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This year’s Sport CEO Survey - UK highlights the challenges 
and opportunities in the sports and activity sector and 
explores the trends that will define 2021 and beyond. 

The review captures unique perspectives of c. 80 leaders across sport in the 
U.K., including those from Clubs, Leagues, Governing Bodies and Corporates.

The sports industry is continuing to navigate through an extraordinary period 
of change. It’s interesting that most CEOs talk of being under more pressure 
than ever whilst many still say it’s an exciting time to be working in the 
industry. Sport’s leaders clearly like a challenge!

We highlight some of the factors that sports leaders should keep in mind as 
they prepare their organisations for the future. One consideration is that there 
won’t ever be a ‘normal’ again. CEOs will have to be more flexible than ever 
before, making the most of limited funds and looking to creative places for 
additional funding. This is an exciting opportunity to renew and reimagine  
the industry.

Foreword
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Growth of digital events, new 
products and online platforms 
e.g., FiiT (fitness app) subscriptions4 
increased 1,000%+

There have been extraordinary changes in the UK sports 
industry in 2020
Changes have occurred from elite performance and major events to mass 
participation and personal fitness – leading to adaptation and innovation

Fans are engaging more than ever with sport virtually and socially 

All statistics are from the 2021 Portas Consulting UK Sport CEO Survey, unless otherwise stated. 1. ukactive 2020 estimates for UK 
fitness and leisure operator closures and jobs at risk 2. Collaboration on scheduling and commercial opportunities 3. Sport England‘s 
National Lottery and government funding package 4. Fiit subscriptions 5. The FA’s streaming platform dedicated to women's football 6. 
PwC’s Sports Survey 2020 (average time spent per week consuming live sports content on social media increased from 0:52 in 2015 to 
2:56 in 2020) 7. Sport England 2020 Active Lives Survey 8. AusPlay Focus survey of the top motivations for taking part in physical activity

100,000+ 238%

COVID-19 shutdown of facilities 
and infrastructure 
e.g., ukactive estimated 2,800 
UK fitness facilities are at risk of 
permanent closure1

Cancellation / postponement of 
traditional events 
e.g., leading to greater collaboration 
between event organisers such as the 
strategic alliance between European 
Tour and PGA Tour2

Loss of revenue 
e.g., reduction in workforce with 
up to 100,000 jobs at risk1; Sport 
England made available £195M of 
emergency funding3

Increased direct to 
consumer engagement:

Increased social 
media usage:

Innovations in content:

Immersion – Multiple camera and audio 
options, and integration of AR / VR

Personalisation – Customised virtual  
advertising and personalised content selection

Interactivity – New communication features 
and integration with social media

Gamification – Added betting / fantasy games

subscribers to the new 
The FA Player direct 
streaming service5

increase in average 
time per week spent 
consuming live sport 
content on social media 
over the last 5 years6

Physical activity levels have fallen, but there is a renewed focus on health
Physical activity levels 
decreased at the start of 
the pandemic under tough 
restrictions7

Changes in activity have not been 
uniform: the largest decreases in 
activity were in the low income 
and elderly populations7

decrease (a total of 3M adults) 
in proportion of physically active 
population in England from 
March ’19 to ‘20

Higher income groups were least 
impacted at only -6.8% decrease, 
likely due to greater resources 
to continue to exercise under 
lockdowns

-10.9%
of adults

M
ore active

Motivations now focus on 
improving physical health and 
mental wellbeing8

Less active

of adults

41%
Most  
impacted 
groups: 
Low-income
Elderly

Psychological/
mental  
health/ 
therapy

20% 27%

Physical 
health or 
fitness

79% 85%

2020201931%
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Before COVID-19 the sports 
industry was already undergoing 
an intense period of change

CEOs do not predict a swift recovery from COVID-19 in 2021, the majority believe the 
recovery will occur in the next 2 to 3 years 

Most CEOs believe the sports industry will fundamentally change after COVID-19

of CEOs in 2019 agreed the sports 
landscape was changing faster than 
ever before

of CEOs agree COVID-19 has only 
accelerated change in an already 
shifting sports landscape

of CEOs agree COVID-19 has 
catalysed positive change in a 
sector in need of innovation

COVID-19 has been a catalyst, 
accelerating the change

COVID-19 has accelerated change in an industry which 
is unlikely to return to ‘normal’

Potential challenges to change and innovation in UK sports sector:

