
 



A Critical Call to Action for the C-Suite 

European elite football clubs stand at a pivotal juncture. Boasting colossal social media followings that 
rival global entertainment giants, many are failing to convert this immense digital reach into sustainable, 
recurring customer revenues. While the private sector across retail, travel, and banking has aggressively 
adopted AI-powered digital retailing, many football clubs remain stuck in a bygone era, clinging to legacy 
revenue streams and underestimating the digital expectations of their global fanbase. 

This report seeks to highlight the real, immediate risks whilst also providing a clear roadmap to address 
these issues and enable growth. Without a fundamental shift towards advanced data, AI, and 
cybersecurity practices, European elite football clubs will not escape the negative spiral of reliance on 
shrinkingl revenue sources, alienating a digitally-native generation of fans, and ultimately losing significant 
market share and profitability. The time to act is now.​
 

The Untapped Goldmine: Your Social Media Followers 
Imagine having hundreds of millions of passionate, engaged individuals following your every move. 
European elite football clubs possess this unique asset. Real Madrid, for instance, commands over 411 
million followers across Facebook, X (formerly Twitter), Instagram, and TikTok. Barcelona isn't far behind 
with 361 million, and Manchester United boasts 216 million (CIES Football Observatory, June 2024). 
These figures dwarf the digital footprints of many Fortune 500 companies. 

Yet, for many clubs, this colossal digital presence remains largely an untapped goldmine. It's a broadcast 
channel for news and updates, but rarely a sophisticated engine for direct, recurring revenue. You have 
the eyeballs; the challenge, and the immense opportunity, lies in converting these digital enthusiasts into 
loyal, digitally transactional customers. 

The private sector has demonstrated precisely how to achieve this. Retailers like Amazon, travel giants 
like Booking.com, and even global retail banks are not merely collecting followers; they are meticulously 
converting them into consistent, high-value digital revenue streams through hyper-personalized 
experiences driven by data and AI. It's time for European football to learn from their playbook.​
 

The Glaring Gap: Low Conversion Rates in Football 
While specific, granular conversion rates from social media followers to loyal, digitally transactional 
customers are highly proprietary and vary by campaign, the overall picture for many European football 
clubs is concerningly low. 

The Reality Check: 

★​ Social Media as a Transactional Channel: Unlike leading e-commerce or travel platforms 
where "shoppable posts" or direct booking links lead to clear, measurable conversions, football 
clubs often use social media primarily for brand awareness and content dissemination. The direct 
sales funnel is often underdeveloped.​
 

★​ Low Digital Engagement beyond Awareness: While follower counts are high, the average 
conversion rate of a social media follower into a consistent digital revenue contributor (e.g., 
purchasing digital merchandise, subscribing to exclusive content, or engaging with digital fan 



tokens) remains woefully low for most clubs. This is in stark contrast to industries where average 
click-through rates (CTRs) from social media campaigns can range from 1.5% to over 2% for 
traffic campaigns, leading to further conversion stages.1​
 

★​ The "Follower" vs. "Customer" Discrepancy: A follower might like a post, but how many are 
consistently opening club emails, making in-app purchases, or subscribing to exclusive digital 
content? This is the critical gap. A recent 2025 study confirms a strong positive correlation 
between social media engagement and commercial revenue for elite football clubs. This 
research, based on a case study of Real Madrid FC Barcelona, Manchester United, Bayern 
Munich, and Paris Saint-Germain, highlights that a club's digital footprint is now directly linked to 
its financial success. The findings emphasize that digital fan interaction significantly impacts 
commercial income. This reinforces the critical importance of a robust digital presence for these 
clubs.2 

The problem isn't a lack of interest; it's a lack of sophisticated digital infrastructure and strategy to convert 
that interest into tangible, recurring revenue.​
 

The Private Sector Blueprint: AI-Powered Digital Retailing 

The blueprint for success is being written daily by companies outside the football world. Their "digital 
retailing best practice" isn't about selling more merchandise; it's about creating deep, personalized, and 
recurring relationships with customers across every digital touchpoint. 

Key Pillars of Private Sector Success (and where football lags): 

★​ Unified Customer View (CDP & CRM): 
○​ Private Sector: Retailers (e.g., Amazon, Zalando), travel companies (e.g., Booking.com), and 

banks (e.g., JPMorgan Chase) invest heavily in Customer Data Platforms (CDPs) to 
consolidate all customer interactions – website visits, app usage, purchase history, loyalty 
points, social media engagement, customer service queries – into a single, comprehensive 
profile. This 360-degree view allows them to understand who their customer is, what they 
prefer, and how they interact. 

