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Summary of the IFR’s proposed financial regulations 

In March 2026, the Independent Football Regulator (IFR) opened its second consultation on the 

proposed licensing regime for football clubs competing in the top five divisions of English football.  

The regime is intended to promote “clubs’ financial soundness and the systemic resilience of English 

football, and safeguard… the cultural heritage of the game.”1  Central to the regime is the requirement 

for all clubs to hold a full IFR licence in order to compete.  Draft guidance on the requirements that 

clubs must satisfy to obtain a full IFR licence was published alongside the consultation. 

The guidance further sets out certain financial regulations clubs must comply with.  This 

incorporates a mandatory licensing condition on the reporting of financial plans, and a threshold 

requirement that clubs maintain ‘appropriate financial resources’.  In determining whether a club has 

said resources in practice, the IFR will adopt a proportionate, risk-based approach that reflects clubs’ 

individual circumstances and risks, rather than imposing a one-size-fits-all assessment.  That is to 

say, the IFR will exercise a degree of judgement for each individual club as to both: (i) ‘what’ is 

measured (i.e., the choice of metrics used to measure financial resources); and (ii) ‘how much’ 

resource is appropriate (i.e., having determined appropriate metrics for a club, the IFR will similarly 

consider what the threshold should be for each, also on a club-specific basis). 

The IFR will make its appropriateness assessment using a two limbed approach.   

 Limb one: assesses whether a club’s financial resources can meet its anticipated financial 

commitments, and manage key financial risks, under normal operating conditions.  Clubs must 

consider all factors material to their overall financial position, and all risk factors including (but 

not limited to) their: business model; liquidity/cash flow; solvency and debt; and governance. 

 Limb two: assesses whether a club’s financial resources are such that it would remain 

“financially resilient” and “operationally viable” in stressed scenarios.  Clubs are required to 

consider three core (mandatory) scenarios: (i) 10% reduction in annual income; (ii) relegation; 

and (iii) removal of a club’s main source of external funding.  Additionally, clubs may choose (or 

be required by the IFR) to develop and undertake bespoke stress tests to consider additional 

risks.  The IFR has some flexibility in how it interprets the results of any scenario, in part due to 

it choosing not to impose strict definitions of financially resilient or operationally viable. 

We recognise the opportunities (but also risks) raised by the introduction of a regulatory framework 

for football.  Given our experience of advising extensively on regulatory incentives in other industries, 

we are pleased to offer this short submission by way of a response to the IFR’s latest consultation.  

This note addresses consultation question 1(b), which asks for “comments on the IFR’s proposed 

Licensing Guidance, in relation to… Chapter 2 (Financial Regulation).”  In turn, we set out our: 

(i) key reflections on the IFR’s proposed approach to financial regulation; and  

(ii) thoughts on potential refinements to the guidance that might help better secure the 

intended aims. 

 
1 ‘IFR Guidance Licensing – Draft’.  IFR (March 2026); page 2. 
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Our key reflections on the IFR’s proposed approach to financial regulation 

We support the IFR’s overarching proposed approach to financial regulation (a supervisory, 

principles-led approach that is sufficiently flexible as to reflect clubs’ individual circumstances).  

However, at present, we consider that the specific proposals for risk assessment are somewhat at-

odds with the IFR’s broader framework, in that the risk analyses may not, in-fact, properly capture 

variation in risk factors across clubs.  In turn, this could result in an inconsistent understanding and 

measurement of risk across clubs, meaning that the IFR and clubs do not get the quality of 

information they ideally need.  Specifically:  

 The currently proposed core stress tests hold clubs to inconsistent standards of risk 

measurement and management.  This is because the core stress tests are based around 

certain pre-defined events that are commonly applied to each club, even though the probability 