76%

2019 2020

56%

Already limited funding and time 
dedicated to innovation has intensified 
due to the ongoing COVID-19 crisis

Entrenched views about how sport 
should function from above (Board) 
and below (participants/consumers)

59% 41%
of CEOs expect a recovery 
in 12-36 months

while the remainder foresee a longer 
road to recovery in 36+ months

100% of CEOs believe the industry will recover at some point

16%
of CEOs expect 
industry 
contraction

24%
of CEOs expect 
a return to pre-
COVID-19 levels

59%
of CEOs expect 
fundamental 
structural changes

0%
of CEOs think the sports 
industry will recover in the 
next 12 months

Most likely outcome for the sports industry’s recovery from COVID-191

1. 1% of CEOs did not know the outcome

2021
2022+
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CEOs continue to be optimistic despite increasing 
pressure 
CEOs are facing increasing pressure 
across multiple fronts 

...to manage costs and navigate external 
economic uncertainty 

% of CEOs who selected each option  
as a driver of financial pressure

of CEOs said financial pressure is 
the main driver of internal pressure

of CEOs have an "on track 
commercial strategy" to deal 
with COVID-19

...to question the relevance of existing 
strategies and external support

% of CEOs who selected each option  
as a driver of strategic pressure

92% of CEOs believe the pressure to deliver has 
increased in the last year (vs. 73% in 2019)

Financial pressure Strategic pressure

55%

25%

Managing costs

Relevance of  
existing strategyDiversifying revenue streams

Achievability  
of KPIs/targets

Support from key external 
stakeholders and capacity of 
delivery partners

Raising external funds

Building core revenue streams
Engagement from the Board 
and common vision of senior 
management team

50%

18%

29%

45% 20%

34%

82%
74% of CEOs have / will undertake cost 

management initiatives to deal 
with COVID-19

Despite this, over half of CEOs believe there has never been a better time to work 
in sport!

of CEOs agree 
there has never 
been a better 
time to work in 
sport

1. Harvard Business Review survey of the average tenure for UK CEOs across all industries

Over the next 12 months less than half of CEOs are confident in their organisation’s 
prospects for growth

of CEOs are 
confident 
of their 
organisation’s 
prospects for 
growth

51%

57%

41%

44%

are confident of their organisation's 
prospects for growth

<6 years tenure

as CEO agree there has never been 
a better tome to work in sport

<6 years tenure

are confident of their organisation's 
prospects for growth 

6+ years tenure

as CEO agree there has never been a 
better time to work in sport

6+ years tenure

CEOs with a longer than average tenure are less confident of growth

Average tenure for 
UK Sport CEOs: 6 
years versus 5 for 
all CEOs1 in UK 

Despite the pandemic this 
January 2021 result is only 5% 
lower (vs. October 2019)

53%

Lower tenured CEOs are more optimistic

2019

73%

92%
2020
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3 major industry trends were identified by sport 
CEOs based on their overall importance and their 
readiness to respond to each

1
2

3

Rise of digital, non-traditional 
broadcast channels e.g., OTT 

& social media

Increased direct-to-
consumer engagement with 

fans/customers e.g., apps Increasing 
emphasis 

on equality, 
diversity and 

inclusion

Proliferation of Next Gen Sports 
opportunities e.g., esports

Reviewed in more detail on following pages

Adapting to a 
new operating 
environment

Shifting regulatory 
environment of your sport

Growth of 
women’s 
sport

Rise of short form / non-traditional 
formats of your sportIM
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To change the current paradigm, the sports industry will need to dig deep and tap its 
proud history of bold moves and innovation in a safe and secure way under the toughest 
conditions. CEOs will need to answer questions and take action in 4 areas:

Identity · Innovation · Investment · Insights
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Rise of digital, non-traditional broadcast 
channels & increased direct-to-consumer 
(D2C) engagement 

Determine the appropriate 
role of D2C approaches 
(which enable direct fan 
relationships and data 
ownership) compared to 
distributor approaches 
(which have shared costs / 
capabilities and access to 
greater audiences)

More money and effort is needed to reach and engage fans

Growth in D2C, OTT & social media use will disrupt traditional broadcast and fan 
engagement models 

of CEOs expect industry 
spending on fan engagement 
will increase (in 2021)

CEOs expect streaming & 
OTT to have the highest 
commercial growth of all 
broadcast content 

Broadcast content type with the 
highest expected commercial growth

Top planned method to maximise 
sponsorship value

Pay TV

Pure Streaming 
& OTT

Growing 
reach and 
exposure

Social  
Media

Growing reach and exposure 
(e.g., via social media & 
digital) was highlighted by 
CEOs as the top planned 
method to maximise 
sponsorship value

% of CEOs who ranked these revenue 
streams important / very important

of CEOs view increased complexity 
in reaching and engaging fans to 
be to an obstacle to their business’ 
commercial growth (in 2021)

63%

Trend 1

64%

Actions to consider

International Cricket Council 
(ICC) partnered with Facebook 
to stream live matches and 
recorded 1.7B views1 in the first 
half of 2020, driven by both 
live coverage and nostalgic 
repackaged content.

