participation and continuing to change perceptions.  

This will demand a different set of approaches that respond 
to the realities of the media moment as well as the unique 
challenges that face women’s sport at this point in its 
development. The coverage and sponsorship gap between 
male and female properties is not quite as stark as it was 
even a few years ago but it remains a substantial hurdle to 
progress. 

That has made finding media distribution models that work 
for partners and fans a priority. There are a range being tried, 
from Atafootball’s digital bundling of live and on-demand 
football content to the National Women’s Soccer League’s 
(NWSL) simulcasts on Twitch, and DAZN’s upcoming global 
partnership with YouTube to live stream Uefa Women’s 
Champions League matches for free. 

For media companies, there are opportunities to be even 
more radical. In the UK, Sky Sports has taken on the role of 
lead champion for the women’s sports properties it carries, 
such as England Netball’s Vitality Netball Superleague. Its deal 
with football’s Women’s Super League – under whose terms 
it can show up to 44 games per season, with up to 22 live 
on the free-to-air BBC – includes a notable commitment to a 
minimum spend on marketing and promotion. 

“I think that gradually we’ve started to realise that it’s 
sport and sport is great and they are great athletes,” says 
Helen Falkus, Director of Multi Sports at Sky Sports, of the 
industry’s relationship with elite women’s sport. 

Different ways of building platforms around women’s sport 
are emerging. The England and Wales Cricket Board’s (ECB) 
short-form competition, The Hundred, attracted a total of 
267,000 spectators to its 32 women’s matches in its debut 
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“THERE IS AN INCREASING 
NUMBER OF BRANDS 
WHO ARE LEANING INTO 
WOMEN’S SPORT AND I 
THINK THERE’S MORE TO 
DO AND THAT CERTAINLY 
IS ONE OF THE ISSUES 
THAT ALL RIGHTS OWNERS 
ARE LOOKING AT.”
DAME HEATHER RABBATTS,  
WOMEN’S SPORTS GROUP

season this year as it sought to welcome new groups of fans 
to the sport. Sky Sports livestreamed every women’s game 
for free on YouTube but what has also set the tournament 
apart is its commercial packaging. 

The ECB signed online car portal Cazoo as its lead partner 
but also added KP Snacks as a team sponsor, with one of a 
selection of its brands attached to each of the eight franchise 
teams. Coupled with a drive for parity in how the male 
and female tournaments were presented, that aligned the 
incentives of those involved to draw attention to women’s 
cricket. Sky Sports also created an advertising wall around its 
live coverage for sponsors of the Hundred.   

That sealed model, however, is not the only one that could 
encourage brands to take a greater interest in women’s sport. 

“I still think there’s a journey around the sponsorship market,” 
says Rabbatts. “There is an increasing number of brands who 
are leaning into women’s sport and I think there’s more to do 
and that certainly is one of the issues that all rights owners 
are looking at.

“What’s going to be really important is how women’s sport 
tells its story around the relationship to sponsors in the future 
and bringing in some of those commercial deals.”
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For many brands, an investment in women’s sport can be 
positioned as just that. Mastercard announced a five-year deal 
with World Rugby in June to become the founding partner of 
Women In Rugby. It will sponsor the Women’s Rugby World 
Cup events in 2022 and 2025, as well as the new second-
tier WXV competition, but will principally be supporting the 
participation of women and girls in the sport around the 
world. If successful, that would have the effect of improving 
the overall awareness of rugby – with knock-on benefits for 
Mastercard’s sponsorships elsewhere in the sport. 

Rights holders such as Uefa have carved out separate 
sponsorship categories for their women’s competitions. 
Visa, for example, does not have a deal in place with the 
European football confederation for its men’s events but is 
a partner of the Uefa Women’s Champions League and Uefa 
Women’s Euro 2022 – which promises another landmark 
event when it takes place in England next year. 

Separating sponsorships in this way – as clubs like Italy’s 
AC Milan have with their front-of-shirt placements – allows 
brands to point directly to their contribution to women’s 
sport. For rights holders, over time, it also presents 
an opportunity to develop a value for those categories 
independently and entice competitors for future cycles. 
The worth of those partnerships may be measured as 

demonstrations of brand purpose in the medium term but 
meaningful financial growth can follow from there. 

In some cases, the trajectory of women’s events can 
be used to sustain wider advances. Australia’s national 
women’s football team, the ‘Matildas’, have been attracting 
considerable notice from brands ahead of the 2023 Fifa 
Women’s World Cup, which the country will co-host with 
New Zealand. Having never staged the men’s edition, Football 
Federation Australia (FFA) is viewing this as a real platform for 
the game there.    

Commonwealth Bank is the latest sponsor to sign up, 
becoming the Matildas’ naming rights partner in a deal 
that will also see it provide millions of dollars of funding to 
grassroots programmes, and the FFA is partly using this 
commercial interest to stimulate other sources of support. In 
February, it lobbied the government for AUS$300 million in 
spending on facilities, high-performance programmes, female 
leadership development initiatives and Asia-Pacific trade and 
tourism as part of a 15-year ‘Legacy ’23’ project.   

As the profile of women’s sport continues to rise, there 
is also likely to be a shift among brands towards a greater 
emphasis on the achievements and performances of elite 
female athletes. That genre of campaign has long been 
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deployed for icons like Serena Williams but Falkus detects 
broader movement in that direction. 

“I think the trend is moving slightly away from that [lifestyle 
focus],” she says, “if you look at Nike’s greatest female 
athletes, if you look at the work that [England Netball 
sponsor] Vitality have done in this space, the consistent 
support of women’s sport, but just really wanting to be 
associated with it as product and using their ambassadors to 
talk about the sport rather than lifestyle. I think that’s a shift 
and I think it’s a shift that we’ll continue to see more of in the 
coming years.”

Alongside that, the social impact of female athletes will be 
another point of concentration as brands see greater upside 
in showcasing positive values. Gymnast Simone Biles and 
tennis player Naomi Osaka are among those to have shown 
how they can use their platforms in recent conversations 
on mental health. Working with her apparel partner Athleta 
– whom she joined after a row over maternity pay with 
Nike in 2019 – American sprinter Allyson Felix has created a 
childcare fund for female athletes. 

