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Abstract

The UEFA Champions League (UCL) is widely regarded as the pinnacle of European club
football, commanding a global audience of billions and generating revenues exceeding €3 billion
annually. Despite this commercial success, the long-term sustainability of the tournament is
increasingly threatened by a complex array of financial, competitive, structural, and social
challenges. This paper presents a systematic literature review examining these challenges and
their implications for the tournament's future viability. Evidence from peer-reviewed studies
indicates that growing financial disparities among participating clubs undermine competitive
balance, with talent concentration in a select group of elite clubs diminishing the unpredictability
that drives fan engagement. The UEFA Financial Fair Play (FFP) regulations, introduced in
2011, have achieved limited success in curbing excessive club spending, with enforcement
inconsistencies permitting circumvention by wealthier clubs. Tournament structure issues,
including fixture congestion and format predictability, contribute to player fatigue and declining
audience interest in earlier rounds. Environmental sustainability, gender equality, and social
responsibility represent emerging dimensions of sustainability that demand greater institutional
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only the participating clubs but also the broader European

1. INTRODUCTION football ecosystem (Dantas et al., 2020).

The UEFA Champions League (UCL), established in 1955 as
the European Cup, has evolved into the world's most
prestigious and commercially ~significant club football has simult_aneously given rise Fo st_rL_JcturaI.vuln_erabi_lities tr_lat
competition. Organised by the Union of European Football threaten its long-term sustalnablllt)_/. Fm_a_nual_ m_equallty
Associations (UEFA), the tournament assembles elite clubs between large and small clubs has intensified significantly
from across Europe in an annual contest for the most coveted over the past two decades, driven by asymmetric distributions
trophy in club football. The competition's global reach is of broadcasting revenues, prize money, and commercial
unparalleled: it commands an annual cumulative television income (Felipe et al., 2020). This financial stratification has
audience exceeding four billion viewers across more than 200 concentrated elite talent within a small cohort of 'superclubs,’

countries and territories, generating revenues that sustain not progressively narrowing the competitive landscape and

However, the tournament's remarkable commercial success

orresponding Author: Vincent English. opyright ublishers ights Reserve
*C ding Author: Vi English ® 8 © Copyright 2026 GSAR Publishers All Rights R d

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License. Page 76



https://gsarpublishers.com/journals-gsarjebm-home/

Global Scientific and Academic Research Journal of Economics, Business and Management ISSN: 2583-5645 (Online)

reducing the uncertainty of outcome that is fundamental to
spectator appeal (Frick et al., 2023; Wills et al., 2020).

The tournament's format has also been subject to criticism.
The seeded group stage structure, introduced to enhance the
quality of early-round fixtures, has paradoxically increased
the predictability of outcomes, with evidence suggesting
reduced competitive tension in preliminary rounds (Csato,
2020; Engist et al., 2020). Concurrently, an expanding fixture
calendar has generated concerns about player welfare, with
fatigue and injury rates rising among elite athletes subjected
to intensive competition schedules (Volpi, 2015).

Beyond financial and structural challenges, the UCL faces
increasing scrutiny regarding its social and environmental
responsibilities. Gender inequality in football governance, the
environmental footprint of major tournaments, and the
management of fan behaviour represent dimensions of
sustainability gaining prominence in the literature (Valenti et
al., 2021; Raimo et al., 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic
provided a stark illustration of the tournament's vulnerability
to external disruptions, exposing the fragility of revenue
streams dependent on matchday attendance (Solanellas et al.,
2023).

This paper provides a systematic literature review of the
multidimensional sustainability challenges confronting the
UCL. It aims to: (1) synthesise evidence on the financial,
competitive, structural, and social dimensions of sustainability
challenges; (2) assess the effectiveness of existing governance
mechanisms, particularly FFP regulations; and (3) identify
strategic recommendations for enhancing the long-term
viability of the competition. The review contributes to the
growing academic discourse on sports sustainability by
providing a comprehensive, evidence-based analysis of one of
the world's most significant sporting institutions.

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS

A systematic literature review methodology was employed to
identify, evaluate, and synthesise relevant academic literature
addressing the long-term sustainability challenges of the UCL.
This approach was selected for its rigour and transparency in
aggregating evidence from diverse scholarly sources, enabling
a comprehensive assessment of the current state of knowledge
on the topic.

