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Ownership in the League of Ireland: why Irish professional 
football clubs are transitioning to the co-operative model
Barry Kearney and Olive McCarthy

Centre for Co-operative Studies, University College Cork, Cork, Ireland

ABSTRACT
The League of Ireland (LOI) is the Republic of Ireland’s top tier of profes
sional football. In the 2022/2023 season, six of the nineteen clubs in the 
LOI were owned and governed as co-operative organizations. This paper 
identifies the key motivating factors behind the emergence and develop
ment of co-operative clubs in the LOI. To achieve this, semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with board members of five co-operative clubs 
in the LOI and with two key stakeholder organizations. The research found 
that the co-operative model was adopted by supporters and communities 
as a last resort option following decades of financial distress and poor 
corporate governance under the investor-owned model. This paper 
argues that the co-operative model has succeeded in saving numerous 
clubs from the brink of financial collapse and the model could be con
sidered by other clubs in the LOI as a viable alternative model of 
ownership.

Introduction

Across European professional football there is a growing demand for supporters and communities 
to be more involved in the governance of football clubs to ensure an alignment of objectives 
between clubs and their key community stakeholders.1 There are now professional supporter- 
owned football clubs across Belgium, England, Germany, Italy, Spain, and Scotland.2 The co- 
operative model has emerged in Ireland as an alternative vehicle to achieve this stakeholder 
model of governance.

In 2022, 30% of the football clubs in the League of Ireland (LOI) were structured and governed as 
co-operatives. Despite this high concentration of co-operative ownership within the top tier of 
Ireland’s football league system, there has been an insufficient level of attention or research 
dedicated to understanding their emergence. This paper sets out to establish the key factors behind 
the emergence and development of the six co-operative football clubs in the LOI.

The League of Ireland

Organized football began to develop in Ireland in 1880 with the establishment of the Irish 
Football Association.3 However, it was not until 1921 that the League of Ireland (LOI) was 
formed. The LOI is the top tier of the Irish football league system and dates to the 
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foundation of the Football Association of Ireland (FAI) in 1921.4 By 1922, 200 clubs had 
registered with the FAI to compete in regional leagues across the country.5 Today, the 
league continues to be governed by the FAI and clubs are required to obtain licences from 
the FAI to participate. In 2022, the LOI comprised of two divisions – the Premier Division 
(with ten clubs) and the First Division (with nine clubs) – with promotion and relegation 
between the divisions (see Figure 1).

Throughout its history, clubs within the LOI have suffered from serious financial problems. The 
period between 2005 and 2010, however, was one of the most severe, with substantial financial 
collapses across several clubs. It was following this period that a sustained and visible resurgence in 
demand for a more inclusive form of governance and ownership of LOI clubs emerged. For 
example, in 2012, a survey of LOI supporters, conducted by Supporters Direct Europe, found 
that 64% of supporters felt they had no involvement in their club and 70% said that they would join 
a supporters’ organization to gain an ownership stake in their club.6 This period of time was notable 
for a global financial crisis that occurred across all sectors in the economy, although, as outlined in 
Tighe and Rowan and Horgan, the chronic and systematic failures in corporate governance across 
clubs in the LOI played a central role in their financial demise.7 Numerous LOI clubs were badly 
exposed during the financial crash due to large wage bills for players’ professional contracts which 
far exceeded the financial limits of each respective club.8

Football clubs within the LOI have been predominantly structured as investor-owned firms 
using a stockholder model of governance.9 An investor-owned football club is typically owned by 
a group of capital investors who control the club through exercising voting rights and who are the 
residual claimants.10 This model of ownership within the LOI has been historically plagued by poor 
governance and financial instability, financial mismanagement, and even corporate malpractice.11 

It has been well documented that several clubs under this private form of ownership have 
experienced administration (e.g. Dundalk F.C., Galway United, Waterford F.C., Cork City) or 
liquidation (e.g. Limerick, Derry City, Cork City), received penalties for poor financial performance 
(e.g. Shamrock Rovers and Derry City), and voluntarily withdrawn from the league due to financial 
problems (e.g. Dublin City, Sporting Fingal, Monaghan United, Kilkenny City).12