In March, footballer Alex Morgan, snowboarder Chloe Kim, 
basketball star Sue Bird and swimmer Simone Manuel launched 
Togethxr, a female-focused media and merchandising company 
which is bidding to ‘elevate women’s voices’ and create new 
commercial opportunities. That combination of business and 
social influence is apparent elsewhere. Rabbatts points to the 
investment in WNSL expansion franchise Angel City by “major 
figures in entertainment like Eva Longoria and Natalie Portman 
to Serena Williams, but also private investment – all of that 
speaks to the ecology of women’s sport”.

Above all else, the women’s sport space remains deeply 
interconnected and development in one area can have 
positive consequences in another. Enhanced coverage can 
not only build exposure but normalise different kinds of 
stories in sports media, on everything from family to female 
health. Greater access to sport at grassroots and community 
level can lead not just to more elite talent but better 
representation throughout the industry. 

All of these virtuous cycles can be fed with the right input from 
brands. The challenge is in finding the right ways to deliver.
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 SCREEN TIME
A handful of landmark media deals and an evolution in sports broadcasting’s production 
approach are helping to usher in a new era for women’s sport.

Women’s sports has been subject to a good degree of 
commercial innovation of late, with rights owners and 
broadcasters looking to flexible new approaches to build new 
audiences, experiment with new production techniques, 
and to unlock new revenue streams. The pandemic might 
have paused the onfield action, but it hasn’t hampered the 
momentum in the boardroom. In fact, of the four pioneering 
rights deals profiled below, three were signed since the 
outbreak of Covid-19.

When the ECB signed its latest media rights deal for domestic 
and international cricket coverage in the UK in 2017, the results 
contained a couple of surprises. The £1.1 billion committed in 
rights fees across the five-year cycle from 2020 to 2024 didn’t 
necessarily confound industry observers, but it was a surprise 
to some that it had been achieved at the same time as another 
broadcaster – the free-to-air BBC no less – was welcomed into 
the fold alongside Sky Sports, the exclusive broadcaster of 
cricket in the UK since 2006. Under the terms of the deal, Sky 
would remain the senior broadcast party by some distance, 
legitimately keeping its moniker of ‘the home of cricket’, 
and would not have to give up anything it had already been 
showing. The BBC, which hadn’t broadcast live cricket since 
1999, had been brought in to collaborate with the ECB and 
Sky on a new competition designed to bring new audiences 
to the game: The Hundred. With Sky committing to broadcast 
every game of the new competition live – and all the women’s 
games for free on YouTube too – the BBC would show ten 
men’s games and 8 women’s games.

ECB + THE HUNDRED X SKY + BBC
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The combined marketing efforts paid dividends immediately. 
The Hundred’s opening night content became the most 
watched women’s cricket match in UK history, with a peak 
audience of 1.95 million, while 39% of the BBC’s opening 
night audience were women.

By the time the inaugural edition of the tournament wrapped 
in late August, 510,000 tickets had been sold; 267,000 had 
attended women’s games, easily eclipsing the previous record 
for a women’s cricket tournament (136,000 for the T20 World 
Cup in Australia last year) and both the men’s and women’s 
tournaments had reached millions of new viewers. Viewership 
for finals day peaked at 1.4 million viewers for the women’s 
game, with the men’s fixture drawing a peak audience of 2.4 
million. According to the ECB, 16.1 million people watched 
some part of the tournament and 57% of those had not 
watched any other live cricket this year.

WHY YOU SHOULD CARE

 f  £1.1 billion rights deal that saw Sky and the 
BBC partner to provide revenue and reach

 f  New tournament giving women’s competition 
the same platform as the men’s, but with more 
exposure

 f  16.1 million viewers reached in first season, with 
57% of those first time cricket viewers this year
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“This summer marked 25 years of cricket on Sky Sports,” 
says Helen Falkus, Director of Multi Sports at Sky Sports 
and a key figure in the planning for The Hundred. “Sky has 
led the way in terms of covering women’s sport in terms of 
longevity, consistency and volume. In 2014 we showed three 
days live cricket. This summer we’re showing 52. That shows 
the increase in volume but it’s not just that, it’s increased 
in the way we broadcast it too. So if you look at how we 
approached The Hundred, every decision was made through a 
gender parity lens. Even if you hear how I’m talking about The 
Hundred, we’re talking about The Hundred, we’re not saying 
the Women’s Hundred. That might sound a small thing but 
actually it’s absolutely huge, and I think that that’s a real model 
for us to take forward. It’s not the men that own the sport and 
women are the subdivision; the Hundred is the Hundred. 

“We tried to take that approach into everything that we did. So 
when we were making promos it was Ben Stokes, Sarah Taylor, 
Sophie Dunkley, Adil Rashid. They’re just four great cricketers, it 
was just that there was men’s cricket and then women’s cricket. 
Last night, for example, we had Ebony Rainford-Brent and 
Tammy Beaumont open up the commentary. You would not have 
seen two female commentators on a men’s match a few years 
ago. I’ve had a look on social and nobody’s really saying anything 
about it, and I mean that in the best possible way because 
again, five years ago you might have seen quite a lot of negative 
comments and I think slowly, slowly people are starting to 
accept that as normal and I think that that is absolutely fantastic. 

SKY AND THE ECB: AN EVOLVING AND INTEGRATED PARTNERSHIP

“IT’S NOT THE MEN 
THAT OWN THE SPORT 
AND WOMEN ARE THE 
SUBDIVISION; THE HUNDRED 
IS THE HUNDRED. ”
HELEN FALKUS, SKY SPORTS 

“The final point I would like to make around that – The 
Hundred and the distribution and the accessibility – is that at 
the moment, women’s cricket is on every single day. So for 
five weeks, from the end of July to the end of August, every 
single day on Sky Sports there is women’s cricket. Throw in 
the BBC and they’ve just announced that they are showing 
another two women’s games live. That exposure is absolutely 
huge and it’s a real game changer.”