2.1 Search Strategy

Literature was identified through searches of electronic
databases including Scopus, Web of Science, Google Scholar,
and PubMed (for player health-related studies). Primary
search terms included: 'UEFA Champions League,' ‘financial
sustainability football,” ‘competitive balance football,'
'Financial Fair Play," 'sports governance,’ ‘fan engagement
football,' and 'environmental sustainability sports." Boolean
operators (AND, OR) were used to combine terms and refine
search results. Grey literature, including official UEFA and
FIFA reports, was incorporated where peer-reviewed evidence
was limited.

2.2 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Studies were included if they: (1) were published in peer-
reviewed journals or reputable academic sources; (2)
addressed aspects of sustainability—financial, competitive,
social, or environmental—within the context of European
professional football or the UCL specifically; (3) were
published between 2010 and 2024. Studies focused
exclusively on football leagues outside Europe without cross-
comparative relevance, published before 2010 without
foundational theoretical value, or that did not address
sustainability-related outcomes were excluded.

2.3 Data Synthesis

Retrieved sources were screened by title and abstract,
followed by full-text review for eligible studies. A thematic
synthesis approach was adopted, organising findings under
five principal thematic domains: (1) financial sustainability
and revenue distribution; (2) competitive balance and talent
concentration; (3) tournament structure, format, and player
welfare; (4) social, environmental, and governance
sustainability; and (5) infrastructure and long-term
investment.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1 Financial Sustainability and Revenue
Distribution

Financial sustainability represents the most acute challenge
confronting the UCL. The competition generates substantial
revenues through  broadcasting rights,  sponsorship
agreements, matchday income, and UEFA's prize distribution
framework. In the 2021/22 season, UEFA distributed
approximately €2.03 billion in prize money among
participating clubs (Dantas et al., 2020). However, the
distribution formula strongly favours clubs with larger market
size, historical prestige, and higher broadcasting pool
allocations, creating a self-reinforcing cycle of financial
advantage for elite clubs.

Research by Felipe et al. (2020) demonstrated that market
value in European professional football is strongly correlated
with team performance metrics and player position, with top-
tier clubs capable of attracting and retaining talent at costs
prohibitive for mid-tier and smaller clubs. This financial
stratification has significant implications for competitive
balance within the UCL: as wealthier clubs systematically
acquire superior talent, the probability distribution of
tournament outcomes becomes increasingly skewed toward a
small cohort of elite clubs.

The introduction of UEFA's FFP regulations in 2011
represented a landmark attempt to impose fiscal discipline on
participating clubs. FFP requires clubs to broadly balance
revenues against expenditure on transfers and wages over a
rolling three-year assessment period, preventing clubs from
accumulating unsustainable debt and competing above their
financial means (Tomanek et al., 2022). Research evaluating
FFP's effectiveness has produced mixed findings. While clubs'
aggregate  wage-to-revenue  ratios  showed  modest
improvement  following implementation, critics have
identified significant weaknesses in the regulatory framework,
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including circumvention through inflated sponsorship
agreements with related parties and creative accounting
practices (Tomanek et al., 2022). High-profile enforcement
actions have been inconsistent, generating perceptions of
regulatory arbitrariness that have undermined confidence in
the framework.

UEFA's revised Sustainability and Infrastructure Regulations,
which replaced FFP in 2022, attempt to address these
weaknesses by imposing a squad cost ratio cap limiting
player-related expenditure to a defined proportion of club
revenues. The long-term effectiveness of this revised
framework remains to be demonstrated empirically. Research
on small Portuguese clubs by Dantas et al. (2020) illustrated
that even participation in UCL qualification rounds can have
transformative  financial impacts for smaller clubs,
underscoring the systemic importance of equitable
participation to the tournament's sustainability ecosystem.

3.2 Competitive Balance and Talent Concentration
Competitive balance—the degree to which competition
outcomes are uncertain—is a fundamental determinant of
spectator demand in professional sport (Wills et al., 2020).
For the UCL, competitive uncertainty operates at multiple
levels: individual match outcomes, progression through
tournament stages, and seasonal uncertainty regarding which
clubs qualify.

Frick et al. (2023) conducted a systematic analysis of talent
concentration and competitive imbalance in European
football, finding that while the UCL draws clubs from
multiple national leagues, the repeated dominance of elite
clubs has not significantly increased competitive imbalance
within domestic leagues. However, at the tournament level,
talent concentration has produced increasingly predictable
outcomes in terms of which clubs reach the latter stages. The
seeding system, as analysed by Engist et al. (2020) using a
regression-discontinuity design, has increased outcome
predictability in early rounds, reducing competitive tension
precisely when the tournament is seeking to maximise initial
fan engagement. Csatd (2020) further demonstrated that the
UCL seeding system is strategically non-optimal, allowing
clubs to influence draw outcomes to their advantage—a
finding with implications for competitive integrity and public
trust.

