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GAME CHANGERS

So little is known about the women’s sports market. 

Often, marketing decisions are made based on 

assumptions, rather than evidence. The purpose of the 

Game Changers research programme is to build that 

evidence, and understand how brands can benefit from 

investing in Women’s sport.

With a particular emphasis around the 2019 FIFA 

Women’s World Cup, we have a host of innovative 

research techniques lined up to explore, compare, 

understand, ask and track the perceptions, thoughts 

and opinions of marketing around Women’s sport. 

This report is focused on;

1. How the tournament was received in the UK

2. How the tournament changed perceptions of 

Women’s sport

3. Why media owners and advertisers should invest in 

women’s sport

4. How to keep the momentum going into 2020 and 

beyond
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Quantitative survey

A survey of 2,000 British people was 

conducted before the 2019 FIFA Women’s 
World Cup and again at the close of the 
tournament. The survey data contained within 
this report is comparing the data from before 
the tournament (May 2019) to after the 
tournament (July 2019).

Implicit Response Testing

As part of the online survey, we used a 
technique derived from psychology research 
to understand the implicit and explicit 
perceptions held by the public towards 

women’s sport.

Online Community

Throughout the tournament we ran an online 
community of women’s football fans.  We 
posed questions to the fans about all things 
from  the tournament to the advertising 
campaigns they had seen promoting the 
England team.

Methodology
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An Introduction to Behavioural Science and 
System 1 and 2 Thinking

So why is this relevant?

In Game Changers, we wanted to measure whether 

perceptions towards women’s sport changed after the 

2019 FIFA Women’s World Cup. Perceptions are often 

tricky to measure, as either people don’t really know how 

they feel or they find it difficult to express their thoughts. 

Standard survey techniques might use a Likert-type scale 

and get people to rate the extent to which they agree or 

disagree with a certain perception. Or you might leave an 

open ended text box for people to write an answer. 

However, neither of these techniques are great at 

measuring System 1, or ‘true’ perceptions. 

One technique frequently used to measure System 1 thinking is an Implicit Response Test (IRT). This test 

makes people choose whether they agree or disagree with a statement under time pressure (using the 

keys on their keyboard), and measuring how long respondents take to respond. Theoretically, the quicker 

someone makes the decision, the more ‘implicit’ (System 1) the association. If they have to think about it 

(System 2), it would take them longer to give a response.

Women’s sport is…

Motivating

Before we dive into the data it’s important to understand the difference between System 1 

and System 2 thinking. 

It was Daniel Kahneman, author of the award winning, ‘Thinking Fast and Slow’, 

who bought behavioural science to the forefront of modern marketing through his 

framework of System 1 and System 2. It’s a framework which details two modes of 

decision-making, where system 1 is the fast, automatic and often unconscious 

way of thinking, and system 2 - the slower, deliberate, and more  effortful way of 

thinking. These two thought processes aren’t necessarily isolated from one 

another. However, behavioural science thinkers are constantly learning just how 

powerful the System 1 brain is. It’s the underlying system to our thought processes, 

even if we don’t see it at first. We tend to make a decision guided by our System 

1, and the post-rationalise using our System 2. 

Behavioural science has contributed much to the understanding of decision-making over the past 

few decades and it’s taught us that our thoughts, actions and behaviours are not always as 

rational as they seem. 
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How did the British 
public react to the 
2019 FIFA Women’s 
World Cup?
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BBC/ The Guardian/Instagram (shared with owners permission), 

MediaCom Game Changers survey n=2,0007

The tournament built interest in women’s 

sport and enticed new audiences

The 2019 tournament gained huge numbers of 

new followers since the last tournament four 

years ago. 

In fact, only 50% of those who followed this 

year’s tournament watched the event in 2015. 

Yet, 95% of those who followed the game in 

2015, watched again in 2019.

This is promising for the future of women’s 

football. It suggests that once someone is a fan, 

they stay loyal to the women’s game and the 

current fan base is sure to keep growing! 