Speaking at the close the first year’s tournament this year, 
Sky Sports Director of Cricket and NFL Bryan Henderson 
said, “Today we can see this competition has already done so 
much for the sport. Highlighting the strength of the women’s 
game and watching the support grow this summer has been 
a rewarding moment for us all. We remain proud supporters 
of the game as it continues to grow and thrive nationally and 
all over the world.”
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In March 2020, at the outset of the global pandemic, the USA’s 
top tier domestic soccer league, the NWSL, signed a double-
headed rights deal which its newly installed Commissioner, 
Lisa Baird, called a “watershed moment” for the league. The 
three-year deal would see CBS Sports and Amazon-owned 
Twitch combining to broadcast every regular and post-season 
NWSL game. Having ended its previous multi-year media deal 
– with A+E Networks – early, the NWSL had been forced into 
a bridge deal with ESPN for the 2019 season. Boosted by the 
breakthrough success of the FIFA Women’s World Cup and the 
US Women’s National Team that summer, the NWSL brought in 
Octagon’s media rights consulting and marketing strategy team 
in October to help it move to the next level. Five months later, 
it had its first deal for national live coverage on a major network 
and a pioneering international deal with one of sport’s most 
innovative new streaming broadcasters. 

CBS Sports committed to showing 87 NWSL games in the 
first year of the deal, with the opener and the championship 

game broadcast on CBS itself, 14 games on CBS Sports 
Network, and a further 71 games on CBS All Access, the 
broadcaster’s subscription on-demand and live streaming 
service. Twitch, meanwhile, streamed 24 games for free 
last year, and has been serving as the league’s exclusive 
international media rights partner, providing global coverage 
of all 108 regular season fixtures, the play-offs and the 
championship game.

The impact was immediate, with domestic TV audiences up 
nearly 500% year-on-year in 2020. The NWSL’s autumn series 
games averaged 383,000 viewers on CBS with a peak of 
653,000 viewers for the final of the Challenge Cup ‘bubble’ 
tournament in the summer of 2020.

Verizon, P&G, Secret, and Google have been added as 
league partners since the start of the new rights cycle, and 
the NWSL has also tied down existing partners Nike and 
Budweiser to significant extensions.

NWSL X CBS + TWITCH

WHY YOU SHOULD CARE

 f  First national network TV deal for the NWSL
 f  Bold use of interactive broadcast technology in 

global Twitch deal
 f  500% uplift in viewership in first year of deal
 f  String of new blue chip brands onboard as a 

consequence
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Fresh from their collaboration around the rights negotiation 
table at the ECB for the Hundred in cricket, Sky and the BBC 
came together again in March this year to put pen to paper on 
a “game-changing” new deal with the FA for coverage of the 
Women’s Super League, the top tier of domestic women’s 
football in England. The three-year deal, which sees Sky Sports 
replace BT Sport as the WSL’s primary broadcaster from this 
season, was heralded as the biggest domestic TV deal for a 
professional women’s soccer league anywhere in the world. Sky 
is set to invest a reported £10 million a season in rights fees and 
production costs, and a further £5 million a season in marketing 
a promotional efforts – a commitment that should catapult the 
league into a new dimension of public consciousness. 

Sky will have the rights to 44 matches a season, with a minimum 
of 35 being screened across Sky Sports Main Event, Sky 
Sports Premier League and Sky Sports Football, with some 
matches also shown simultaneously on Sky Sports Mix and 
Sky Showcase. Sky has seen the two biggest ever pay-tv WSL 
audiences in the first two rounds of fixtures.

The BBC, meanwhile, will show  22 live games per season, 
with a minimum of 18 matches on mainstream, free-to-air 

channels, BBC One and BBC Two. Previously, games have 
been shown live on BBC iPlayer and Red Button. All games not 
chosen for broadcast on Sky or the BBC will be aired on the 
FA’s streaming service, The FA Player.

It was the first time the WSL rights had been sold unbundled 
from any men’s football and the results – both in terms 
of guaranteed revenue and potential reach - were hugely 
satisfying for those involved in the deal. 

“When we look at the benchmarks around audience, this 
without doubt will take us to be the most watched women’s 
sports league in the world,” said Kelly Simmons, the FA’s 
Director of the Women’s Game.

“It is transformational. This is mainstream, this is prime slots 
on television, big audiences, week in week out, and I think 
it’s such an exciting step for the women’s game. It is quite an 
emotional moment.”

The 12 teams in the WSL will share 75% of the media rights 
revenue, with the remainder split between the 12 teams of the 
second tier Women’s Championship.

FA + WSL X SKY + BBC

WHY YOU SHOULD CARE

 f  Richest domestic rights deal in women’s football
 f  First unbundled women’s rights taken to market 

by the FA
 f  Every game available to watch
 f  A reported £5 million per year committed in 

marketing money to give the league the ‘full Sky 
treatment’

 f  BBC moving games from streaming only onto 
mainstream channels

Sky Sports has won plaudits for the tone it has taken on social media in suport of its WSL coverage
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Three months after the FA had been to market with its first 
set of unbundled women’s media rights, UEFA was doing the 
same thing with its next cycle of Women’s Champions League 
rights. And it came away with another ground-breaking deal. 
Global sports streamer DAZN took the exclusive international 
rights for the next four seasons of the competition – except 
for in China and the MENA region. To make good on UEFA’s 
objective to maximise exposure, DAZN’s offer includes a tie-up 
with YouTube. For the first two seasons of the contract, all 61 
Women’s Champions League matches from the group stage 
onwards will be made available live and on demand via DAZN 
as well as its YouTube channel. For the last two seasons, all 61 
matches will be live on DAZN, while 19 matches will be made 
available for free on YouTube. 

“DAZN was founded with a vision of making premium sports 
more accessible, and what’s more accessible than centralised 

rights for the first time and all matches free on YouTube? 
Overnight, this will make the best women’s football easier to 
watch around the world than ever before,” said DAZN CEO 
James Rushton. 

“Along the way, we look forward to elevating live broadcast 
production, extending existing DAZN content franchises, and 
unveiling new shows that showcase the breadth and brilliance 
of women’s football.”

“[This deal is] exactly what we wished for when we decided 
to centralise the media rights and revamp the competition 
format,” said Guy-Laurent Epstein, Uefa’s Marketing Director. 
“Ultimately it was an easy decision for Uefa to make, as DAZN 
and YouTube had the most compelling bid, complemented by 
the vast promotional opportunities that this partnership can 
bring for the competition and women’s football in general.”

