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Introduction 

Sport is big business around the world. Billions of euros are spent every year on organizing, 
broadcasting and promoting sporting events, and in the sports-related equipment and apparel 
market. The sporting events area is populated by multi-day mega events – such as the Olympics 
and the FIFA World Cup, and recurring continental or national sporting competitions, all of 
considerable size. For example, with total revenues of US$3.9 billion, the Beijing Games fell just 
shy of becoming the first sporting event to gross US$4 billion, and the 2010 FIFA World Cup in 
South Africa is estimated to have generated US$3.6 billion in revenue over 25 game days.1 The 
equipment area includes a market for garments and equipment specialized for sports practice, and 
sales of sport-inspired apparel. According to a recent report released by research firm NPD, 
global sales of sports equipment, apparel and footwear for 2009 are valued at €213 billion 
(US$282 billion).2 

Within the sports industry, association football3 – commonly referred to as “football” around 
the world or “soccer” in North America – is considered to be the world’s richest sport and is 
often touted as the “king of sport”4 or the “most popular sport in the world.”5 Furthermore, 
association football is undoubtedly a truly international sport. 265 million male and female 
players, in addition to 5 million referees and officials, make a grand total of 270 million people 
– or 4% of the world’s population – who are actively involved in the game6 (see Exhibit 1).  

Because of its high profile, attracting public, economic and political attention, the organizational 
structures that govern association football are somewhat complex. Structures and rules are 
constantly evolving under a continuous power struggle between the numerous stakeholders. 

The scope of this note is to provide the reader with a brief and concise overview of association 
football, the governing bodies, the stakeholders and other entities involved, their rights and 
responsibilities, their main activities, financing sources, and funds distribution. The first part is 
devoted to the IFAB and FIFA, the two international entities governing and regulating world 
association football; the second part provides insights into each continental confederation; and 
the final part denotes other stakeholders that act either on a localized or international level. 

Overview of World Association Football Governance 

Association football governance forms a hierarchical pyramid, with one world federation – 
FIFA – overseeing national associations organized by continental confederations. National 
associations enjoy monopoly control over their territories from grassroots to elite 
competition level. The pyramidal structure of world football ensures the redistribution of 
revenue from the top end of the game to other areas of the pyramid. The increasing 
popularity, wealth and influence of clubs, national leagues and other stakeholders challenge 
this long-standing, traditional governance of association football. Exhibit 2 presents an 
overview of the organizations that constitute, influence and/or take part in the world 
association football market, their main roles and their influences. 
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A. International Authorities of Association Football 

I. The IFAB - International Football Association Board 

Mission 

Ever since it was founded in the 19th century, the International Football Association Board 
(IFAB) has acted as the guardian of the Laws of the Game and is responsible for studying, 
modifying and overseeing any changes to them.7 

History 

In the early 1880s the United Kingdom’s four football associations – the English Football 
Association (FA), the Scottish Football Association (SFA), the Football Association of Wales 
(FAW) and Northern Ireland’s Irish Football Association (IFA) – each had slightly different 
rules. When matches were played the rules of whichever team was the home team were used. 
While this solution was workable, it was hardly ideal. 

The first-ever IFAB meeting took place in 1886 when the English FA, conscious of the need 
for standardization, invited their Irish, Scottish and Welsh counterparts to join forces in order 
to come up with a uniform code. The conference created the first international competition, 
the British Home Championship, and proposed the establishment of a permanent board to 
regulate the Laws of the Game throughout Great Britain and Ireland. 

Therefore, the IFAB was established in 1886 with each member association having equal 
voting rights. The Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA), the international 
organizing body for the sport, was formed in Paris in 1904 and declared that it would adhere 
to the rules laid down by the IFAB. The growing popularity of the game internationally led to 
the admittance of FIFA representatives to the IFAB in 1913. Initially, they only had two votes 
– the same number as each of the U.K. associations – and decisions required a four-fifths 
majority to pass, meaning that the United Kingdom could still change laws against FIFA’s 
wishes if its football associations all voted the same way. In 1958, the board agreed on its 
current voting system, with each U.K. association having one vote, FIFA, four, and six votes 
being required to carry any motion. 8  Thus, FIFA’s approval is necessary for any IFAB 
decision, but FIFA alone cannot change the Laws of the Game; they need to be agreed upon 
by at least two of the U.K. members. 

The board meets twice a year: once to decide on possible changes to the rules governing the 
game of football, and once to deliberate on its internal affairs. The first meeting is called 
the Annual General Meeting (AGM), and the second is the Annual Business Meeting (ABM). 
Four weeks before the AGM, the member associations must send their written proposals to 
the secretary of the host association. FIFA then prints a list of suggestions that are distributed 
to all other associations for examination. The AGM is held in either February or March, and 
the ABM is held between September and October.  

The decisions of each year’s annual general board meeting, regarding changes to the Laws of the 
Game, are binding for confederations and member associations as of July 1. But confederations 
or member associations whose current seasons have not ended by July 1 may delay the 
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