The FAI and the LOI have engaged in several attempts to reform and improve the structure and 
performance of the league, however, they have largely avoided the subject of corporate governance. 
The 2015 Conroy Consulting Report made 18 recommendations, only one of which focused on 
governance.13 The Conroy report called on the FAI to introduce a bespoke Q Mark system to set 
standards for governance across LOI clubs including specific compulsory standards in strategic 
planning, marketing, academy development, governance, and facilities. No such system was ever 
implemented by the FAI. The subsequent Gabay report into LOI branding made no recommenda
tions around improving the reputational issues of poor governance and financial mismanagement 
that prevail in the LOI.14 Finally, the 2019 Foley review made 16 recommendations, with one 
governance related recommendation that focused exclusively on the FAI’s own governance 
structures.15 Across the three reports, just one recommendation was made regarding the govern
ance and ownership of LOI clubs.

A crisis in corporate governance across Europe

Many of the difficulties experienced in Irish football have been mirrored across Europe. The 
corporate governance of European football has also come under increased scrutiny in the last two 
decades due to increased concerns regarding financial mismanagement of clubs across all levels of 
professional football.16 This crisis in governance not only affects the long-term financial sustain
ability of football clubs, but also the social relationship between clubs, supporters, and local 
communities.17

The commodification of European football from the 1990s onwards has caused serious conflicts 
of interest between clubs as profit seeking businesses and as key assets of social importance to local 
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communities.18 The transition of clubs over the last few decades towards an investor-owned model 
of ownership has led to a reorganization in the relationship between clubs and local stakeholders.19

The investor-model prioritizes the interests of shareholders ahead of all other stakeholders, 
making it very difficult for supporters or local community groups to have any meaningful impact on 
key decisions taken by owners.20 Grassroots supporters are left feeling marginalized and alienated 
from their clubs, resulting in a disconnect between clubs and their key stakeholders.21 Several 
studies have concluded that this disconnect can lead to poor levels of trust between clubs and 
stakeholders and low levels of transparency and can damage a club’s ability to contribute mean
ingful social value to its community.22

In response to these alarming levels of poor governance and the growing disconnect between 
clubs and their local stakeholders, a resurgence within football around supporters and communities 
being involved in the governance of their clubs has emerged leading to the formation of co- 
operatives.23

The co-operative approach

A co-operative is a business, owned and democratically governed by those who use its services and 
receive benefits from its activities.24 Central to this research is the ongoing debate within the 
literature with regards to the most significant factors behind co-operative development. While this 
is a complex debate, there are two main arguments: co-operatives are either ‘children of distress’ or 
‘children of vision’.25

Tucker argued that co-operatives tend to emerge in situations of crisis where goods or services 
demanded by individuals or groups in a locality are not being provided by the public or private 
sector.26 The ‘children of distress’ argument takes the view that co-operatives are often the last 
resort option for communities.

Briscoe and Ward take a different approach, arguing that co-operatives are developed by those 
with a vision for a different type of approach to doing business.27 There is a growing theory of social 
entrepreneurship which argues that the most effective and important factor behind co-operative 
development is positive grassroots social and collective action.28

In the football industry, co-operatively owned clubs belong to the local stakeholders, primarily 
the supporters of that football club. The co-operative approach recognizes that football clubs are 
community assets of social value and that there is a need for broad stakeholder involvement in 
governance. Most importantly, the co-operative approach is driven by the view that supporters 
should be viewed as stakeholders rather than consumers; football clubs are more than just 
businesses but are organizations with social and cultural value.29

Although this research focuses exclusively on co-operative clubs, it is notable that LOI clubs have 
a strong history of community ownership. Bohemian F.C., the oldest LOI club in continuous 
existence, was originally set up as a members’ club in 1890 and has retained that model of 
governance for over 100 years.30 Shamrock Rovers, the most successful club in LOI history, was 
initially established as a patron scheme and became a member-controlled club in 2014.31 Both clubs 
are run democratically with open membership and annual general meetings where board members 
are elected to carry out the work on behalf of members.32