UEFA + WOMEN’S 
CHAMPIONS LEAGUE X 
DAZN + YOUTUBE

WHY YOU SHOULD CARE

 f  All games available for free for first two years of 
four-year deal

 f  Global ownership for DAZN and a commitment 
to produce shoulder programming

 f  First unbundled women’s rights taken to market 
by UEFA
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How would you summarise Sky’s current approach to 
broadcasting women’s sport and how has that changed 
over time?

JL: We’ve been committed to women’s sport for a long 
time. But the key thing for us is to treat it the same as 
all of our sports rights; making sure the quality of the 
coverage is absolutely at the top end, making sure that 
the stories are always on and that we’re covering it across 
all of our platforms. One of the things that has changed 
is that we’ve taken a slightly broader approach to how we 
distribute the sports, making sure as many fans as possible 
can engage with the rights and the competitions and we’ve 
seen some good success with that. We’ve been delighted 
with a number of our partnerships. I call out the cricket 
where we’ve been part of a fantastic story and we’re 
seeing it now with The Hundred - the great audiences and 
excellence of the game. Netball as well, somewhere we 
were delighted to extend our partnership recently, where 
we really have been working very closely with them, and 
now with the WSL we think that’s a really exciting piece to 
add to our jigsaw.

Are rights negotiations with relatively new leagues, like 
the WSL, different compared to other more established 
leagues and if so how?

JL: Well in negotiating these rights we were working with the 
FA, so clearly they’re dealing with some more established rights 
as well as rights where they’re looking for slightly different 
outcomes and emphasis. We were very open with them with 
what we were looking for and they likewise with us, and I 
think very quickly we found that we are aligned. We wanted to 
really shine a light on the league, the growth, and then still the 
potential. We felt that an important part of that was giving it our 
full commitment around production, and really very quickly it felt 
like a very positive conversation and actually we were able to be 
very mutually beneficial in all of the things that we were talking 
about and the conclusion that we came to.

To what extent are you reflecting public interest in 
broadcasting more women’s sport or do you see Sky as 
having a responsibility for shifting and building that interest? 
How does that impact how and what you schedule?

JL: I think the honest answer to that is a bit of both. We want 
to be the leading women’s sports broadcaster and that means 
ensuring we are involved in supporting its success at every 
level. Clearly there has been a huge growth in the interest and 
we’ve seen that in the record audiences and just the growth in 
the number of people that are engaging in the sports, but being 
completely honest, we’re not at the same level that we see for 
the Premier League or for the men’s Hundred; the audience has 

THE INTERVIEW:  
IN CONVERSATION WITH  
JONATHAN LICHT, MANAGING DIRECTOR,  
SKY SPORTS
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been probably double around the women’s Hundred, but still, 
that’s significant progress so it’s important to us to make sure 
that we keep building on that growth and that’s why we think a 
little bit differently about the scheduling and the distribution and 
probably playing a little bit more of a long game about how we 
think of our rights investments.

Can you point to a couple of examples where you’ve 
innovated in terms of distributing women’s sport across 
different platforms and how successful that’s been?

JL: In this last netball season where we covered every game, 
which was a huge commitment from us to the leagues and from 
our people to be covering all, I think it was more than 112 live 
games in the end, and we streamed a lot of those games on 
YouTube. There were obviously a number of games that went on 
the main Sky Sports channels, we use Sky Sports Mix as well 
which gives us wider distribution. We’ve looked at something 
similar around The Hundred, both the men’s and the women’s 
but in the women’s competition there has been more of a focus 
again on YouTube, all the games are available on Sky Sports Mix, 
so really we’re being quite clear and decisive that actually the 
opportunity still for us is very much ahead of us and we want to 
broaden that reach and broaden that engagement at this stage.

What drives decisions around making women’s sport 
content more accessible across Sky platforms and free 
platforms, like YouTube?

JL: I think we have again an honesty around where we are 
with our audience at the moment. It’s not a secret to say that 
we have a male biased audience. That’s not to say men and 
women don’t equally enjoy all the aspects of the sport, but 
I think if we take a sport like netball, fans of the sport won’t 
necessarily expect or associate Sky Sports with the coverage 
of netball, even though we’ve been showing it for a number 
of years and we need to give them even more reasons to 
subscribe to Sky or to NOW to take Sky Sports. What we’re 
trying to do in using YouTube and using other channels is really 
make that association between Sky Sports channels, and fans 
of those sports, and then lead them to a broader relationship 
with Sky.

Beyond live sports rights what are you doing to build the 
conversation and shoulder programming around women’s 
sport? 

JL: That’s really something where we feel that Sky Sports 
has got a real USP, it’s always existed. We’ve had Sky Sports 
News which launched over 20 years ago, we have that always 
on support of our sports and our partners whether that’s 
telling the stories, previewing, reviewing, analysing, talking to 
the key people involved in each of the sports, that’s a really 
big part of our offering, that’s unique to what we do. We also 
have a very successful and significant presence on digital 
and social media which gives us an ability to talk to millions 
of fans every day and serve them in the way that they want 
to be served. Then of course in our channels, and having 11 

“WHAT WE’RE TRYING TO 
DO IN USING YOUTUBE AND 
USING OTHER CHANNELS 
IS REALLY MAKE THAT 
ASSOCIATION BETWEEN SKY 
SPORTS CHANNELS, AND 
FANS OF THOSE SPORTS, 
AND THEN LEAD THEM TO 
A BROADER RELATIONSHIP 
WITH SKY.”
JONATHAN LICHT, MANAGING DIRECTOR, SKY SPORTS
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channels gives us an ability to dedicate more time to the 
sports, to have shoulder programming, to be supporting 
the sports not just when they’re on and live and playing 
throughout the week.

From a production and innovation standpoint, how much 
more room is there to be creative in how you broadcast 
something like the WSL or Netball Superleague? How 
are you building deeper, richer relationships with rights 
holders and partners to allow that to happen?

JL: I think that’s a big opportunity for us and I think 
what we find with those partners is perhaps more of a 
willingness to explore and to experiment because I think 
there’s an understanding of what they’re trying to achieve 
and how they’re looking to engage more fans, and actually 
surprising or showing people a different side to a sport, 
whether that’s around access, or storytelling, or making 
the key sports talent more accessible and available. We’d 
like that mentality to exist across the board, in all our 
sports, but we recognise that in some places that’s still 
harder, so I do think that is a real point of difference for 

some of these sports and some of these partnerships and 
our ambition is to do that very successfully that it becomes 
the norm across the board.