The appeal went beyond the England and 

home nations teams, too. Almost half of fans said 

‘I watched as many games as I could’ (47%), 

whilst a quarter said they only watched the 

England/home nations games (24%).

The majority of fans watched the games from 

the comfort of their own home, with pets and 

pizza featuring frequently on social media!

The number of women’s 

football fans grew by 

+2.4 million people
across the UK as a result of 

the tournament, reaching a 

total fan base of 

14 million people

52%

20% 19%
17%

15%
12%

3%

How people followed the tournament
% agree
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MediaCom Game Changers survey n=2,000, Brandwatch
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Half a million people were tweeting about the tournament the day after England’s Exit

But despite the disappointing result, the sentiment was overwhelmingly positive, with fans praising the England 

team for their performance.

It didn’t come without controversy

Alongside support for the team, the most popular tweets 

around the England quarter final vs USA involved politics, 

pay, and big egos...

1. US team’s pay controversy

2. Megan Rapinoe snubs Trump’s invite

3. ‘Inappropriate’ celebrations

But all this coverage has ultimately helped increase the demand for women’s football

This increased demand for women’s football is driven by both men (+9% pts) and women (+8% pts) and across 

all age groups from 18 to 75.

“Women’s football should be 

broadcast more frequently”

Total Population % agree

54%

63%

Pre World Cup Post World Cup

We saw engaged audiences drive 
considerable spikes in listening for the 

tournament, and we are all set to 
launch our own dedicated women’s 
football programme to build on the 

momentum

Lee Clayton, Head of talkSPORT

“
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But do people now 
see women’s sport in 
a different light?
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MediaCom Game Changers survey n=2,000, MediaCom Real World Britain online 

community
10

The tournament was so well received it managed to positively shift people’s perceptions of 

women’s sport

How to read the IRT charts in this report

The IRT charts are presented in a quadrant, with speed of response along the horizontal axis, and 

agreement up the vertical axis. The ‘before’ and ‘after’ data points are represented by circle and triangle 

markers. The ideal outcome is for positive statements such as ‘women’s sport is inspiring’, to move 

diagonally towards the top right, as seen in this example. This shows that more people agree, and they 

agree quicker which suggests a positive, subconscious shift in that perception.

Total Population % agree

71%
76%

Pre World Cup Post World Cup

“Success in women's football is just as well 
deserved as the men's”

Having actually taken the time to 
watch every game of the #FIFAWWC 

so far, every match has been 
thoroughly entertaining, played with 

passion & skill.

talkSPORT Listener

“

Explicit Agreement

The respondents agree, 

but had to think about it. 

It’s not an automatic 

response

Explicit disagreement

The respondents 

disagrees with the 

statement, but had to 

think about it (system 2)

Implicit agreement

The respondents agreed with 

the statement quickly. This is 

where system 1 responses are 

more likely to be

Implicit disagreement

The respondents do not 

agree with the statement 

and were quick to respond. 

Their automatic reaction 

was ‘no’
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Before After

Confident

Inspiring

Empowering

Confident

Inspiring
Empowering

How quickly they agree with attribute
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Before the tournament, perceptions of women’s sport were undecisive

But the associations were stronger and more positive after the close of the tournament

MediaCom Game Changers survey n=2,000
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This chart shows people’s responses before the 
World Cup. 

As you can see, these broad perceptions are 
grouped near the top left quadrant. 

It shows that people’s reactions were slow, 
suggesting they had to think about their answer 
(system 2) and didn’t automatically make the 
associations.

When comparing the results to those from after the 
World Cup, we can see all five perceptions have 
shifted diagonally towards the top right quadrant. 

This shows that not only were people more likely to 
agree that women’s sport is associated with these 
statements, but people were quicker to make the 
association, suggesting it’s edging towards a system 
1 response.