Sligo Rovers and Finn Harps, two clubs in the north-west of Ireland, are the oldest co-operative 
clubs in the league, becoming co-operatives in 1988 and 1997, respectively.33 However, historian 
David Toms, identifies the recent surge in co-operative ownership in Irish football as a new 
phenomenon, and something which cannot be tied to any historical precedent.34 This is illustrated 
by the fact that, at the time of writing, four of the league’s six co-operative clubs (Galway United, 
Wexford F.C., Cobh Ramblers and Cork City) have become co-operatives since 2010. Curran and 
Toms assert that, despite an increased interest in the area of Irish sport research, there is still much 
to be studied on club development in Irish football.35 The objective of this research is to identify the 
key reasons why the co-operative model has been chosen.
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Figure 1. Map of LOI clubs. The six co-operatively owned clubs are identified in blue, the ten privately owned clubs in black, the 
two community-owned clubs in red, and UCD AFC, shown in green, is owned by University College Dublin.
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Materials and methods

This qualitative study involved in-depth semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders within 
the Irish football co-operative sector. A total of seven interviews were conducted during this 
research with a representative from five (one club was unresponsive to invitations to participate) 
of the six co-operative clubs (three CEOs and two board members), and a representative from two 
stakeholder organizations (see Table 1). Research ethics approval was received in advance from the 
research supervisor, as per university policy, and all ethical guidelines were followed. The primary 
purpose of conducting these in-depth interviews was to gain direct insights into the key factors 
behind the emergence and growth of the co-operative model in the LOI from those involved.

The literature has identified numerous stakeholder groups as having views or positions 
relevant to the research.36 These include supporters, community groups, local authorities, 
players, staff, board members, sponsors, media, and supporting associations. This paper 
focusses on the views of board members and Chief Executive Officers of LOI clubs that 
currently exist as co-operatives and also the views of two key stakeholder organizations. 
These latter organizations offer invaluable insights into the emergence and development of 
co-operatives in the LOI.

All participants were assured that their identity would be kept anonymous in the reporting of the 
findings and that no quotations would be attributed to any individual or named club. This decision 
was made to increase the likelihood of open participation from the board members and CEOs of 
these highly competitive clubs.

To reflect the diverse views of a small cross-section of supporters of football clubs on fan 
ownership, a snapshot of anonymized public comments made on a short online article by the 
authors is also provided.

Data analysis

The data collected from interviewees was analysed using a Thematic Analysis approach.37 

The process of interpreting the data involved four tasks: coding the data, categorizing these 
codes, identifying themes and relationships in the data, and finally, developing concepts and 
arriving at some generalized comments. Five key themes emerged which will now be 
discussed.

Results and analysis

A crisis in corporate governance across the LOI

Similar to the phenomenon documented across European football clubs, this research finds that 
there has been an ongoing crisis in corporate governance in LOI investor-owned clubs for several 
decades. There was a strong consensus across the participants that the investor-owned model had 
failed to prioritize the long-term financial and social sustainability of clubs in the LOI. The model 
was seen to be too heavily focused on short-term sporting success and as having failed to adequately 

Table 1. Profile of participants.

Type Division Role

Co-operative Premier CEO
Co-operative Premier Board Member
Co-operative First CEO
Co-operative First CEO
Co-operative First Board Member
Stakeholder organization Secretary
Stakeholder organization Officer
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value good corporate governance, long-term financial stability and the involvement of key com
munity stakeholders.

As the CEO of a co-operative club explained:

People come in, they put money in, and there’s short-term success and then suddenly as always happens, 
a team goes through a fallow period and the investor-owned model just collapses, and everything has been 
thrown at wages, the best players, the best manager, nothing’s been invested in the structures of the club, the 
academy, and the facilities.

Illustrating this point further, one of the stakeholders pointed out:

The League of Ireland was listed at one point by UEFA as being one of the most competitive leagues because 
there were different winners each year, but it was because clubs are winning the league and going bust and 
then someone else would win the league and go bust.

It was evident from the information provided by the co-operative representatives that they 
felt the investor-owned model had not been a suitable fit with regards to their own concept 
of what a football club should represent. For the co-operative representatives, a football 
club should be governed and operated as an asset of significant social and economic 
importance within the community, and the longevity and legacy of that asset was very 
valuable to them.

