Football must not forget its inclusive responsibilities in the rush to get fans back into

stadiums
Abstract

It is imperative English Premier League and Football League clubs consider disabled
supporters when planning for the return of fans in stadiums. While it is understandable
English football clubs are eager to welcome fans back as soon as possible, | argue this must
not be at the expense of disabled supporters. Utilising the theory of ableism, I highlight the
inequitable matchday experiences of disabled football fans at English Premier League and
Football League clubs pre-COVID-19, a situation | argue cannot be exacerbated by
neglecting disabled fans as part of the return of fans to stadiums. This commentary
emphasises the importance of English football clubs grasping the opportunity to positively
change how disabled football fans are treated. The piece concludes by calling for sustained
lobbying for inclusion, and the need for future research to focus and explicate the experiences

of disabled football fans.
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Introduction

COVID-19 is one of the greatest current challenges facing the world today, causing
significant disruption to the normal functioning of societies world-wide. At the time of
writing (27" October 2020), there have been over 43 million registered cases of COVID-19
and over 1.1 million deaths across the globe (Johns Hopkins University, 2020), while the
global economy is forecast to contract by 5.2 percent (The World Bank, 2020). The risk of
mortality from COVID-19 increases with age, with those aged 80+ particularly at risk from
the virus (Spiegelhalter, 2020). Age is not the only risk factor, however, with individuals

living with chronic health conditions facing increased risk of fatality from COVID-19 (WHO,



2020). Evidence suggests disabled people are more likely to die from COVID-19 than non-
disabled people (Pring, 2020; Webster, 2020). Indeed, in the United Kingdom (UK), statistics
suggest disabled people aged between 9 and 64 were more likely to die from COVID-19 than
non-disabled people in the same age group (Pring, 2020). Social distancing is a vital tactic in
the fight against the spread of the disease (Lewnard & Lo, 2020), but the need to maintain a
safe distance between people has caused fractures to the operations of service organisations.
Sport has not been immune to the dislocation between consumer and product (Parnell et al.,
2020). In the UK, the vast majority of professional sport currently occurs behind closed-
doors: supporters are locked-out because of COVID-19 (Mohr et al., 2020). A number of
academic commentaries have focused on the impact of COVID-19 on football (e.g.
Ludvigsen & Hayton, 2020; Manoli, 2020; Mohr et al., 2020; Moore, 2020; Parnell et al.,
2020; Wilson et al., 2020), but relatively few have specifically paid attention to the impact of
COVID-19 on disabled people in sport (Fitzgerald, Stride & Drury, 2020). This commentary
focuses on the importance of English Premier League and Football League clubs considering
disabled supporters when fans are allowed back into stadiums. Adopting an ableism lens to
this short analysis, | argue a number of football clubs were failing in their duty to disabled
supporters before the pandemic, and that clubs need to ensure this is not exacerbated or
worsened when fans return to stadiums. To situate this piece, | first describe the impact the
absence of fans is having on football clubs. Using the theory of ableism, the matchday
experience of disabled supporters before COVID-19 is then briefly explored, followed by a
consideration of the impact of COVID-19 on disabled supporters. Finally, I argue for clubs to

be inclusive in their plans for welcoming fans back into stadiums.

Football matches behind closed doors
Since the fourth goal in Leicester City’s 4-0 win over Aston Villa at the King Power Stadium

on 9" March 2020, 250 Premier League goals were scored without fans to cheer them