What will the next phase of rights partnerships, with the 
likes of Netball Superleague and other maturing women’s 
sports leagues, look like?

JL: We’ll continue to work with our partners and work on their 
objectives and look at what we’re trying to achieve. You know 
if you talk to the sports I’m sure commercial development 
is going to be a really significant part of what they want to 
achieve and that’s a little bit Catch-22 for us. We have had 
a history of building sports, making them more successful. 
When they come back to rights next time then perhaps we 
have to pay more, but for us that will be a demonstration of 
what we’ve created. We won’t necessarily smile all the way 
through that but really if we see that and we evidence that that 
must be showing that we’re doing the job well and working 
well with our partner, and really creating that virtuous circle of a 
sport that’s growing and demonstrating and throwing out more 
value across the board.

“WE HAVE HAD A HISTORY OF BUILDING SPORTS, MAKING 
THEM MORE SUCCESSFUL. WHEN THEY COME BACK TO RIGHTS 
NEXT TIME THEN PERHAPS WE HAVE TO PAY MORE, BUT FOR US 
THAT WILL BE A DEMONSTRATION OF WHAT WE’VE CREATED. 
WE WON’T NECESSARILY SMILE ALL THE WAY THROUGH THAT 
BUT REALLY IF WE SEE THAT AND WE EVIDENCE THAT THAT 
MUST BE SHOWING THAT WE’RE DOING THE JOB WELL.”
JONATHAN LICHT, MANAGING DIRECTOR, SKY SPORTS
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Netball in the UK has undergone a remarkable transformation 
in the last 15 years. The well respected Joanna Coates helped 
to grow the sport exponentially during her tenure as CEO of 
England Netball, and by the time Fran Connolly took over the 
role in October 2019 after nearly two decades of experience 
within the national governing body, interest in netball was on 
a steep upward trajectory. That summer had seen England 
host the 2019 Netball World Cup (where 550,000 viewers 
tuned in to watch England’s Vitality Roses in the semi-final), 
and the previous year saw a historic Gold win for England at 
the Commonwealth Games. Both international and domestic 
sales were at record-breaking highs, and to Connolly, it 
seemed merely a matter of capitalizing on the momentum. 
“Our aspirations were to continue to grow our profile, to 
accelerate professionalization and to take the league to bigger 
arenas, as we began selling out the ones that had been home 
to us for many years,” She says. Equally impressive as the 
sales were the figures for participation; by the end of 2019, 
3.1 million people were playing netball annually, with 850,000 
playing on a weekly basis.

THE PANDEMIC HITS
Then, March 2020 saw the UK go into national lockdown, 
following the outbreak of Covid-19. Two months later, 
Connolly announced the cancellation of the Vitality Netball 
Superleague 2020. It was a challenging time for sport 
as a whole, but was indisputably more so for women’s 
sport. Connolly describes the many ways in which it was 
disproportionately affected. “Unlike male sports, the 
infrastructure has been really delicate and we’ve had some 
barriers that other sports haven’t had to contend with. We 
don’t own our own facilities. It’s been harder for us to unlock 
revenue streams that have allowed us to return the sport 
as quickly as some other sports. Many of our athletes are 
only semi-professional, so we’ve had to carefully adapt our 
sport to ensure that athletes can continue their professional 

careers as well as enjoy the sport they love.” Along with the 
professionals and semi-professionals, young and amateur 
athletes have been negatively affected; Women In Sport 
found in a survey that 51% of teenage girls are concerned 
that they are losing their fitness, and 41% have lost 
confidence in their sporting ability. “It’s a shame, because 
sport is the remedy for exactly how they’re feeling.” 
Connolly says.

WORKING WITH SKY SPORTS
Connolly looks at the pandemic through a lens of optimism, 
pointing to the positive ways in how Covid-19 has affected 
the landscape long-term. “Although it’s taken women’s 
sports slightly longer to return, I think we should take great 
heart from the efforts that we’ve seen from the multiple 
stakeholders to ensure that it did return; it’s a clear sign 
that times are changing.” Connolly takes care to credit 
partners and broadcasters for being instrumental in elevating 
women’s sport, citing England Netball’s 15 year-long 
partnership with Sky. “Every single match of the Vitality 
Netball Superleague was shown through linear platforms or 
through Sky Sports’ YouTube. Where in a typical season we’d 
have just over 20 matches shown, this season we had 112 
matches shown and about 2.2 million views of the content.” 
Midway through the pandemic, she would never have 
anticipated these numbers.

“It’s really shifted from something that we showed more from 
a ‘well, let’s experiment and put women’s sport on’ mindset 
to now it’s become a major part of our portfolio,” explains Sky 
Sports Multi Sports Director Helen Falkus of a partnership that 
has built steadily across its 15 years. “I think that has become a 
real shift in how we cover women’s sport and showcase female 
athletes. If you look back to 2014, around a game a week was 
shown on Sky Sports and it wasn’t actually live; it would’ve been 
played on the Monday and turned around and put out. That was 

CASE STUDY: 

THE GROWTH AND 
RECOVERY OF 
NETBALL IN THE UK

22



FRAN CONNOLLY ON….
The Hundred – “I’m a real fan of the Hundred, which 
cricket has just introduced. I feel that it gives a real fresh 
new look, feel and innovations that can all be credited to 
the ECB. It’s really upped the standard and expectations 
around women’s sport products that we all now put in to 
the market, that I think can only be a really positive thing.”

Sky Sports –  “Sky Sports have been a really loyal partner 
of Netball for 15 years. They’ve supported us, broadcasting 
the game since 2006. They’ve been central to our journey, to 
be honest. Sky has been deeply committed to the growth of 
women’s sport. They’ve supported us in driving forward the 
visibility, the momentum. They’ve elevated storytelling both 
on and off the court and they’ve opened up the sport for 
more audiences to enjoy, this year more than ever.”