One of the stakeholder representatives compared the approach of the two different models:

If you compare the co-operative model to ‘Peak 6’, an American investment fund that was recently involved in 
a LOI club, you’d have to think that a collective, community entity, based locally and not for profit, is the 
better option. If you look at the co-operative clubs in the North-West, is there any other entity that would have 
managed to keep the football club alive for so long?

To combat the crisis in corporate governance, respondents argued that the FAI could do a better job 
to regulate the financial governance and ownership of clubs. A board member of one of the co- 
operatives outlined how the current lack of governance controls impacts his co-operative:

We had a situation where a club went bust and then came back. They were able to sign one of our best players 
on twice the money we offered, and they’d just went bust. And now all their debts are gone. And off they go 
again. While we’re still paying for our past mistakes.

Suggestions were put forward by respondents around changes the FAI could make to improve 
corporate governance in the league and to create a level playing field between co-operative and 
investor-owned clubs. One co-operative board member suggested:

The league could help us by introducing controls on what people can spend. Can you just throw away 
money year after year? Or are you going to build yourself up? If everybody was held to that same standard, 
then it would give us much more of a fighting chance.

Another board member outlined:

I’d love to see the FAI put much stricter controls on salary cost protocols. If you’ve got private owners that are 
willing to put money in, well they should have to spend a bit on facilities and youth academies as well as your 
first team, otherwise it’s just totally chaotic for the league.

One of the stakeholder representatives argued for the introduction of an ownership test:

I would favour a fit and proper owner’s test in the League of Ireland. If anyone is coming in to invest in a club, 
the FAI should look at the investor and seek financial information and company information.

There was a strong view that the lack of financial regulation was placing well-run, financially 
prudent co-operatives at a financial and sporting disadvantage in the LOI and more needs to be 
done to challenge the overall unsustainable nature of the league’s financial environment.

A stakeholder representative explained the challenging environment:
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I think the co-operative model offers the promise of financial stability, but it is useless unless the waters in which 
the co-operative model swims are suitable for it. Because you will have a board that will manage things prudently 
but when the overall tendency in the league is towards greater expenditure, it’s very hard to resist that.

The co-operative model as a last resort

Decades of poor corporate governance have resulted in a decline in credibility for the investor- 
owned model, with a subsequent desire by supporters and stakeholders to seek alternative models of 
ownership and governance. The co-operative model has emerged as a viable option for those 
communities that seek an alternative model of ownership and governance

The research found that the dominant factor behind the growth of the co-operative model has been 
as a last resort option during periods of financial distress under the investor-owned model. This 
finding supports Hamil who found that European football clubs have generally looked to the co- 
operative model as a last resort option to save their clubs from the brink of financial extinction.38 

A board member from one of the co-operative clubs spoke about their club being saved by the 
members:

I suppose, there was nobody coming in to save our football club, so it was a way of doing that . . . and it’s in 
those sorts of situations that co-operatives excel.

A board member of one of the recently converted co-operative clubs outlined how clubs were 
desperate for local financial support:

There was no investment coming from anywhere else and they were appealing to the community for small 
amounts of money but large numbers of people to get involved. I suppose the cynical way to look at it is, if a lot 
of these clubs were being well funded from sponsorship and businesses over the years, they may never have 
reverted to a community model.

Another board member outlined how the co-operative model emerged as a last resort option to 
avoid their club being bought by private investors who sought to move the geographical location of 
the club:

Suddenly there was this consortium of guys who wanted to buy our club and wanted to move the club to 
a different location. And as a reaction to that we became a co-operative . . . when things are going good people 
become less engaged; it’s a crisis that will really get people.

This explanation for the emergence of the co-operative model supports the wider argument that co- 
operatives are largely developed as spontaneous and direct responses by local communities to crises. 
These football clubs provide a social hub for thousands of individuals. They are important 
economic assets in their region, directly and indirectly providing employment and contract 
opportunities to local businesses. They provide services and supports to local initiatives in schools 
and communities. For a club to cease to exist, it would leave a significant gap in their region, in their 
local community, and in the lives of their supporters. The co-operative model has been successful in 
helping communities avoid these negative outcomes.

To illustrate the precarious situation one of the clubs was in, the CEO outlined how the 
supporters came to own the club:

Our hand was completely forced. The club was under private ownership and had a quite a large revenue bill for 
various forms of tax, employer PRSI, VAT, you name it . . . there was a risk that we wouldn’t have a team in the 
league and we pulled it out of the bag at the last minute thanks to some supporters that will go down in history 
as saviors at the club.