(and impact) of that risk occurring likely varies greatly club-to-club.  For instance, the income 

shock stress test applies a uniform reduction in a club’s annual income (10%) to all clubs, 

regardless of the extent to which their income is relatively diversified or non-diversified, secure 

or unsecure.  This, in effect, holds clubs with more diversified, less volatile, income to a higher 

standard of risk management, requiring them to remain financially resilient and operationally 

viable under relatively lower probability (and more extreme) downside shocks.  For example, a 

10% reduction in total income would, for a more diversified, large Premier League club, likely 

require an extreme, low probability event, such as a prolonged stadium closure (or for multiple 

adverse financial risk factors to crystalise concurrently).  By contrast, for smaller, less 

diversified clubs (with a high reliance on matchday revenues), a 10% reduction in total revenue 

might easily arise due to natural variation in attendances, travel disruption, and so on.  

Additional stress test scenarios would not resolve this issue, as they merely add overlays over 

and above risks captured under the core scenarios (and so would not correct the implicit 

variation in risk measurement and management that will arise under the current proposals). 

 Ambiguity in the current guidance on the financial position that must be maintained 

under the scenarios risks clubs being held to inconsistent standards.  The guidance sets 

out that clubs must remain “financially resilient” and “operationally viable” in stressed scenarios, 

but does not specify what is meant by either of these terms in detail.  This lack of clarity makes 

it challenging for clubs to understand the standard they are expected to achieve when running 

scenarios.  Clubs may therefore apply differing interpretations: some clubs may take a more 

cautious approach than intended by the IFR, and so hold themselves to higher standards than 

would be optimal, whereas the reverse may be true for other clubs.  This concern is separable 

from the IFR’s flexible approach to determining the measures of (and thresholds for) 

appropriate financial resources, where we agree with the IFR’s flexible club-specific approach.  

Rather, the point is that, even if the ‘right’ choice of financial metrics and thresholds for 

assessing financial resources should vary by club, one should nonetheless be able to define the 

concepts of resilience and viability somewhat more precisely.  Without this, there is a risk of 

inconsistent risk management standards being adopted/enforced across clubs (for reasons 

unrelated to genuine variations in club business models and risks).  Indeed, in other regulatory 

contexts, questions as to what is meant by ‘financeability’ and any ‘financing duty’ (and what 

these require) have historically been contentious matters, leading to regulatory appeals.2 

Our main reflection on the above is that ensuring the financial regulations align with the IFR’s 

regulatory principle of “tailored but consistent”3 is important, as holding clubs to inconsistent 

 
2 For example, in Wales & West Utilities v CMA [2026] EWHC 99 (Admin), Ground 2, where the Administrative Court held that the 

relevant energy legislation required Ofgem to consider the financing needs of each individual company rather than companies on 

a collective basis by reference to a ‘notional’ (hypothetical) company. 
3 ‘Fact sheet - the Independent Football Regulator’.  Department for Culture Media and Sport (March 2024). 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/football-governance-bill-supporting-documents/fact-sheet-the-independent-football-regulator-ifr


Economic Insight | The IFR's Draft Licensing Guidance 

 
3 

standards could risk distorting competition between clubs.  Therefore, the key is to find a way to 

achieve this consistency, whilst (rightly) having a tailored approach that reflects both differences in 

club business models, but also in their capacity to engage with the new layer of regulation.  

Our thoughts on potential refinements to the guidance 

Changes to the proposed core stress tests 

We think it may be beneficial for the IFR to refine its approach to the core stress test scenarios, and 

(in order to achieve a consistent approach that recognises variations in club risk factors) adopt a 

more probabilistic framework.  The main benefit of this is that it will hold clubs to a more coherent 

and consistent standard of risk measurement and management.  This could be achieved by: 

 Defining a common downside risk threshold based on probability (rather than event-

based scenarios).  The IFR could define a consistent risk threshold that sets out the likelihood 

of a downside shock that clubs must be able to withstand, while remaining financially resilient 

and operationally viable.  For example, if this threshold were set at a one percent annual 

probability, clubs would need to be resilient to any event/scenario that has more than a one-in-

100-year chance of occurring, based on their individual circumstances.  This would have the 

benefit of encouraging clubs to carefully consider what specific risks (events) are most relevant 

to them, in the context of plausible downside financial shocks.  The threshold should be set at a 

level which balances the need to promote sustainable club management, while not impeding 

legitimate business models, inhibiting the international competitiveness of English clubs.   