“WOMEN’S SPORT CAN 
BE A REALLY SAFE PLACE. 
IT’S FAR BEYOND THE 
PHYSICAL BENEFITS THAT 
WE ARE WELL-VERSED IN 
AND FAR INTO THE MENTAL 
WELLBEING BENEFITS.”
FRAN CONNOLLY, ENGLAND NETBALL
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better than nothing back then. What was really clear was that 
this was the number one female participation sport in the UK, 
and we wanted to really showcase it alongside our other sports. 
What did that look like? Well that meant serious coverage in the 
same way that we showed football and cricket, what did that 
look like? Well it meant making the games live, it meant serious 
editorial discussion, top class pundits, touchscreen analysis. 
And it meant also making sure that it had a presence on digital 

and social platforms. So we set up Sky Netball on Twitter. And 
I think what was so pleasing was that we very quickly grew a 
very engaged following. When we look into that, the following 
was 77% female. We pushed that on again by growing the Sky 
Netball Instagram account so that it’s a shift away from the Sky 
Sports Instagram account. It’s a really safe space for women 
who love netball, love sport, to engage in conversation around 
that and I think that that’s great. And safe spaces for women 

“SPORT HAS THE ABILITY TO GROW GREAT 
LEADERS, BUT IT ALSO HAS THE ABILITY TO 
GROW SKILLS AND COMPETENCIES THAT CAN 
BE TRANSFERRED INTO ANY WALK OF LIFE. IT 
CAN BE THE THING THAT GIVES WOMEN BACK 
THAT CONFIDENCE, AND THAT CONFIDENCE THAT 
TRANSCENDS SPORT. IT’S WHAT THEY NEED IN 
THEIR NORMAL LIVES OUTSIDE OF SPORT. SPORT 
CAN PLAY AN INCREDIBLE ROLE IN SUPPORTING 
PEOPLE TO GET BACK INTO THEIR NORMALITY, 
ALBEIT A NEW NORMALITY.” 
FRAN CONNOLLY, ENGLAND NETBALL

Credit: Sean Ames
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in sport are really needed; there was a recent study that said 
that 30% of British elite female athletes have experienced 
online abuse and it was mainly comments about appearance 
or sexist remarks. Some of them were just awful, and you talk 
about visibility a lot in a positive sense but this is visibility in the 
negative sense and if young women and girls are seeing these 
comments, because they’re just there for anyone to see on 
these social platforms, it is potentially really damaging.”

Connolly stresses that the Sky partnership is not one that is 
only discussed at renewal points.  “We have constant dialogue 
with Sky to monitor consumer trends and discuss the impact 
on an ongoing basis. We carefully track viewing figures, habits, 
demographics, platform performances, content interest and 
reach. We also look wider than that, at how the impact of 
increased visibility results in different behaviours of consumers. 
We talk about learning from other sport and other industries, 
and work out how this affects the future broadcast strategy.” 
One of the innovations that has come from partnership was 
the Virtual Reality viewing experience for selected Vitality 
Netball Superleague games. This VR experience is a broadcast 
first in women’s sport, and Connolly knew to take advantage 
of the opportunity. “When Sky approached us, we jumped at 
the chance. We are always looking at ways to develop netball, 
to be innovative and to deepen the connection with the Netball 
family. Immersive technology is an area we think will become 
more commonplace, and we’ll continue to work with Sky 
to evaluate the success of that and look at new innovations 
similar to that as we move forward.”

GOING FORWARD
Connolly is committed to the growth of netball, and 
determined to keep up the momentum. “We must drive at 
an accelerated rate going forward, and we want more people 
to be able to have careers through the sport they love.” She 
stresses the importance of inspiring participation, in spite 
of the physical and mental toll the pandemic has taken on 
many of us. “Women’s sport can be a really safe place. It’s 
far beyond the physical benefits that we are well-versed in 
and far into the mental wellbeing benefits.” While female 
participation is crucial, it is also imperative that male allies 
wield their influence in the industry. “We require any role 
model that can have a voice in this area to explain that 
women’s sport can have something very valuable to offer  - 
not just as women’s sport, but as a great sporting proposition. 

 “Sport has the ability to grow great leaders, but it also has the 
ability to grow skills and competencies that can be transferred 
into any walk of life. It can be the thing that gives women back 
that confidence, and that confidence that transcends sport. It’s 
what they need in their normal lives outside of sport,” she says.  
“Sport can play an incredible role in supporting people to get 
back into their normality, albeit a new normality.”

THE MILESTONES OF 
ENGLAND NETBALL:  
A TIMELINE FOR GROWTH

 f  July 2015 - Vitality announces partnership with 
England Netball.

 f  November 2016 – Sky Sports announce the renewal 
of their partnership with England Netball, which 
began in 2006.

 f  April 2018 – Team England make history by winning 
gold for the first time at the Commonwealth Games.

 f  October 2018 – Vitality commits to a further three 
years as title partner.

 f  November 2018 – The Nike and Jaffa partnership 
begins, and the Vitality Roses are named Team of the 
Year at the Sunday Times Sportswomen of the Year 
Awards.

 f  December 2018 –The Roses win Team of the 
Year and Greatest Sporting Moment of the Year 
Awards at the BBC Sports Personality of the Year 
awards ceremony. Sport England commit to backing 
England Netball again until 2021, and the Roses are 
named Team of the Year at the Sports Journalists’ 
Association’s British Sports Awards. 

 f  January 2019 – A partnership between England 
Netball and The British Army is announced.

 f  July 2019 – England hosts the 2019 Netball World 
Cup and make it to the semi-finals, winning Bronze.

 f  October 2019 – Fran Connolly is appointed as CEO 
of England Netball, replacing Joanna Coates.

 f  February 2020 – Record crowd of 9,000 for VNSL 
season opener

 f  February 2021 – The Vitality Netball Superleague 
2021 season is launched, and the new Sky 
partnership announced.

 f  May 2021 – Sky introduces VR for the remaining 
rounds of the VNSL.

 f  June 2021 –The Women’s Institute partnership 
with England Netball’s Walking Netball programme 
is extended, and Grand Final of the VNSL is hosted 
with fans.
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FINDING  
THEIR VOICE
With the sports world keen to regain the momentum it achieved prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the athletes are more important than ever in engaging would-
be fans. As past and present examples can show us, athlete activism is women’s 
sports’ trump card. 