○​ Football Clubs: Many clubs operate with fragmented data. Ticketing systems are separate 
from merchandise, which is separate from social media engagement metrics. This siloed 
approach means clubs lack a true understanding of individual fans, preventing personalized 
outreach.​
 

★​ AI-Powered Personalization & Predictive Analytics: 
○​ Private Sector: AI/ML algorithms analyze vast datasets to segment customers dynamically and 

predict future behavior. Amazon's recommendation engine, accounting for 35% of its sales, is a 
testament to this. Banks use AI to offer personalized financial advice; travel companies use it 
for dynamic pricing and tailored holiday packages (myPOS, 2025). Synthetic data is even used 
to train these models without compromising privacy. 

○​ Football Clubs: Personalization often stops at basic segmentation (e.g., season ticket holder 
vs. general fan). AI-driven "next-best-action" recommendations (e.g., "this fan is likely to buy a 
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specific jersey," "this fan would be interested in this exclusive digital content") are rare, leading 
to generic marketing that fails to resonate.​
 

★​ Dynamic Content & Omnichannel Orchestration: 
○​ Private Sector: Content and offers are dynamically adjusted in real-time based on individual 

user profiles and behaviors, delivered seamlessly across email, mobile app, website, and social 
media. 

○​ Football Clubs: Content strategies are often broad and static. While social media channels are 
active, the link to a seamless, personalized e-commerce or digital content experience is often 
broken or underdeveloped. 

This isn't about "doing digital better"; it's about a fundamental shift in how clubs view and engage with 
their most valuable asset – their fanbase.​
 

The Critical Deficiency: Low Data & AI Maturity in Football 
The root cause of these low conversion rates and unfulfilled digital revenue potential lies in the alarmingly 
low data and AI maturity across many European elite football clubs. 

Evidence of Immaturity: 

★​ Siloed Data Infrastructure: Despite growing digital engagement, many clubs struggle to integrate 
their disparate data sources. Ticketing data doesn't seamlessly talk to merchandise sales data, 
which isn't linked to app usage or social media interactions. This fragmentation prevents a unified, 
360-degree view of the fan.​
 

★​ Lack of Centralized Customer Data Platforms (CDPs): While advanced retailers and travel 
companies have embraced CDPs as foundational, many football clubs have yet to implement such 
systems comprehensively. This means they cannot effectively collect, unify, and activate fan data to 
build rich, actionable profiles.​
 

★​ Limited AI/ML Adoption Beyond the Pitch: While some clubs are beginning to use AI for player 
performance analysis and scouting (e.g., Liverpool's use of AI for match analysis - IdeaUsher, 2025), 
its application in commercial and fan engagement strategies is significantly underdeveloped. 
Predictive analytics for fan churn, personalized content recommendations, or dynamic pricing for 
digital assets are rarely sophisticated.​
 

★​ Reliance on Basic Analytics: Many clubs are still operating with basic web analytics and social 
media engagement metrics, without diving into deeper behavioral analytics or predictive modeling 
that can unlock significant revenue opportunities.​
 

★​ Resistance to Change: Traditional sports organizations often face resistance to change, preferring 
conventional methods of fan engagement and revenue generation over adopting AI-driven 
approaches (Credence Research, 2024). 

This immaturity leads directly to a cycle of missed opportunities: generic marketing, inefficient targeting, 
frustrated fans, and stagnant digital revenues.​
 



The Cybersecurity Blind Spot: A Looming Catastrophe 

As clubs increasingly rely on digital channels for fan engagement and revenue, the cybersecurity posture 
of many remains frighteningly immature. This isn't just an IT problem; it's a direct threat to fan trust, 
financial stability, and brand reputation. 