The arrival of F1 TV Pro (a D2C live 
service) caused Sky Sports (who 
have exclusive UK F1 rights) to 
dramatically drop the price of their 
Now TV F1 channel2, highlighting 
D2C’s disruption potential to 
established exclusive rights holders

The Premier League is 
working on plans to develop 
a Netflix-style D2C channel, 
potentially starting as early as 
2022 with limited international 
pilots but potential for further 
expansion

Case Studies
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52%
59%

69%
73%

78%

1 1
2

Demonstrate 
full value of 
organisation  

e.g., via Social 
Return on 

Investment

2
3

Develop 
data-driven 

understanding 
of fans

3

C O R P O R A T E  S T R A T E G Y

1. This represented more views on Facebook than any other leading sporting organisations in the first half of 2020 2. Sky Sports have 
exclusive UK F1 rights till 2024

Enhance content 
using interactivity, 
gamification, 
personalisation or 
immersion (e.g. recent 
Nickelodeon broadcast 
of NFL playoffs)

Develop OTT capabilities 
and content to capitalise on 
the continuing disruption 
of traditional broadcast 
business models (e.g. 
utilising partnerships and 
white label solutions to 
accelerate time to market)

Use data driven 
insight and foresight 
to develop tailored 
content for target 
audience segments 
to capture greater 
market share

Identity Innovation Investment Insights
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% who agree / strongly agree the Board is sufficiently diverse to ensure that relevant perspectives are 
represented in decision making

Adapting to a new operating environment  
and increasing equality, diversity & inclusion

CEOs are under pressure to maintain effective cross organisation communication and 
are held back by inflexible systems & processes 

Boards are seen as not being sufficiently diverse, however this is better in sports 
organisations than in all industries 

93% of CEOs have already / will adopt new 
ways of working as they adapt to deal with 
COVID-19

What are the main drivers of organisational pressure? (% of CEOs who selected each option)

73% of CEOs believe there will be an increase 
in industry spending on underlying business 
infrastructure in the next 12 months 

57% of CEOs plan to increase their spending 
on communications and marketing in 2021

91% of CEOs highlight increasing equality, diversity 
& inclusion as important but only 13% are under 
pressure to recruit & retain diverse staff 

26%

26%

21%

20%

13%

Sports CEOs

54%
CEOs (all industries)1

43%

Maintaining effective communication 
across the organisation

Flexibility of existing organisational 
systems and processes

Relevance of existing 
organisational structure  
for new market dynamics

Recruitment & 
retention of talented 
and diverse staff

Motivation and productivity 
of workforce

64% of UK funded national governing 
bodies have no BAME board members2

1. McKinsey survey for CEOs in all industries with n=928 (The Board Perspective) 2. Sporting Equals review into equality 
and diversity in sports organisations (where BAME stands for Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic)

Trend 2

Actions to consider

Adapt communications 
to ensure they are timely 
and transparent, reach 
all key stakeholders and 
facilitate remote working

Invest in capability 
building as the driver 
of long term growth 
including to enable 
and sustain equality, 
diversity and inclusion

Re-assess the fundamental 
role and purpose of your 
organisation post-pandemic; 
evaluate the flexibility of your 
existing operating model and 
tailor it to your new priorities 
and changing requirements

Develop / enhance 
digital infrastructure and 
capabilities to ensure 
this critical function 
underpins effective 
decision-making

Identity Innovation Investment Insights
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Growth of women’s sport

89%

Unbundling commercial rights for women’s sports may lead to higher financial success 
in the long term but choosing the right moment is key

There is an opportunity to capitalise on the growth of women's sport, increase 
participation and viewership and develop positive commercial outcomes

UEFA implemented 
a Women’s and Girls’ 
Strategy Development 
Framework to support 
all 55 member 
associations  

