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We humans have been absorbed in sporting events ever since Gilgamesh
grappled with Enkidu in the Epic of Gilgamesh. In the last 100 years,
technology has radically changed the face of sports. The emergence of
television as the dominant medium expanded access to a wider audience,
beyond local sports arenas. And mass viewership accrued commercial

sponsorships.
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But a global pandemic has forced the sports industry to innovate and
find new revenue streams. Triggered by league closures, changes in
regulation and economic uncertainty. Often, big challenges unlock new

market opportunities.
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Sports brands have discovered new ways to engage with fans in the
digital world. The use of fan tokens has offered sporting organizations
the opportunity to monetize fandom. Using fan tokens, fans can unlock
exclusive collectibles, experience special sporting moments and vote
on sporting decisions. It works because passion, community and

camaraderie already exist in sports, technology is merely an enabler.
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For example, some of the world's biggest football clubs, including
Barcelona, Inter Milan, Juventus, Man City are using block-chain enabled
fan token platform, Socios. By owning tokens, supporters can vote on
decisions such as goal of the season, next season's away kit and the
music inside stadiums. The app has blown up since its launch with
900,000 active users. Europe's biggest clubs have made £205m on
Socios last year. The estimated value of fan tokens is now $516.6m
- from a base of $56m in 2020 - and is projected to hit $10bn in the

coming years.
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Proponents of the scheme say fan tokens offer fans unprecedented
opportunities to vote on matters they care about. It can extend
engagement beyond 1% of fans that attend matches in stadiums. In fact,
most token owners are from Brazil, Turkey, Korea and Japan. It could be
argued such tools have democratized sports by widening participation to
a global audience outside traditional spheres of sporting power.
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However, Socios has attracted strong criticism from local support groups,
including Arsenal, Leeds United and Aston Villa. As well as the UK Football
Association which stated: “Socios attempts to monetise fan engagement
which the leagues and clubs have committed to doing for free. There

should be no financial barrier to engaging with your football club.”
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In the future, we are likely to see increased friction between local fans
with historic connections and global fans whose support is almost
entirely online. Sports brands need to create a strategy to manage this

new dynamic without alienating either set.
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Criticism hasn't slowed down expansion, Socios has recently announced
a flurry of partnerships with high-profile teams in the NBA. With the fan
engagement platform working directly with 19 out of 30 teams that play
in the NBA.
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Despite the injection of cash in sports — funded by fans - supporters had
no direct influence on decision making or the direction of sports. Until the
21st century, fans were simply passionate spectators. More recently the
internet, in particular, social media has given fans a collective voice and

means to interact.
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Similar to the current relationship between brands and consumers.
Sports organizations are required to listen to the demands of fans if they
want to remain relevant. Currently, most cases of fan influence are still
gimmicky and inconsequential. Even though millions of remote fans feel
they can finally be heard. Fan power currently revolves around social
media polls, PR activations and content creation. Token holders are not

consulted about the management of the sports brand.
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Yet it's easy to conceive a future where fans become major stakeholders
in decision-making. An early example is Fan Controlled Football, the only
professional sports league that enables fans to call the plays in real-
time. On Twitch, fans of the offensive team get to vote on what play to
run. The play with the most votes wins. Fan Controlled Football is crafted
for Twitch with fan participation baked into the core. After all, new media

enables new behaviors and relationships.
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For legacy sports brands and organizations, it's hard to imagine fans
dictating governance or match tactics, but ultimately fans are demanding
more control and influence. We currently stand on the precipice of a
radical transfer of wealth from private ownership to community-based
ownership models. The collision of the physical and virtual worlds
accelerated by a global pandemic has blurred the lines between brands
and creators. Similarly, it has opened up new possibilities for fans - not
brand sponsors -to influence the actions of their favourite individuals and

team.
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We live in a world where anyone can become a creator. The creator
economy is an escape from centralized corporations. We are now seeing
the distribution of individual creativity at an unprecedented scale. Under
this new model, no single entity wields absolute control. Today, the same
dynamic is being played out in the world of sport. Fans have gained

newfound creative and decision-making powers.
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The creator economy has exploded in popularity this year. Powered by a
thin layer of technology - hosted by subscription platforms and enabled
by NFT's - creators can now directly make money from their audience.
Nowhere is this more apparent than in the world of sports. Where the
relationship between sports brands and fans is being redefined. We are
witnessing sports fans shift from passive consumers to active decision-

makers.
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The future of sports is people-powered and tech-enabled. There's every
chance the sports organizations of the future will be co-created and co-
owned by athletes and their community of fans. We just need to be careful

not to destroy the soul of what made sports special in the first place.
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