Essentially, the model has emerged for clubs in the LOI that are not financially appealing to private 
investment and co-operative ownership is their last option.

An interesting finding was the usefulness of a ‘Supporters Trust’ to facilitate the transition of 
a club to the co-operative model. A Supporters Trust is a formal, democratic organization that seeks 
a stakeholder role in the governance of a sporting organization. One of the interviewees outlined 
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how, prior to transitioning to the co-operative model, supporters had established a Supporters Trust 
with the intention of buying a percentage of the club and having at least one representative on the 
board of the privately owned club. However, once the club went into administration, with so little 
interest from private investors, their Supporters Trust was best placed to gain 100% control of the 
football club.

Strong culture of co-operative development in Ireland

Ireland has a strong and rich history of co-operative development in several sectors, primarily in 
agriculture and finance, therefore the co-operative model and its key principles are recognized and 
broadly understood by Irish communities. This was a key factor behind LOI clubs adopting the co- 
operative model. This culture of co-operatives was illustrated by one of the stakeholder 
respondents:

There’s a tradition of co-operatives in this country, which is strong, and which is good. They suit football clubs 
quite well. They’re essentially a social enterprise that need to make some money, but their overall aim is 
obviously to further their own development and further their own mission. Football in Ireland is very much 
about passion and not money.

Another stakeholder respondent also spoke about Ireland’s strong co-operative culture:

We saw it with the dairy co-operatives, we saw it with the credit unions, we understand the idea of a co- 
operative, that it’s for a bigger purpose, that you’re doing it and giving your time because you want a better 
price of milk or the fishery co-operatives that are down in West Cork, the energy cooperatives that we see now. 
They are working to a bigger picture and people are willing to sacrifice and get involved because all of us 
together will benefit.

Similarly, Wenger spoke about developing communities of co-operative practice and Corcoran and 
Wilson found that the existence of co-operatives in a region creates a supportive environment for 
the further development of new co-operatives.39

There was agreement across the respondents that the co-operative model has slowly proven itself 
within the LOI as a viable alternative model for clubs to adopt in situations of necessity. The 
findings of the research indicate that the perceived success of the early adopters of the co-operative 
model in the LOI prompted other clubs to consider adopting it during periods of financial distress. 
Several respondents explained that they adopted the model to replicate the success of other co- 
operative clubs in the league. This, therefore, suggests that the co-operative model has not only 
proven itself in wider Irish society, but also proven itself over time in the LOI as a viable alternative 
business model and could be considered by other clubs.

A board member of a co-operative club stated:

Yeah, I think it’s working, I think it has proven itself over the last few years. One club had a very successful 
spell, another won the league . . . But again, community, sense of security, that safety element of it. You own 
the club, you run the club, it’s run by supporters. All our committee members are fans.

The CEO of one of the co-operative clubs said:

We’ve talked to one particular co-operative club about their community engagement . . . They’re very close to 
their communities, they’ve very good membership numbers and they’ve done very well financially on and off 
the pitch, really admirable. I think they’re a great example of what can be achieved. So, they’re the kind of 
model and kind of prototype that we would look at for ourselves.

This finding is a very positive endorsement of the performance and success of the co-operative 
model in the LOI. It should also be stated that these co-operative clubs have succeeded despite being 
born out of severe financial distress and often in positions of large debts that were built up under 
private ownership.
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Clubs benefit from a co-operative advantage

Participants outlined the benefits that the co-operative model has provided to clubs, stakeholders 
and their communities. Several of these benefits address the shortcomings of the private model of 
ownership which has historically failed to prudently manage the club finances or engage proactively 
with community stakeholders.

Representatives from co-operative clubs outlined that the co-operative model has provided 
stakeholders with a process through which they can voice their opinions and align the objectives 
of their clubs with their own ambitions.

The CEO of one of the co-operative clubs outlined how members have used their voice to 
direct the identity of their club by bringing forward motions to change their crest, badge and 
shirt colour:

Fans have had a key input into the club’s identity. When you think of a football club, you think of the badge 
and the colours and the crest and the kit. These were two motions put forward at a recent general meeting 
which shows how much of an influence fans have.