 Modelling clubs’ individual risk profiles.  Clubs could be encouraged to assess their own 

individual risk profiles as part of demonstrating they would remain financially resilient and 

operationally viable to any downside shock (with a probability greater than the common risk 

threshold, as above).  For instance, with a one percent risk threshold, clubs could be required to 

provide evidence that resilience and viability would be achieved for all events with a greater 

than one-in-100-year chance of occurring.  Best practice approaches could be encouraged and 

shared, to ensure any analysis reflects how clubs act in the real world.  This could include 

recognising that risks are not simply ‘on’ or ‘off,’ but can vary in their severity (e.g., sponsorship 

revenue could decrease by different amounts), and that risks are often interconnected (e.g., a 

fall in sponsorship revenue may often occur alongside a fall in broadcasting revenue). 

The above refinements could, in our view, help ensure clubs are held to a more consistent standard of 

risk measurement and management; ensuring their individual circumstances are accurately reflected.  

Further, by encouraging clubs to adopt best-practice, both the clubs and the IFR will have better 

information as to the ‘true’ risks they face and the consequences of them occurring.  This would be an 

improvement, relative to relying on generic stress test scenarios that may not align with clubs’ 

operating realities.  Taken in the round, these refinements would support more effective risk 

mitigation and strengthen financial resilience across the industry over time, to the benefit of all. 

Changes to increase the clarity of aspects of the draft guidance 

While we recognise and support the IFR’s approach of avoiding a one-size-fits-all method for 

measuring (and setting thresholds for) financial resources, it would be beneficial for the IFR to 

provide some further detail as to what it means (conceptually) for a club to be financially resilient and 

operationally viable.  This is because, as noted above, without more clarity clubs may apply differing 

interpretations, meaning that the minimum level of financial performance/resource they deem to be 

consistent with these terms varies. 
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The IFR could mitigate this problem by offering its definition of these terms, in a way that remains 

entirely consistent with the measures (and appropriate levels) of financial resources, varying across 

clubs.  For example, to give a sense of the increased clarity we think the IFR could consider providing, 

one could frame the terms along the following lines: 

 Financial resilience: the ability of a club to withstand and recover financially from adverse 

shocks.  That is, a club would generally be deemed to be financially resilient if, under the 

stressed scenarios, it is able to: (i) meet its ongoing obligations (cover operational costs, make 

debt repayments, etc) over a predefined time horizon; and (ii) retain access to debt and equity 

capital, such that it can recover its financial position over the long-term. 

 Operational viability: the ability of a club to keep operating in practice.  This could be defined 

as meaning the ability of a club to continue to carry out the activities that would be reasonably 

expected of it (e.g., fielding a team in competitions; providing suitable facilities to host games 

etc…) whilst in stressed scenarios. 

The IFR could also consider the merits of developing ‘best practice guidance’ as to what good 

evidence looks like in terms of how clubs can demonstrate that the above conditions are met in 

practice.  Collectively, we think these refinements could help reduce the inconsistency risk, but 

without infringing on the flexibility of the regime to reflect clubs’ individual circumstances. 

In closing, we hope this submission is helpful and appreciate the opportunity to offer our thoughts on 

the IFR’s current proposals for consultation.  

With thanks to Norton Rose Fulbright LLP for their review of, and input into, this submission. 
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Economic Insight Limited (“Economic Insight”) is registered in England and Wales with company number 07608279.  This report is given by 
Economic Insight and no director, member or employee assumes any personal responsibility for it, nor shall owe any duty of care in respect of it. 