(Harris, 2020). The on-field statistics suggest ‘business as usual’ in terms of goals per game
(BBC Sport, 2020), but the lack of fans has led some to argue the football spectacle is poorer
and more sanitised (Holt, 2020). Football fans help to create the vibrancy and passion that
makes football such an attractive proposition to sponsors, broadcasters, and sports fans. The
diluted atmosphere at grounds has not only had an impact on the enjoyment of football for
some viewers but has caused very real and significant financial implications for clubs across
the footballing pyramid. Indeed, the lack of fans and atmosphere was one of the principle
reasons for broadcasters seeking a financial rebate from clubs (Jackson & Maclnnes, 2020).
The absence of fans at live football matches poses a serious risk to the financial viability of
many football clubs, big and small. The chief executive of the Premier League, Richard
Masters, claims it is “absolutely critical” for fans to be back in stadiums, with clubs footing
an estimated bill of £700m if the ban on fans attending matches is continued throughout the
2020/21 Premier League season (Roan, 2020a). Moreover, there are fears as to how many
lower-league clubs will survive without the income generated on matchday (Aloia & Law,

2020).

The prospect of full capacities at football grounds in the near future were dealt a blow when,
on the 22" September 2020, the Department for Culture, Media and Sport suggested
supporters may not be able to attend live sporting events until March 2021 at the earliest
(Roan, 2020b). With commentators and scientists warning of a difficult winter ahead because
of COVID-19, the prospect of stadiums being at capacity before March 2021 are remote.
Instead, football clubs are hopeful a maximum of 30% capacity, where social distancing
allows, will be permitted when fans are able to attend matches (Slater & Waugh, 2020).
Discussions focused on how and when fans are able to attend games has largely been held
without disabled supporters being mentioned. Due consideration for how disabled fans will

be welcomed back to football stadiums has been conspicuous by its absence.



Ableism and the experiences of disabled football supporters pre-COVID-19

Ableism can be defined as the privileging of individuals and ideals conforming to a perceived
body aesthetic and social ‘norm’ (Campbell, 2009). Simplified, ableism can be viewed as a
form of discrimination and internalised oppression for individuals who do not meet supposed
normative standards. Campbell (2001) discussed the term ableism in 2001 when focusing on
how people distinguish between those that are ‘able’ and those that are ‘disabled’. Ableism,
therefore, prioritises non-disabled perspectives as ‘normal” while ‘othering’ disabled people
who do not meet these norms and viewing disabled people as diminished compared to non-
disabled people (Campbell, 2009). Ableism focuses on societal-wide oppression, while
disablism focuses mainly on discrimination stemming from disability (Bogart & Dunn,
2019). It has been argued ableism can constrain some disabled people’s sport participation
because of limitations in individuals generating sufficient reserves of social, economic, and
cultural capitals and the ability to self-determine (Brittain et al., 2020). Moreover, some
sporting organisations have been accused of adopting direct or indirect ableist practices in the
provision and management of sport participation, constraining efforts to increase disabled

people’s sport participation (Brown & Pappous, 2018; Christiaens, 2018; Johnson, 2019).

From a football perspective, I argue an ableist culture within some English Premier League
and English Football League clubs has had an impact on disabled peoples’ experience of
attending live football matches. A culture of ableism may be overt or discrete within the
football club, but its manifestation results in divergent experiences for some disabled fans.
Indeed, the experience of attending live football matches as a disabled supporter can largely
depend on the team the fan supports and the stadium the game is played at. Not all disabled
fans are treated equally. Disability is a diverse and multi-faceted population group which
lacks a common disability identity due to different individual experiences of impairment

(Watson, 2002). Despite this, most football clubs narrowly focus their attention on the



physical accessibility of stadia, such as wheelchair spaces, but even then, adequate provision
is patchy among clubs (Garcia et al., 2017). In 2017, the Equality and Human Rights
Commission (EHRC) claimed 13 of the 20 Premier League clubs did not provide the
minimum number of wheelchair spaces (BBC Sport, 2017). Indicative of an ableist mentality
among some professional English football clubs, the EHRC found a number of clubs to be
deficient in providing accessible toilets and accessible information for disabled supporters.
Even where wheelchair spaces are provided, the sightlines for some wheelchair users can
prohibit viewing the match enjoyably and without blocked or obscured views (Gornall,
2014). In addition, it is not uncommon for disabled supporters of the away team to be placed
with home supporters due to a shortage of accessible seating in the away end (Gornall, 2014).
It is inconceivable non-disabled football supporters of the opposing team would be willingly
placed with home supporters, yet this happens with some disabled fans. Unfortunately, some
clubs fail to consider the requirements of disabled fans, as demonstrated by football’s
continued disregard of the needs of individuals with colour blindness (Cronin, 2020). For
example, the kits worn by Norwich City and Everton in their Premier League match last
season was largely indistinguishable for people with colour blindness (Cronin, 2020). It is
important to point out there are a number of clubs who operate good practice in being
inclusive and accessible. For some disabled supporters, there may be no issues for them when
they attend the match. However, due to the presence of ableism within some English
professional clubs, the experiences of disabled fans vary within the club and from club to