Wills et al. (2020) examined the drivers of television audience
demand for UCL football, finding that star player presence
and team quality were more significant predictors of
viewership than outcome uncertainty per se. This finding
reveals a degree of tension in format design: measures to
enhance competitive balance may paradoxically reduce
viewership if they limit the prominence of star players and
elite clubs. Navigating this tension represents a core strategic
challenge for UEFA.

Kalén et al. (2019) identified an ageing trend among UCL
players over the past three decades, with the mean age of
participants rising significantly. This demographic shift
reflects clubs' preference for experienced performers in high-
stakes competitions but raises concerns about long-term

player development pathways and the integration of emerging
young talent into elite competition. Yi et al. (2019)
documented systematic differences in the technical
performance profiles of players from the 'big five' European
leagues in UCL competition, while Yi et al. (2020) identified
situational and positional effects on technical variation,
suggesting the UCL's competitive environment is more
heterogeneous than aggregate statistics would indicate.

3.3 Tournament Structure, Format, and Player
Welfare

The structural evolution of the UCL—from the original
knockout-only European Cup to the current multi-phase
format—has been driven primarily by commercial
imperatives, particularly maximising fixtures involving elite
clubs. The 2024/25 format expansion to a 36-team league
phase represents the most significant structural change in the
tournament's history, increasing the number of matches per
participating club from a minimum of six to eight.

While this expansion increases elite club encounters and
maximises broadcasting opportunities, it amplifies player
welfare concerns. Fixture congestion has been identified as a
significant contributor to overuse injuries and fatigue-related
performance decline in elite footballers (Volpi, 2015). Meyer
and Klatt (2023) evaluated the impact of additional
substitution rules in elite European football, finding a 46%
reduction in player physical load and an 81% increase in
playing time for younger squad members—evidence that
structural interventions can meaningfully address player
welfare concerns without compromising competition quality.

Buraimo et al. (2011) and Goumas (2012) identified
significant home advantage effects and potential referee bias
in European football, suggesting that the competitive
environment within UCL fixtures is influenced by factors
beyond intrinsic team quality. These findings have
implications for format design, particularly regarding the
location of finals and neutral-venue policy. Home advantage
disparities also raise questions about the fairness of two-
legged knockout ties compared to single-match neutral-venue
encounters.

Mental health represents an underexplored but significant
dimension of player welfare in elite football. The
psychological pressures associated with UCL competition—
including performance anxiety, media scrutiny, and the
financial consequences of high-stakes outcomes for clubs—
create conditions that may predispose players to mental health
difficulties. Clubs and governing bodies have been
comparatively slow to develop systematic mental health
support infrastructure, particularly when compared to the
comprehensive physical health management systems already
in place (Khokhar et al., 2024). Player agency in contract
negotiations and transfers, managed through agents as
intermediaries, introduces additional complexity into player
welfare management (Nafziger & Gauthier, 2022).
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3.4 Social, Environmental, and  Governance
Sustainability

The social sustainability of the UCL encompasses gender
equality, community engagement, diversity and inclusion, and
the management of fan behaviour. Research on women's
football provides a useful comparative lens: Valenti et al.
(2021) identified match outcome uncertainty and competitive
intensity as the primary determinants of attendance at UEFA
Women's Champions League fixtures, highlighting the shared
importance of competitive balance to spectator engagement
across both men's and women's football.

The development of women's football in Europe has
accelerated significantly in recent years, driven by increased
investment from clubs and national associations, improved
media coverage, and strategic initiatives such as UEFA's
Women's Football Strategy. Despite this progress, substantial
financial and structural disparities between men's and
women's football persist, limiting the long-term sustainability
of women's football development (Magee, 2008). Gender
equality within football governance—the representation of
women in leadership and decision-making roles at clubs,
national associations, and UEFA itself—remains limited,
though initiatives such as the Women in Football Leadership
programme and the #EqualGame campaign represent positive
institutional steps (Robinson et al., 2013).

Environmental sustainability is an increasingly prominent
dimension of the UCL's long-term viability. The carbon
footprint associated with continental travel for clubs, officials,
and supporters is substantial, and growing public and
regulatory scrutiny demands proactive mitigation strategies.
Stadium modernisation projects increasingly incorporate
sustainable design principles—energy-efficient systems,
recycled materials, and reduced water consumption—that
reduce operational environmental impact while lowering long-
term costs (Henry et al., 2020). UEFA's environmental
commitments include reducing single-use plastics at final
events and promoting sustainable transport options for
supporters.