As the sporting world slowly tries to return to normality, big 
questions must be asked, and bigger opportunities arise. How 
can women’s sport resume the momentum when it has in 
many ways been set back more critically than men’s sport? 
Many have looked at the pandemic as a reset button, and 
as some have identified - just as the speedboat turns more 
quickly than the cruise ship - the smaller scale of the women’s 
sports landscape and the deals surrounding it provides an 
opportunity to reposition more swiftly following the reopening 
of the sports world.

Similarly, the landscape in which female athletes have had to 
grow in has created an athlete that is particularly well equipped 
to take advantage of the post-pandemic era. Sports and 
sports fandom have ever been driven by the stars, and as the 
way fans consume sport changes, the dynamic, value-driven 
sportswoman is poised to become a global superstar. The 
modern female athlete has found her voice, and people want 
to hear it - from Megan Rapinoe to Naomi Osaka, it is not only 
their athletic ability but their advocacy getting people interested 
in and excited by what’s happening in women’s sports.

BILLIE JEAN KING:

“I HAVE OFTEN BEEN ASKED 
WHETHER I AM A WOMAN OR 
AN ATHLETE. THE QUESTION 
IS ABSURD. MEN ARE NOT 
ASKED THAT. I AM AN 
ATHLETE. I AM A WOMAN.”
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KEY MOMENTS WOMEN 
TOOK THE SPOTLIGHT OVER 
THE PAST 25 YEARS

Over 90,000 fans pack into the Rose Bowl 
to watch the USWNT play China in the 
Women’s World Cup Final

1999
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ADVOCACY’S CATALYSING EFFECT ON TENNIS
Slims Circuit as long ago as 1970. It would later become 
the Women’s Tennis Association and pave the way for 
professional women’s sport. 

Bex Smith, Global Executive of the Women’s Game at the 
Copa90 agency, sees King’s influence as crossing over all 
women’s sports: “She took a very strong stance and had 
that whole team boycott until they got equal pay and equal 
treatment. She’s a fighter for equality that changed the course 
of tennis and other sports for good. She’s not only involved 
with tennis but is one of the driving forces behind the US 
Women’s National Football team, and helped the ice hockey 
women’s team when they had issues during their Olympic 
campaign. It’s those champions that fight and support others 
that really help drive equality in sports.” 

The London Olympics make history as the 
first Olympics where every participating 
country had women in their teams, as 
well as the first Olympics where women 
competed in every sport in the programme

The Williams sisters face off in the finals of 
the US Open, the first time a Grand Slam 
women’s final is aired in primetime in the US

20122001

One need look no further than tennis’ pioneer revolutionary, 
Billie Jean King, to see the effectiveness of sport’s big names 
stepping in to influence decisions. A former world number 
one, King’s advocacy both on and off-court led to the US 
Open becoming the first major tournament to offer equal 
prize money for men and women. Moreover, the respect 
earned for women’s tennis through her victory over Bobby 
Riggs in the 1973 ‘Battle of the Sexes’ can be seen today 
in the sport, which continues to have its female players as 
revered as their male counterparts. 

Indeed, though many correctly point to the need for brands 
to invest in women’s sport, it was King, alongside eight 
other female tennis players – the Original Nine - who 
persuaded cigarette brand Virginia Slims to launch the Virginia 

MEGAN RAPINOE: 

“I DON’T THINK ANYONE 
WHO HAS EVER SPOKEN 
OUT, OR STOOD UP AND HAD 
A BRAVE MOMENT, HAS 
REGRETTED IT.”
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JO TONGUE: 

“LET’S ASPIRE TO HAVE 
BETTER COVERAGE, SOME 
DECENT INPUT FROM 
BRANDS AND SOME 
DECENT MONEY FROM 
SPONSORS AND WE’LL BE 
THERE, TRUST ME.”

But advocacy for women’s tennis did not end with Billie Jean 
King. In recent years, Serena Williams has been has been 
the sport’s most outspoken advocate, and female players’ 
staunchest champion, vowing to ‘fight for equality until her 
final breath’. The American’s recent partnership with Secret, 
the Procter & Gamble brand, has seen $1 million donated to 
organisations that help to address gender inequality in sports, 
another example of the willingness of brands to get involved 
when led by the stars. Nor does advocacy in tennis end with 
women - Andy Murray, one of the biggest stars in the men’s 
game over the past decade, has repeatedly used his platform 
to lift up his female peers, from correcting journalists to 
arguing for equal pay; his support for the women’s game is 
laudable but frustratingly uncommon. 

The simultaneous programming in tennis, where men’s and 
women’s matches are played concurrently at the four annual 
Grand Slams and other events where the ATP and WTA 
Tours come together, is another factor in achieving parity. 
Tennis super-agent Max Eisenbud, who in his role at IMG has 
represented former superstars like Maria Sharapova and Li 
Na, and now looks after British newcomer Emma Raducanu, 

believes this has helped, but that the female athletes have 
proven they can steal the show: “That’s the unique special 
sauce of tennis, that we can share the stage with men at the 
highest level and sometimes even outshine them,” he says. 

“You can go and look at Grand Slams all the time and say 
that the women had better matches or had more attention…a 
young phenom like Coco Gauff can make a run at Wimbledon 
and capture the world because she’s 15 years old.” 

Jo Tongue, CEO of Tongue Tied Management - a British-based 
agency that represents sportspeople and sports broadcasters 
like Andy Cole, Leah Williamson and Michael Carrick - 
suggests that the most valuable lesson other sports can learn 
from tennis is its presentation of its female stars. “I think it’s 
great that the female players are respected as much as the 
male players,” she says, “but that’s because of how it’s been 
delivered to us. Imagine if we delivered women’s football in 
the same way we delivered men’s football. Tell me the story, 
tell me why I should care and I’ll care. Tennis has always had 
that – here’s an amazing man, here’s an amazing woman and 
here’s Wimbledon and you get to see both of them.”  