club, leaving plenty of room for improvement.

Impact of COVID-19 on disabled football fans
For many, football offers a release from the stresses and pressures of life, and a chance to be
part of a community of like-minded fans. For disabled supporters, the ban on fans attending

matches has hit many hard. A report from the campaigning and advisory charity, Level



Playing Field, revealed 43% of disabled fans experienced significant impact on their mental
health due to the absence of football (Level Playing Field, 2020). Level Playing Field’s
(2020) research found half of respondents had concerns about returning to stadia to watch
live matches when fans are able to return. In addition, some, but not all, disabled fans may be
shielding due to health reasons and therefore may find it more difficult to return to football
matches while the pandemic continues. It is vital football, in the rush to get fans back into
grounds, do not neglect or forget disabled fans as part of the planned return for spectators. As
outlined earlier, disabled football fans have historically faced challenges following their club,
therefore it is imperative clubs ensure their preparations for fans returning are as inclusive as
possible. Failing to do so may risk further inequality in access and experiences of attending

live football matches for disabled fans.

Disabled supporters and the return of fans

Football clubs will understandably be eager for fans to return as quickly as it is safe to do so,
but this should not be at the expense of due consideration of its inclusive responsibilities. It is
important English Premier League and Football League clubs address ableist tendencies and
work towards a culture of inclusivity. It is likely most English Premier League and Football
League clubs adopt unintentional, rather than deliberate, ableist practices, perhaps stemming
from a lack of knowledge of disability and/or an insular or narrow focus on an ‘idealised’
customer. Football clubs should work with disabled people’s organisations and disabled
supporters associations to understand the challenges in getting disabled fans back into
stadiums and the provision and support required to do so. This commentary is not arguing for
disabled fans to be given preferential treatment: rather, football needs to be mindful of its
responsibilities and obligations to being inclusive. Being inclusive does not automatically
produce more costs than benefits for businesses: a lucrative market is available if exploited in

the right way (Paramio Salcines, Grady & Downs, 2014). Now is the opportunity for clubs to



reset their relationship with inclusion, to commit wholeheartedly to meaningful change as we
rebuild society during and post-COVID-19. Time will tell whether this opportunity is fully

grasped.

Conclusion

Football should be enjoyed without unnecessary hurdles, but sadly this is not the case for
some disabled fans. This commentary has argued ableist practices within the culture of some
English Premier League and Football League clubs have prevented some disabled football
fans from enjoying fair and equitable matchday experiences. With reduced capacities in
stadiums likely to persist for months to come, it is vital for clubs to consider how fans can be
brought back in an inclusive and safe manner. To achieve this goal, we all have a part to play.
Academics, the media, disability rights groups, football authorities, and many others. It is up
to individuals and organisations to ensure inclusion is on the agenda of clubs and the
footballing community, to lobby for equitable access to watching the game loved by non-
disabled and disabled fans. As academics, it is up to us to conduct more research to present
the case to clubs for the need to be accessible and inclusive. Arguing for inclusion on the
basis of morality will not be enough to change the status quo: along with highlighting
discriminatory practices, a business case for the importance of inclusion can help to shift
cultures within clubs. As academics, we can build the business case for inclusion by
undertaking research into disabled consumers and their purchasing power. In addition,
conducting research with disabled people as to why they do not attend live football matches
will help football clubs to understand how they can increase their customer base in the future.
It is also important to canvas and explore the matchday experiences, both positive and
negative, of disabled football fans who attend live matches, in order to build the evidence and
knowledge-base in this under-researched area of inquiry. It is by highlighting good practice,

and challenging bad practice, change can start to be achieved and implemented.