Three of the co-operative clubs also voted to ban their clubs from accepting sponsorships from gambling 
companies. Respondents outlined that these were the type of decisions that fans felt were important to 
stamp their identity on their clubs.

All five of the participants representing co-operative clubs outlined how essential it was for their 
clubs to embed themselves within their local communities. The participants explained that this 
embeddedness was achieved through initiatives within the local community.

The CEO of a co-operative club outlined one of its unique initiatives:

We give every baby born a free jersey, so that’s in connection with the regional hospital, every baby that’s born 
last year and this year just received a nice little official club jersey, a memento for their family and even if 
they’re not a fan they’ll probably always remember us now for the rest of their lives as the first present that 
their baby got.

Another CEO spoke about the club’s ethos of being custodians rather than owners:

We’re trying to build greater community engagement. We’re trying to devolve responsibility, we’re trying to 
make it a more inclusive club, to improve diversity. We’re briefly custodians for a club that’s 100 years old. 
We’re there because we love it, and we love helping the community. We love the idea of co-operation and 
feeling part of a team.

A strong common theme across the respondents was the view that transparency was a very 
important principle in co-operative clubs and that it has helped to improve relationships between 
clubs and stakeholders.

A board member of a co-operative club outlined how their club has focused on this:

This concept of transparency, because we have seen mismanagement at various levels of Irish football over the 
years - if you have a co-operative, you’ve a very strong intention to share as much as you can. I think that’s 
a very strong aspect of the cooperative and if you’re looking for people to give their time and their money you 
have to be absolutely transparent and the co-operative helps with that.

Another example was given by the CEO of a co-operative club who outlined how they livestream 
their AGMs on social media:

It goes back to being a community owned club. They deserve to know what goes on and we have no issues with 
that. We invite the local press in, and they all do updates from our AGMs live. It’s good, you get a bit of respect 
from that and people are interested in what goes on.

There was a strong theme across the respondents that long-term planning and financial prudence were 
core to the ethos within co-operative football clubs. Four of the co-operative clubs highlighted that this 
was a key principle embedded in the model that helped provide long-term sustainability.
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For example, the CEO of one of the co-operative clubs outlined how their club chose not to 
increase their budget despite having a successful season:

We really feel like we’re level-headed. Our budget last year is the same as our budget this year even though we’ve 
qualified for Europe. We didn’t go and throw a couple of hundred grand at the wages or anything like that.

Four of the five co-operatives agreed that the model helped to attract finance through fundraising 
and commercial sponsors. They outlined that stakeholders liked the fact that the clubs were not 
profit-driven and were embedded in their communities. It was argued by respondents that this 
increased the club’s credibility and trust with stakeholders and sponsors. A CEO of a co-operative 
club explained:

The company who were our shirt sponsors for a couple of years, they came on board on the basis that we were 
a co-operative. In our first meeting, they couldn’t get over how the club was structured and the people that 
they met in the boardroom that day would be the same people that would be out on match night volunteering.

Clubs have an interest in a hybrid model

A strong theme that emerged was that co-operative clubs are struggling to compete financially with 
investor-owned clubs in the LOI for sporting success which is causing some stakeholders to consider 
alternative options of financial investment. A board member explained:

Most of our fans get that this is where we’re at. You know, we just don’t have the money other clubs do. It is 
what it is. But it does get frustrating. You know, banging against the ceiling of what we can achieve at the 
moment.

The findings indicate that, due to these financial challenges, several of the co-operative clubs are open to 
a hybrid model of ownership if a credible and trusted benefactor were willing to invest in the club. Four 
of the five co-operative clubs said they are open to selling a percentage of their club to a private investor if 
they could retain a majority share and a democratic model of governance. They see value in the model of 
co-operative ownership, although, access to funding is the key issue.

A board member of one of the older co-operative clubs admitted that that they would be open to 
a change of ownership:

To be perfectly honest, we’ve never had anybody look to come and be our sugar daddy. They’d be looked at 
pretty hard if they did, just to be honest.

A board member of one of the more recent converts of the co-operative model outlined their 
preferred situation:

Ideally, that’s the kind of scenario we would have (a hybrid-model), we would be open for, but unfortunately 
there’s no sugar daddies with deep pockets at the moment.