The commercial value 
of standalone rights 
in women’s sport is 
influenced by the stage 
of development in the 
sport lifecycle

Co
m

m
er

ci
al

  
Va

lu
e

Life Cycle

High

Medium

Introduction Growth Maturity

Standalone

Bundle

Low

The FA’s strategy ‘Game 
Plan for Growth’ has 
increased participation to 
3.4M women & girls. It also 
prioritised increasing fan 
engagement with women’s 
football and developing 
elite success 

ECB plans £20M 
investment into women’s 
cricket, half will go into 
club facilities. 40 new 
professional contracts 
increased the full-time UK 
female cricketers to 58

Women’s Super League 
average attendance 
increased from 1,010 in 
2018, to 3,401 in 2019, 
supported by landmark 
games in men’s stadiums

Case Studies

In January 2020, CEOs highlighted 
the need to better promote 
the commercial / business case 
for women’s sports 
to maximise and 
capitalise on growth 
(rather than only a 
moral or ethical case)3 

showing some organisations have 
begun to focus on this important 
opportunity area

of Government and Charity 
respondents2 rated growth of 
women's sport ‘very important’

Not at all
Importance

Slightly Moderately Important Very
0%

3%
9%

36%

53%% of respondents1

1. CEOs rated how the trend is currently affecting the sports landscape on a scale of not important to very important  2. Respondents 
from governing bodies, clubs and events delivery were most likely to rated this trend as slightly / moderately important 3. Exclusive 
Portas UK Sport CEO survey event at Twickenham (31/01/20)

Trend 3

Actions to consider

Research participation 
motivations and barriers 
at all levels and create 
new programmes that  
reflect these

Seek commercial 
partnerships with 
organisations that align 
with the unique value  
of women’s sport

Actively re-assess the 
positioning of women’s 
sport within your sector 
and organisation

Create the insights 
driven business case 
for investment into 
women’s sport

Identity Innovation Investment Insights
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Reflections and considerations for the CEO

IDENTITY INNOVATION

INVESTMENT INSIGHTS

What is the fundamental purpose of your 
organisation within sport, and role of your 
organisation in society? 

How will your organisation constantly evolve 
in response to or in advance of ongoing 
changes in sport and society? 

How will COVID-19 and ongoing uncertainty 
impact future investment decisions?

What new sources of funding and investment 
are needed and how can you tap into them 
without compromising your core purpose?

How effectively are insights utilised in decision 
making and in setting strategic priorities? 

How can the structure, processes and 
capabilities of your organisation facilitate 
an insight culture and foster foresight 
generation? 

How can future trends be anticipated and 
in which areas will your organisation be a 
pioneer?

How can your organisation adapt with 
agility to rapidly adopt new innovations?  

The COVID-19 crisis has accelerated what was already shaping up to be one of the sports industry’s 
most transformative moments. The current context now combines an economic shock for the 
industry with an unprecedented global humanitarian crisis. On its current course and speed, the 
sports industry could now be entering an era defined by a combination of intense competition, 
technology-led rapid change, investor scepticism, and increasing public and government pressure on 
funding.

While the depth and duration of this crisis are uncertain, our CEO survey and latest global research 
suggests that without fundamental change, it will be difficult for many traditional sports to return to 
the attractive position that has historically prevailed. The question of how it continues to create value 
and provide governments and other stakeholders with social return on investment in the next normal 
(if there ever is a ‘new normal’) is therefore fundamental.

The gap in performance between sports organisations will widen. The winners will be those that use 
this crisis to boldly take action to reposition their business and transform their operating models. 
Sports companies, fitness owners, leagues and clubs that don’t, will need to restructure or inevitably 
atrophy. Winners will use this as an opportunity to redefine their reasons for being and the basis of 
their distinctiveness – and answer the following questions. 
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Thank you

Contact us
Portas Consulting is the global strategy consultancy 
dedicated to sport and physical activity, with offices  
in Europe, Asia Pacific and the Middle East

Thank you to all the sports leaders who have generously contributed to this 
report by filling in the survey and providing their ideas.  We welcome further 
comments and dialogue on these findings and themes.

In February 2021, we will be hosting an online collaborative session (exclusive to 
industry leaders in the sports sector) to bring the insights from this report to life 
and to discuss the practical implications for further change. Focused discussions 
on specific topics are also being planned.

www.portasconsulting.com
ceo-survey@portasconsulting.com

© 2021 Portas Consulting