The Vulnerabilities: 

★​ High-Value Targets: Football clubs handle vast amounts of sensitive data: fan personal information, 
payment details, season ticket holder data, and even player health records. This makes them 
attractive targets for cybercriminals seeking data for fraud, identity theft, or ransomware.​
 

★​ Legacy Systems & Under-investment: Many clubs operate with outdated IT infrastructure that is 
inherently more vulnerable to attacks. There's often a lack of sufficient investment in modern 
cybersecurity defenses, incident response plans, and employee training.​
 

★​ Phishing & Ransomware Risks: The sports industry, including football clubs, faces significant 
threats from ransomware and phishing attacks, which can lead to data breaches, operational 
paralysis, and severe financial losses. Generic email addresses of Premier League clubs have 
appeared in public breaches, indicating potential vulnerabilities.​
 

★​ Lack of Robust Information Security Management Systems (ISMS): Research highlights a lack 
of evidence and awareness of ISMS and cyber essentials schemes within football to govern 
information security. This indicates a systemic weakness in managing and protecting sensitive data.​
 

★​ Lack of Secure Access Service Edge (SASE) Strategy: Our own insights from the private sector 
provide clear benchmark indications of the healthy cybersecurity maturity in an organisation. 
Adoption and enterprise wide implementation of SASE frameworks is a healthy indicator. We assess 
only 5% or less of elite football clubs have an effective SASE strategy in place across the whole 
organisation. This indicates a systemic vulnerability to advanced, AI-augmented cyberattacks that 
steal sensitive confidential data or dramatically disrupt stadium infrastructure or ticketing supply 
chains.​
 

★​ Trust Erosion: A major data breach can catastrophically erode fan trust. In an era where data 
privacy is paramount (GDPR, CCPA), any perceived lapse in security can drive fans away, directly 
impacting loyalty and digital transaction willingness. It also erodes investor and ecosystem partner 
confidence in the club, which has long term implications on future business models. 

Without a proactive and robust cybersecurity strategy, clubs risk not only financial penalties and 
operational disruption but also a fundamental breakdown of the trust that underpins the very essence of 
fan loyalty. This is not just a digital risk; it's an existential one.​
 

The Laggard's Lament: Dwindling Revenue and Disillusioned Fans 

The consequences of this digital and data immaturity are dire and already evident. While some 
top-earning clubs are showing stronger digital and data maturity, many are losing ground. 

 



The Financial Impact on Laggards: 

★​ Stagnant Digital Revenue Growth: Clubs without a data-driven strategy are failing to unlock the 
massive digital revenue opportunities. They cannot effectively monetize their global social media 
following through personalized digital products, subscriptions, or targeted e-commerce.​
 

★​ Dependency on Traditional Revenue Streams: As Deloitte's Football Money League 2025 report3 
highlights, commercial revenue remains the largest source for top clubs (44%), driven by 
sponsorship, retail, and non-football events. Matchday revenue (18%) is also growing (Deloitte, 
2025). However, clubs overly reliant on these traditional sources, without diversified digital income, 
are vulnerable to market fluctuations, sporting performance dips, and changing fan behaviors.​
 

★​ Missed Sponsorship Opportunities: Brands increasingly seek partners with sophisticated digital 
engagement capabilities and rich first-party data for targeted campaigns. Clubs with poor data 
management will miss out on lucrative digital sponsorship deals.​
 

★​ Lower Customer Lifetime Value (CLV): Without personalization and consistent digital 
engagement, fans are less likely to become repeat digital customers, reducing their overall value to 
the club.​
 

★​ Operational Inefficiencies: Poor data quality and manual processes lead to inefficient marketing 
spend with low conversion rates and high churn rates, inaccurate forecasting, and wasted 
resources, eating into profitability. 

Fan Expectations vs. Club Reality: 

Modern fans, especially younger generations, are digitally savvy. They expect seamless, personalized 
experiences from every brand they interact with. When their football club falls short, offering generic 
content and clunky digital interfaces, frustration builds. They compare their club's digital experience to 
their daily engagements with Amazon, Netflix, and Spotify, not just other football clubs. This leads to: 

★​ Disillusionment: Fans feel unvalued if their club doesn't recognize their unique preferences or offer 
tailored content.​
 

★​ Reduced Engagement: Lower interaction rates on digital platforms and less willingness to explore 
digital offerings.​
 

★​ Churn: While outright ‘churn at scale’ from fandom is rare, a lack of digital engagement can lead to 
a less invested, less profitable fan base over time.​
 

The Path to Prosperity: Adopting AI-Powered Best Practice 
The solution lies in a fundamental, strategic pivot towards AI-powered digital retailing, mirroring the 
successes seen in other industries. This is not merely an IT upgrade; it's a business transformation driven 
by the C-suite. 