1 Who may rely on this report 

1.1 This report has been prepared by us on the instructions of the organisation(s) or person(s) named on the cover page and/or elsewhere in 
the report (“The Client(s)”). 

1.2 Subject to paragraph 1.3, this report is confidential, solely for the benefit of The Client(s) and solely for the purpose of fulfilling the scope of 
work, as specified in the report.   

1.3 This report may be disclosed on a non-reliance basis: (i) where required by law (including the rules of a recognised stock exchange) or 
judicial process; (ii) to your professional advisers, auditors, insurers and to any regulator (having jurisdiction over your affairs); (iii) to 
your affiliates, and any of its or their officers, directors, employees, auditors and professional advisers; (iv) to persons who in the ordinary 
course of your business have access to your papers and records on the basis that they will make no further disclosure; (v) to a government 
department or other agency or quoted or referred to in any public document or domain; or (vi) to all persons (for example, by means of 
publication on the websites of The Client(s) and/or Economic Insight), should there be express written agreement between The Client(s) 
and Economic Insight confirming that both parties consent to this. 

2 Scope of our advice 

2.1 We do not provide legal advice, nor legal services.  We are not authorised to undertake reserved legal activities under the Legal Services Act 
2007; and 

2.2 We do not provide investment advice.  We are not licensed in the conduct of investment business, as defined in the Financial Services and 
Markets Act 2000. 

3 Assumptions and qualifications 

3.1 We have relied on the following assumptions in relation to the information supplied to us (or obtained by us, such as public domain 
information and data) (“The Information”) in preparing this report: (i) there are no material errors or omissions in The Information; (ii) 
The Information is current, accurate, reliable and complete; and (iii) no party to The Information (or this report), is or will be, engaging in 
any fraudulent, misleading or unconscionable conduct or seeking to conduct any transaction in a manner or for a purpose not evident on 
the face of The Information reported by us in connection with The Information (or this report) or that any relevant transaction or 
associated activity is illegal, void, voidable or otherwise unenforceable. 

3.2 If any of the above assumptions or areas of reliance are not valid, the conclusions reached in this report may need to be re-examined and 
may need to be varied. 

4 Limitations on liability 

4.1 We will not be liable for any loss, damage, cost or expense arising in any way from, or in connection with, any dishonest, deliberate or 
reckless misstatement, concealment or other conduct on the part of any other person.  

4.2 We will not be liable, whether in contract, tort (including negligence), breach of statutory duty or otherwise, for any loss of profit, loss of 
business, business interruption, or loss of business opportunity or any indirect or consequential loss arising under or in connection with 
the provision of our services (including but not limited to this report). 

4.3 Economic Insight accepts no liability for any action taken on the basis of the contents of this report.  Further to paragraph 2.2, any 
individual or firm considering a specific investment should consult their own broker or other investment adviser.  Economic Insight accepts 
no liability for any specific investment decision, which must be at the investor’s own risk.  

4.4 Subject to losses wholly excluded under paragraphs 4.1 to 4.3, our aggregate liability for any damage, loss, cost, claim or expense arising 
out of, or in connection with, this engagement, including any reports or documents prepared pursuant to it, whether such liability arises in 
contract, tort, negligence or as a result of a claim for misrepresentation or breach of statutory duty or otherwise, shall be limited to the sum 
in accordance with our terms of service, or as separately agreed with you (The Client(s)). 

4.5 If any provision or part-provision of this paragraph 4 is or becomes invalid, illegal or unenforceable, it shall be deemed modified to the 
minimum extent necessary to make it valid, legal and enforceable.  If such modification is not possible, the relevant provision or part-
provision shall be deemed deleted.  Any modification to or deletion of a provision or part-provision under this paragraph 4 shall not affect 
the validity and enforceability of the rest of this report. 