References
Aloia, A. & Law, J. (2020, May 22). EFL: How coronavirus is affecting lower-league clubs,

players, fans and livelihoods. BBC Sport. https://www.bbc.co.uk/sport/football/52680375

BBC Sport. (2017). Premier League clubs make 'limited progress' over disabled access.

https://www.bbc.co.uk/sport/football/39643089

BBC Sport. (2020). Premier League: The best stats from the strangest season.

https://www.bbc.co.uk/sport/football/53553300

Bogart, K. R. & Dunn, D. S. (2019). Ableism special issue introduction. Journal of Social

Issues, 75(3), 650-664. doi: 10.1111/josi.12354

Brittain, I. , Biscaia, R. , & Gérard, S. (2020). Ableism as a regulator of social practice and
disabled peoples’ self-determination to participate in sport and physical activity. Leisure

Studies, 39(2), 209-224. doi: 10.1080/02614367.2019.1694569

Brown, C., & Pappous, A. S. (2018). “The Legacy Element . . . It Just Felt More Woolly™:
Exploring the Reasons for the Decline in People With Disabilities’ Sport Participation in
England 5 Years After the London 2012 Paralympic Games. Journal of Sport and Social

Issues, 42(5), 343-368. https://doi.org/10.1177/0193723518781237

Campbell, F. A. K. (2001). Inciting legal fictions: ‘Disability's’ date with ontology and the

ableist body of the law. Griffith Law Review, 10(1), 42-62. http://hdl.handle.net/10072/3714

Campbell, F. (2009). Contours of ableism: The production of disability and abledness.

Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan.

Christiaens, M. (2018). Towards mainstreaming: A principle — practice gap in the UK sports

sector. Coventry University. https://pureportal.coventry.ac.uk/



Cronin, J. (2020). Colour blindness in football: Kit clashes and fan struggles - what is being

done? BBC Sport. https://www.bbc.co.uk/sport/football/53986570

Fitzgerald, H., Stride., A. & Drury, S. (2020). COVID-19, lockdown and (disability) sport.

Managing Sport and Leisure, 1-8. doi: 10.1080/23750472.2020.1776950

Garcia, B., de Wolff, M., Welford, J. & Smith, B. (2017). Facilitating inclusivity and
broadening understandings of access at football clubs: the role of disabled supporter
associations. European Sport Management Quarterly, 17(2), 226-243. doi:

10.1080/16184742.2016.1246584

Gornall, K. (2014). BBC investigation: Is the Premier League failing disabled fans? BBC

Sport. https://www.bbc.co.uk/sport/football/26630281

Harris, N. [@sportingintel]. (2020, July 26). Premier League table of lockdown games only

2019-20. [Tweet]. Twitter. https://twitter.com/sportingintel

Holt, O. (2020, July 11). Oliver Holt: Don't pretend real football is back... this is a pale
imitation, and the game we love may never return. Mail Online.
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/sport/football/article-8513583/OLIVER-HOLT-Dont-pretend-

football-pale-imitation.html

Jackson, J. & Maclnnes, P. (2020, May 27). Liverpool among clubs to argue against paying
£330m rebate to broadcasters. The Guardian.
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2020/may/27/liverpool-among-clubs-argue-against-

paying-330m-rebate-broadcasters-premier-league

Johns Hopkins University. (2020). COVID-19 Dashboard. Centre for Systems Science and

Engineering at Johns Hopkins University. https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html



Johnson, E. (2019). Delivering activity to disabled people: The workforce perception gap.