 

3 Deloitte Football Money League 2025 
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The Roadmap for Transformation: 

★​ C-Suite Commitment & Vision: Leadership must fully understand the urgency and commit 
significant resources. This transformation must be a top strategic priority, driven from the CEO, not 
just the marketing department. ‘Walk the talk’!​
 

★​ Invest in a Unified Customer Data Platform (CDP): This is non-negotiable. A CDP will ingest and 
unify all fan data – from ticketing and merchandise to app usage, social media engagement, and fan 
club memberships. This creates the single source of truth for every fan.​
 

★​ Build a Data Science & AI Capability: Recruit or partner with experts in data science, machine 
learning, and AI. This team will be responsible for developing predictive models for fan behavior, 
personalization algorithms, and optimizing digital campaigns.​
 

★​ Embrace AI for Hyper-Personalization: 
○​ Personalized Content: Use AI to recommend relevant news, videos, and social media content 

based on individual fan preferences and past interactions. 
○​ Dynamic Pricing for Digital Assets: AI can optimize pricing for digital collectibles, exclusive 

content subscriptions, or virtual experiences based on real-time demand and fan segments. 
○​ Targeted Offers: Leverage AI to deliver highly specific offers for merchandise, strategic 

sponsor products, hospitality, or digital products, increasing conversion rates. 
○​ Generative AI for Marketing: Use GenAI to create vast quantities of personalized marketing 

copy, ad creatives, and even social media responses, ensuring ‘authenticity-at-scale’.​
 

★​ Prioritize Cybersecurity from the Outset: Integrate "security by design" into all new digital 
initiatives. Implement robust ISMS and SASE frameworks across the organisation, invest in 
advanced threat detection, and conduct regular penetration testing and 3rd party audits. Proactive 
cybersecurity is an investment in fan trust and future revenue protection. 

★​ Leverage Synthetic Data: For privacy-sensitive initiatives, explore using synthetic data to train AI 
models. This allows clubs to develop sophisticated personalization algorithms at scale without 
compromising real fan data, ensuring compliance and building trust. 

★​ Foster a Data-Driven Culture: This means upskilling existing staff, promoting data literacy across 
all departments, and ensuring that decisions are based on insights, not just intuition.​
 

The Financial Imperative: Revenue Growth, Customer Growth, and ROI 
The financial benefits of adopting AI-powered digital retailing are not theoretical; they are proven across 
industries and are becoming increasingly evident in the sports sector. 

How AI and Data Drive the Bottom Line: 

★​ Revenue Growth: 
○​ Increased Digital Merchandising Sales: Personalized product recommendations (based on 

fan preferences, past purchases, and even social media sentiment) can significantly boost 
e-commerce conversion rates for jerseys, apparel, and memorabilia. 

○​ New Digital Product Streams: AI can identify demand for exclusive digital content, NFTs, 
virtual experiences, or subscription services. Demand and time-based dynamic pricing, 
optimized by AI, maximizes revenue from these offerings. 

○​ Enhanced Sponsorship Value: A unified, data-rich fan database allows clubs to offer sponsors 
more precise targeting and measurable ROI, attracting more lucrative deals.​



 
★​ Customer Growth & Loyalty: 

○​ Improved Fan Acquisition: Hyper-personalized social media campaigns (leveraging lookalike 
‘persona’ audiences and intent data) lead to more efficient and cost-effective fan acquisitions. 

○​ Higher Fan Retention & Engagement: Personalized communication, relevant offers, and 
seamless digital experiences foster deeper loyalty, reducing churn and increasing engagement 
across all touchpoints. 

○​ Increased Customer Lifetime Value (CLV): Loyal, digitally engaged fans spend more over 
time on various club products and services.​
 

★​ EBITDA & Net Profit: 
○​ Operational Efficiency: AI can optimize marketing spend by ensuring campaigns are highly 

targeted, reducing waste and improving conversion rates. It can also automate customer 
service (chatbots), reducing operational costs. 

○​ Fraud Prevention: For banks, AI-driven fraud detection saves billions. For clubs, this translates 
to reduced losses from fraudulent ticketing or merchandise. It needs to get prioritised and 
measured.​
 

★​ Return on Investment (ROI): While upfront investment in data infrastructure and AI capabilities can 
be substantial, the ROI is typically high due to increased revenues, improved efficiencies, and 
enhanced brand equity. Sports organizations with higher analytics adoption achieve 41% higher 
revenue growth.4  

The Cost of Inaction: 

Conversely, clubs that fail to make this pivotal shift will face: 

★​ Stagnating or Declining Digital Revenues: Their social media reach will remain ‘unmonetized 
potential’.​
 