Sports integrity—encompassing match-fixing prevention,
anti-doping compliance, and anti-corruption measures—
represents a governance sustainability challenge with direct
implications for the UCL's credibility and public trust. The
proliferation of sports betting markets has elevated match-
fixing risks, necessitating robust monitoring systems,
regulatory  cooperation with  betting operators, and
comprehensive education programmes for players and
officials (Schulenkorf et al., 2016). CSR disclosure by
football clubs has been identified as a legitimation strategy
that can enhance stakeholder trust and institutional credibility
(Raimo et al., 2021).

Digital transformation and media strategy represent both
sustainability challenges and opportunities. The UCL's
broadcasting rights model has historically been premised on
exclusive arrangements with major television networks,
generating substantial revenues but creating dependencies on
traditional viewing channels. The growth of streaming

platforms, social media, and interactive digital content has
disrupted traditional broadcasting models, requiring UEFA
and clubs to develop adaptive multi-platform media strategies.
Solanellas et al. (2023) documented how sports organisations
navigated the COVID-19 crisis through social media,
illustrating the increasingly central role of digital
communication in maintaining fan engagement during periods
of disruption. Buck et al. (2019) highlighted the evolving
value of star players in the digital age, noting that individual
player profiles have become powerful drivers of digital
engagement and commercial value independent of team
performance.

3.5 Infrastructure and Long-Term Investment
Physical infrastructure—stadiums, training facilities, and
youth academies—represents a foundational dimension of
long-term sustainability for UCL clubs. Alajbeg et al. (2022)
examined the financial health and self-sustainability of
Croatian top-flight clubs, finding that investment in
academies, infrastructure, and human capital was strongly
associated with financial stability and competitive resilience.
These findings illustrate broader principles applicable across
the UCL ecosystem: sustainable competitive advantage is
more reliably built through internal development and
institutional investment than through reliance on external
financial inputs.

Youth development programmes play a dual sustainability
role: they supply clubs with talent at lower cost than the
transfer market, and they create pathways for young players
that help reduce talent concentration effects associated with
large clubs' financial dominance. Research on talent
identification in football academies (Baker et al., 2013) has
emphasised the multifactorial nature of elite player
development, highlighting the importance of combining
technical, physical, and psychological assessment in
identifying players with long-term potential.

Training facilities and performance centres have been
identified as key competitive differentiators in modern elite
football. Clubs with access to state-of-the-art training
infrastructure are better positioned to attract and retain elite
talent, support player development across all age groups, and
implement data-driven performance management systems.
The integration of sports science, technology, and medical
support within training facility design represents a best-
practice model for sustainable player development.
Investment in fan-facing infrastructure—stadium renovations,
enhanced matchday experiences, and digital fan engagement
platforms—further contributes to commercial sustainability
by deepening fan loyalty and expanding revenue streams from
matchday and digital channels (Beek & Derom, 2023).

Football tourism, identified by Tobar and Ramshaw (2019),
represents both a commercial opportunity and a social
sustainability challenge for UCL clubs. The influx of visiting
supporters can generate significant economic benefits for host
cities but may displace or dilute local fan cultures, potentially
undermining the authentic community identity that contributes
to club loyalty and long-term supporter engagement.
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4. CONCLUSION

The UEFA Champions League faces a complex and
multidimensional set of sustainability challenges that, if
inadequately addressed, threaten to diminish the tournament's
competitive appeal, financial integrity, and social legitimacy.
This review has identified financial inequality, competitive
imbalance, player welfare, governance effectiveness, and
social and environmental responsibility as the primary
domains requiring strategic attention.

The evidence reviewed strongly supports the following
strategic recommendations for UEFA and participating clubs.
First, revenue distribution reform is essential: a more
equitable allocation of UCL revenues—including broadcast
rights income—would reduce financial stratification and
create a more genuinely competitive tournament. Second,
FFP's successor regulations require more rigorous and
consistent enforcement, with credible sanctions that deter
circumvention by well-resourced clubs. Third, tournament
format design must balance commercial imperatives against
competitive balance and player welfare considerations, with
empirical monitoring of the outcomes of recent format
changes. Fourth, player welfare—physical and mental—
requires systematic institutional investment by clubs and
governing bodies, particularly in mental health infrastructure.
Fifth, governance standards must be strengthened across all
dimensions: gender equality, environmental sustainability,
and sports integrity.

The UCL's enduring success depends ultimately on its ability
to deliver genuinely competitive, unpredictable, and inspiring
football. Preserving and enhancing these qualities in the face
of growing commercialisation and financial stratification
represents the defining sustainability challenge for UEFA and
European football in the decades ahead.
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