Activity Alliance. http://www.activityalliance.org.uk

Level Playing Field. (2020). Level Playing Field’s COVID-19 disabled fans survey results.
https://www.levelplayingfield.org.uk/news-item/level-playing-fields-covid-19-disabled-fans-

survey-results/

Lewnard, J. A. & Lo, N. C. (2020). Scientific and ethical basis for social-distancing
interventions against COVID-19. The Lancet, 20(6), 631-633. doi: 10.1016/S1473-

3099(20)30190-0

Ludvigsen, J. A. L. & Hayton, J. W. (2020). Toward COVID-19 secure events:
considerations for organizing the safe resumption of major sporting events. Managing Sport

and Leisure, 1-11. doi: 10.1080/23750472.2020.1782252

Manoli, A. E. (2020). COVID-19 and the solidification of media’s power in football.

Managing Sport and Leisure, 1-5. doi: 10.1080/23750472.2020.1792802

Mohr, M., Nassis, G. P., Brito, J., Randers, M. B., Castagna, C., Parnell, D. & Krustrup, P.
Return to elite football after the COVID-19 lockdown. Managing Sport and Leisure, 1-9. doi:

10.1080/23750472.2020.1768635

Moore, K. (2020). Football is not ‘a matter of life and death’. It is far less important than that.
Football and the COVID-19 pandemic in England. Soccer & Society, 1-15. doi:

10.1080/14660970.2020.1797496

Paramio Salcines, J. L., Grady, J. & Downs, P. (2014). Growing the football game: the
increasing economic and social relevance of older fans and those with disabilities in the
European football industry. Soccer & Society, 15(6), 864-882. doi:

10.1080/14660970.2014.920623



Parnell, D., Widdop, P., Bond, A. & Wilson, R. (2020). COVID-19, networks and sport.

Managing Sport and Leisure, 1-7. doi: 10.1080/23750472.2020.1750100

Pring, J. (2020, June 25). Coronavirus: Call for inquiry and urgent action after ‘shocking’
disability death stats. Disability News Service.
https://www.disabilitynewsservice.com/coronavirus-call-for-inquiry-and-urgent-action-after-

shocking-disability-death-stats/

Roan, D. (2020a). Premier League chief Richard Masters says it is 'absolutely critical' fans

return. BBC Sport. https://www.bbc.co.uk/sport/football/54091729

Roan, D. (2020b). Coronavirus: Fans may not be able to return to sporting events until at

least end of March. BBC Sport. https://www.bbc.co.uk/sport/54246745

Slater, M. & Waugh, C. (2020, August 15). Explained: How football will welcome fans back
to stadiums. The Athletic. https://theathletic.co.uk/1996223/2020/08/16/return-fans-

coronavirus-project-restart/

Spiegelhalter, D. (2020). How much ‘normal’ risk does Covid represent? Winton Centre for
Risk and Evidence Communication. https://medium.com/wintoncentre/how-much-normal-

risk-does-covid-represent-4539118e1196

The World Bank. (2020). The Global Economic Outlook During the COVID-19 Pandemic: A
Changed World. The World Bank.
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2020/06/08/the-global-economic-outlook-

during-the-covid-19-pandemic-a-changed-world

Watson, N. (2002). Well, 1 know this is going to sound very strange to you, but | don't see
myself as a disabled person: Identity and disability. Disability & Society, 17(5), 509-527.

doi: 10.1080/09687590220148496



Webster, L. (2020). Coronavirus: Why disabled people are calling for a Covid-19 inquiry.

BBC News. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-53221435

Wilson, R., Plumley, D., Mondal, S. & Parnell, D. (2020). Challenging parachute payments
and unmasking English football’s finances. Managing Sport and Leisure, 1-6. doi:

10.1080/23750472.2020.1792745

World Health Organization (WHO). (2020). Coronavirus. World Health Organization.

https://www.who.int/health-topics/coronavirus#tab=tab_1