★​ Loss of Market Share: To digitally agile competitors, both within football and from other sporting 
codes and entertainment verticals.​
 

★​ Erosion of Fan Trust: Due to outdated digital experiences and potential cybersecurity breaches.​
 

★​ Increased Operational Costs: From inefficient marketing and manual processes.​
 

★​ A Devalued Brand: As digitally native generations turn to other forms of entertainment that meet 
their expectations for personalized, seamless experiences.​
 

 

4 5 Proven Ways Data-Driven Insights Enhance Sports Analytics 

https://www.numberanalytics.com/blog/5-proven-ways-data-driven-sports-analytics


The Future is Now: A Call to Action for the C-Suite 

The message is clear: European elite football clubs cannot afford to be laggards in the digital 
transformation race. The performance statistics from the broader private sector provide irrefutable 
evidence that AI-powered digital retailing, underpinned by robust data and cybersecurity, is the pathway 
to sustained revenue growth and deepened fan loyalty. 

Your immense social media following is not just a vanity metric; it is a colossal, untapped 
monetisable digital asset waiting to be transformed into a recurring digital revenue stream. But this 
transformation will not happen organically. It requires: 

★​ Bold Vision: A clear understanding from the C-suite that digital means more than just a website and 
social media presence.​
 

★​ Strategic Investment: Committing significant capital and human resources to build the necessary 
data infrastructure, AI capabilities, and cybersecurity defences. These are not painful cost burdens, 
they are strategic revenue enablers.​
 

★​ Cultural Shift: Fostering a data-driven mindset across the entire organization, from the boardroom 
to the marketing department.​
 

★​ Urgency: The digital landscape evolves rapidly. Delaying this pivotal shift risks falling further behind, 
making the eventual catch-up even more challenging and costly.​
 

Without this fundamental pivot, European elite football clubs risk being trapped in a blinkered dependency 
spiral of legacy revenues, unable to meet the burgeoning digital expectations of their global fanbase. The 
future of football, both on and off the pitch, belongs to those who embrace the power of AI-powered digital 
retailing and unlock the true potential of their global digital communities. The time for bluster is over; the 
time for decisive action is now. 

 
 



 
 
About the Author: 
 

 
 
David Andrew    
Founder & Managing Partner  
www.tiaki.ai 
david.andrew@tiaki.ai     

 
 

 
 
David is the Founder & Managing Partner at TIAKI, a niche consulting practice helping executive leadership in sport 
make confident, informed decisions on their risks, investments and business outcomes powered by secure 
‘data-at-scale’. He collaborates with bold and determined leaders in the sports ecosystem to define their data, AI and 
cybersecurity strategies to deliver sustainable value. 
 
David’s vision for TIAKI is to empower sports franchise CEOs, leadership teams, sports media broadcasters and 
investors in the global sports industry with strategic advisory frameworks to deliver secure, pioneering digital fan 
experiences and new ecosystem business models to achieve breakthrough returns.  
 
David has over 20 years of strategy and technology enabled business transformation experience, providing 
consulting expertise in cloud native technologies, data strategy, digital business enablement and cybersecurity 
strategy. He is passionate about helping talented leadership teams succeed in securely growing their differentiated 
business models in the data-driven, digital sports economy. 
 
Based in Stockholm, David previously worked for IBM Consulting, EY, Accenture Strategy and Orange Business. He 
studied Chemistry at Durham University and holds an MBA from Trinity College, Dublin Business School. 
 
 

  
 
 
 
Copyright © 2025 TIAKI. 
All rights reserved. TIAKI and its logo are registered trademarks of TIAKI. 

http://www.tiaki.ai
mailto:david.andrew@tiaki.ai
http://linkedin.com/in/david-andrew-aa6a5b1
https://x.com/tiakisport

	 
	The Untapped Goldmine: Your Social Media Followers 
	The Glaring Gap: Low Conversion Rates in Football 
	The Private Sector Blueprint: AI-Powered Digital Retailing 
	The Critical Deficiency: Low Data & AI Maturity in Football 
	The Cybersecurity Blind Spot: A Looming Catastrophe 
	The Laggard's Lament: Dwindling Revenue and Disillusioned Fans 
	The Path to Prosperity: Adopting AI-Powered Best Practice 
	The Financial Imperative: Revenue Growth, Customer Growth, and ROI 
	 
	The Future is Now: A Call to Action for the C-Suite 