Several respondents outlined that their preference would be a ‘hybrid-benefactor’ model where the 
members could still run the club democratically and own 51% of the club, but there would be 
a wealthy local and trusted businessman who could finance their existence. This was an unexpected 
finding and one that is not widely noted in the football co-operative literature.

This openness to transition away from the co-operative model speaks to the reality that co- 
operative clubs understand the community benefits of having a member-owned club but are 
struggling financially to compete with investor-owned clubs. It illustrates the trade-offs that co- 
operative organizations must consider in all sectors as they attempt to balance their financial and 
social objectives.

The CEO of one of the co-operative clubs explained:

I think there might be a way for us in the future to have a win-win where we retain the community engagement 
level, but we have someone that comes in and maybe backs us but isn’t looking for shareholding.
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There was also an argument posed by several respondents that the co-operative model had been 
adopted by some clubs that simply wanted to access fundraising and volunteers but were not 
committed to the democratic model and that these were the clubs most open to the ‘hybrid 
benefactor’ model. As argued by one co-operative board member:

There’s a certain club that I would question whether fan ownership ever really took off. It never felt to me like 
they had a very engaged base there. I know some of the people involved and it didn’t strike me as too healthy. 
A lot of them would’ve been happy to see someone come in and just run it for them.

The CEO of one of the co-operatives argued that not all co-operative clubs live by the same 
principles:

Some fan owned clubs do have a sugar daddy. There are First Division clubs that have a sponsor, and that 
sponsor has a very strong say in how the club is run but they’re still completely fan-owned legally. I think we’re 
probably one of the very few true fan-owned clubs that don’t have private investments coming in or huge 
donations.

One of the stakeholders involved in co-operative development explained:

I think one of the challenges co-operatives face is that people perceive that it’s a fundraising mechanism and 
that’s not the right way to approach it. I think that some people, some clubs, probably understand the benefits 
that they are getting from their community more clearly than others.

The difficulty co-operatives have in attracting capital investment is well documented in the wider 
cooperative literature.40 Co-operatives typically find it difficult to attract capital due to the lack of 
incentives to invest. Bijman and Van Bekkum found that this difficulty in attracting capital was the 
primary reason for co-operatives transitioning to an alternative model of ownership in other 
sectors.41

Co-operatives in all sectors must balance social and financial objectives, however, football co- 
operatives have the additional objective of balancing sporting success. The findings of this study 
indicate that co-operative clubs struggle to balance these three objectives, with sporting success 
being the most prominent objective demanded by members.

As one co-operative club CEO outlined:

We couldn’t balance that piece where you need to give the manager enough money to have us competitive in the 
Premier Division while planning prudently and financially and upholding requirements to revenue and creditors.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the members of one of the co-operative clubs voted to sell their 
club to a private businessman that had a reputation and presence in the local community. The CEO 
explained that the club was struggling financially during the pandemic due to a total collapse in 
ticket, match-day and digital media revenue. The CEO stressed that the decision was taken 
reluctantly during a difficult financial period, and they would have preferred to adopt a hybrid 
model that allowed them to retain 51% ownership:

I suppose that was unfortunately a situation that was forced upon us towards the end of that turbulent period 
there in 2020. I think we would have loved to have patience to look at a fifty-plus-one situation, like they do in 
Germany where the supporters own the majority or where you still have a couple of seats on the board and 
a strong influence. But this was forced upon us.

These financial difficulties pose real challenges for the co-operative model in the LOI over the next 
few years. It is likely that several clubs will be presented with the decision to either stick with the co- 
operative model or transition to a private or a hybrid ownership model.
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The views of supporters of football clubs on fan ownership

It should be noted that the views of supporters are deeply divided on the subject of supporter- 
ownership of football clubs. A selection of supporters’ views on the subject are shown in Table 2.42 

The discussion and subsequent comments by supporters were provoked by an online article on 
supporters’ ownership in the LOI.43