The ICC Women’s T20 World Cup final at the 
Melbourne Cricket Ground attracts over 
86,000 spectators after players help drive 
the #FilltheMCG social media campaign

The US Women’s National Team, having 
won the previous year’s football World Cup, 
campaign for equal pay with the men’s team
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BEX SMITH ON CHELSEA’S 
CHAMPIONS LEAGUE: 
“When Chelsea Men and Women both qualified for the 
Champions League Final, I was on the social media profiles 
of players from the men’s and the women’s…every single 
female player was promoting and congratulating the men’s 
team – on the men’s side there wasn’t one player that was 
promoting the female side.”
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FEMALE ATHLETES ONLINE
As Smith highlights, female athletes have had to be savvier 
in their use of social media and alternative platforms due 
to a historic lack of coverage in traditional media. “Media 
and storytelling are very, very behind in terms of the reality 
of women’s sport,” she says. “I don’t think it should be 
the responsibility of any athletes to have to market their 
own sport. But what’s actually been a nice unintended 
consequence of the lack of marketing and publicity for 
women’s sport is that the athletes understand a little bit more 
about the ecosystem of the business behind the sport and 
how they can use their platforms to help. Plenty of players 
have started their own podcast or started their own social 
media show and are creating platforms for women’s sport 
specifically. They are going out and doing their own thing off 
their own back because they have to.” 

But Smith also points out that more can be done by the male 
athletes in the UK, referencing the effectiveness of stars getting 
involved elsewhere: “I wish that the male athletes did do a lot 
more for their female counterparts because they can, you look 

at a Kobe Bryant or now LeBron James and what they do for the 
WNBA, using their platform to help it grow massively, and I think 
there’s a lack of that here in the UK and especially in football.” 

Exposure within the men’s game can also be helpful - Tongue, 
also a Director of Women in Football, has secured work for 
several of her clients as media pundits. One such, Chelsea 
Women manager Emma Hayes, featured prominently in the 
UK TV coverage of Euro 2020, which Tongue believes helped 
build respect for the women’s game. “I’ve represented Emma 
for a long time, and I know she’s one of the smartest football 
brains out there,” she notes. “But because there was never 
a platform, no one really knew it – then this summer when 
everyone was going on about how amazing she was – yeah, 
we know. She’s always been amazing, nothing’s changed. 
She’s just got a network TV platform now so 20 million people 
have seen her, and that gives the captive audience for men’s 
football a newfound respect for women’s football.” The talent 
is top notch, says Tongue, and so is the knowledge – now it 
just needs to be delivered in the correct fashion. 

Simone Biles and Naomi Osaka make 
headlines by prioritising their mental health 
over participating in major events

England and Brazil’s Football Associations 
join Australia, Norway and New Zealand in 
paying their male and female players equally
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HOW FAN HABITS ARE CHANGING
Given the relative size of the women’s sports landscape, 
female athletes in certain sports like football, rugby and 
cricket are also – currently at least – more accessible to 
fans than their male equivalents. Jo Tongue points out the 
difference in a women’s football matchday experience, 
where players will chat with fans after the game, and Bex 
Smith highlights the online communities created in women’s 
sport that help fans connect with players in a more personal 
fashion. In football, in particular, there appears to be a real 
opportunity here for female players to establish meaningful, 
authentic connections with fans, especially in a year where 
the doomed European Super League project has created a 
disconnect between clubs and fans in the men’s game.

What needs to happen for women’s sport to see more of 
its stars become as global and well known as the top male 
athletes? Talent is certainly important - after all, millions 
watched the world’s best players competing at the 2019 
Fifa Women’s World Cup, but the majority of viewers didn’t 
continue to watch women’s football afterwards. The challenge 
now is in achieving cut-through, transforming these events 
from exciting one-time spectacles into events that create 
lasting fans who want to see more. 

THE EVOLUTION TO THE AGE OF THE FLUID FAN

Supports local team

Radio/Newspaper/Local TV

Local social groups

Local fan communities

Consumer

Follows teams

Prioritizes winning

Fixed identity

Supports global teams

Satellite/Cable/OTT

Global social groups

Global fan communities

Consumer

Follows teams/leagues

Prioritizes winning

Fixed identity

Changes allegiances

Transmedia

Dynamic social groups

Digital fan communities

Consumer/creator

Follows players

Prioritizes values

Contextual identity

Age of local fans
ca. 1850’s - 1950’s

Age of global fans
ca. 1950’s - present

Age of fluid fans
ca. 2020 -

Source: Sports Innovation Lab

Advocacy has always been an important factor in the growth 
of women’s sport, but perhaps never more so than today, 
with the rise of what is being called the ‘fluid fan’. Studies, 
such as that conducted by sports research firm Sports 
Innovation Lab, have shown that Generation Z consumers 
are increasingly supporting sports in a way that prioritises the 
athletes over the sport itself, and idolises values over victory. 
The fluid fan will tune into watch Megan Rapinoe play football 
not because of the score in the previous week’s fixture, but 
because of her activism. 

As Max Eisenbud identifies, veneration of these values has 
reached a point where certain athletes can conquer all else: 
“When the pandemic hit, budgets of brands was the first 
thing to get frozen or slashed, so there weren’t many deals 
that were happening across the board in most of sport. 
Then you have the superstars like Naomi [Osaka] who’s a 
very special athlete in a very special time and a lot of the 
companies identified with that and wanted to partner with 
her.” In the modern age, there are several other examples of 
values being even more important in driving a player’s profile 
than performance on the field, from Colin Kaepernick to Carl 
Nassib – values are more powerful than ever. 
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Exposure is key – as women’s sport becomes more readily 
available, so too does the ability to build a narrative over a 
tournament, a season, a history. In a sense, it is a chicken-
and-egg situation; the more people watch women’s sport, the 
more they’ll become invested in different players, teams and 
leagues. But perhaps most important element of all is the 

foundation from which the talent and the narrative are derived 
– the athlete. As women’s sport recovers from the effects of 
the pandemic, it will be the superstars that drive the sports, 
and it is a collaborative industry-wide effort that is required to 
ensure those stars are born; not just through actions on the 
field, but those off it as well.

MAX EISENBUD ON STAR POWER: 

“I THINK SPORTS ARE ALL 
STAR DRIVEN, AND I THINK 
IT’S ALWAYS FUN TO SEE 
A COCO GAUFF, AN EMMA 
RADUCANU EMERGE AS 
SOMEONE LIKE SERENA’S 
STARTING TO BE AT THE 
END. SPORTS ARE DRIVEN 
BY STARS AND STAR POWER 
AND EVERY WEEK THERE’S 
AN OPPORTUNITY FOR A 
NEW STAR TO BE BORN.”
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