Conclusion

The aim of this research was to identify the key factors behind the emergence and development of 
football co-operatives in the LOI. The findings show that the co-operative model has emerged as a last 
resort option for clubs following years of financial distress and poor corporate governance under the 
investor-owned model of ownership. The co-operative model has a strong and rich history in other 
sectors in Ireland and is therefore respected and understood by local communities as a viable alternative. 
There would therefore appear to be a mix of both pull and push factors that have contributed to the 
development of co-operatives in the LOI. The findings suggest that the model has succeeded in helping 
communities save their clubs from the brink of financial extinction and the model has helped clubs, to 
varying degrees, meet their key objectives of financial stability, social impact and sporting success. 
Without the co-operative model, several of these clubs would no longer exist as key assets of social and 
economic importance in their communities. This paper has shown that the co-operative model is 
a viable economic model in professional football and other clubs in the LOI could consider it as an 
option. Participants did, however, express frustration that the co-operative model is not able to 
consistently compete financially with the private model of ownership and are open to adopting a hybrid- 
benefactor model. The views of supporters on the viability of fan ownership are also very diverse.

To address the LOI’s chronic issue of financial instability, the FAI needs to introduce stronger 
corporate governance regulations. A consequence of poor corporate governance by investor-owned 
clubs is a boom-bust culture in the LOI. This cycle provides investor-owned clubs with a temporary 
financial advantage and a subsequent sporting advantage. As a consequence, co-operative clubs that 
have a long-term approach and live within their financial means are put at an unfair sporting 
disadvantage. To correct this and to promote a more financially stable environment, the FAI should 
consider introducing a much stricter Fit and Proper test for owners of LOI clubs, stricter salary cost 
protocols, and regulations around requiring clubs to invest in facilities, youth academies and 
infrastructure.

Table 2. Sample view of supporters on the subject of supporter-ownership extracted from the online discussions.

Quotes from football supporters on supporter-ownership

Co-operative ownership and fan involvement is important and it’s great to see [certain clubs] do well with it. What I do hope is 
that the governing bodies are in place to make sure that it’s done fairly.

That ship has long sailed. The amount of money involved means that fan ownership is not viable.
Ultimately, . . . 50% fan owned [is the most ideal] but with significant outside investment. Reality is the fan owned model, while 

more sustainable domestically, causes Irish football to lag further and further behind internationally as talent is sucked up 
abroad.

Not only is supporter ownership possible, but it’s also absolutely necessary.
Football clubs are important cultural institutions in their local community – supporter ownership makes sense.
There are no clubs that can turn their noses up at investment. If you want community ownership, then there absolutely needs 

to be public investment into the league.
Fan ownership would cause a lot of problems, divided opinions, split ownership has never worked out great. Fun idea but not 

very practical.
Club has to go bust really. That’s how I bought my share in [X] when the fans took over. We punched above our weight having 

been in the premier division for 6 out of 9 seasons with a part time squad and a budget dwarfed by everyone else. It was no 
trophy obviously but the pride in seeing the club compete with and stay up over better funded professional teams was 
something else.

A significant benefit of supporter ownership would be a greater feeling of being part of the club you support.
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The co-operative model has shown itself to be a viable alternative model of governance at clubs 
in the LOI during periods of financial distress. Considering the history of poor corporate govern
ance within investor-owned clubs in the LOI, stakeholders at other investor-owned clubs should 
consider establishing a ‘Supporter Trust’ with the long-term ambition of transitioning their club 
into a co-operative organization. It should be noted that this research also found strong support for 
the hybrid model, however, no co-operative club has yet converted to the hybrid model and 
consequently, there is no evidence to suggest that the hybrid model would be as successful as the co- 
operative model in saving clubs from financial collapse.

This research recommends that co-operative clubs work together more closely, and with the 
community-owned clubs, to lobby the FAI for much needed reforms in the LOI. The research found 
that there was a desire by co-operative clubs to work together more formally to achieve their mutual 
aims. The Irish Supporters’ Network was suggested by several respondents as a possible network that 
could be expanded to include all of the co-operative clubs and to cover more areas of common interest.

The findings of this research provide a starting point to aid the understanding of co-operative 
development in Irish football. While this research has found the model to be a viable alternative to 
the investor-owned model, further research is needed into the long-term benefits and challenges 
that co-operative football clubs experience. More understanding of the views of supporters will also 
be important in addressing concerns and building knowledge about fan-ownership.

Notes
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