Sporting Ability

An Environment For All

Negative

A Good Experience

Empowering

Positive

How quickly they agree with attribute
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Women’s sport is…

Total Population

Before WWC

Sporting Ability

An Environment For All

A Good Experience

Empowering

Positive

How quickly they agree with attribute
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Women’s sport is…

Total Population

After WWC

Before WWC
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Challenging

Competitive

Fast paced

Tactical

Skilful

Proficient

MediaCom Game Changers survey n=2,000
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Conversations between an online community of fans were focused on the competitive nature 

and skilled ability of the players

Existing fans of women’s football were more likely to talk about the impressive physical aspect of the game 

rather than the motivational and inspirational angle the tournament was positioned as by numerous brands.

And perceptions of sporting ability and competitiveness improved amongst the wider 

population, too

The perceptions that had the highest level of agreement were ‘skilful’ and ‘competitive’. The speed of 

response across all perceptions improved which shows how the tournament changed people’s opinions 

on a subconscious level.

Prior to the tournament, people were less likely to appreciate the ability of the players. But the great 

exposure of the tournament and coverage across multiple platforms has enabled people to see the 

brilliant skill and talent within the England Women’s team.

“The professional women's teams are just 

as good as the men's”

53%
59%

Pre World Cup Post World Cup

Women evolved into very competitive and 
skilled players and watching them play is such 

a pleasure.

Online Community Participant

Highlight for me was the England Norway 
game, we were so dominant and it was great 

to see such high quality football against a 
strong opposition

Online Community Participant

“

How quickly they agree with attribute
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Women’s sport is…

Total Population

After WWC

Before WWC

Great start for England - been really impressed 
with Parris so far, great technique

Online Community Participant

“
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MediaCom Game Changers survey n=2,000
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If we're given the opportunity to prove that we 
can make football games exciting, and we’ve  
now gone on to prove it with this current world 

cup, we can change the whole game of 
football forever

Online Community Participant

“

Great start for England - been really impressed with Parris so far, great technique

Online Community Participant

“

How quickly they agree with attribute
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Women’s sport is…

Total Population

After WWC

Before WWC

2.4

11.7

7.6 6.9
5.4 4.6

2015 England

vs Canada 3rd

place match

2019 England

vs USA Quarter

Final

2019 England

vs Norway

2019 England

vs Cameroon

2019 England

vs Argentina

2019 England

vs Japan

As investment increases in women’s football, the quality of the players is improving 

dramatically, making the games more engaging and exciting

Three of the largest implicit shifts amongst all 56 perceptions were around the experience of watching the 

games.

This improvement in engagement can be seen with the TV viewing figures, which have 

increased substantially since the last tournament

A 388% increase in peak TV viewership compared to England’s 3rd place match in 2015 (millions) as seen 

below.

Engaging

Brings me joy

Exciting

1

3



The adverts around the tournament carried important messages of inspiration and motivation

And the impact of these messages was an improvement in perceptions around the role of 

women’s football in society

MediaCom Game Changers survey n=2,000, Brandwatch14

I know ultimately they are trying to sell their product but the ad still has a great message 
behind it and it is made to inspire the next generation of young female footballers, which 

can only be a good thing.

Online Community Participant

The women's advert is focusing on a more important message, and it's delivered in a really 
inspiring way - showing young girls that they can do it, empowerment, passion etc

Online Community Participant

“

The largest shifts were the perceptions, 
‘deserving’ and ‘influential’. ‘Influential’ was 
actually the biggest shift we saw amongst a total 
of 56 perceptions.

The term ‘deserved’ or ‘deserving’ was also used 
increasingly on Twitter within World Cup 
conversations (chart below). Most frequently 
around the England vs USA quarter final (A), but 
also after the Final, in relation to conversations 
around equal pay (B).

Deserving

Influential

Inspiring Motivating

How quickly they agree with attribute
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Women’s sport is…

Total Population

After WWC

Before WWC

Mentions of the term ‘deserved’ or ‘deserving’ in Women's 

World Cup conversations on Twitter (UK)

May June July

800

200

500

A
B

1
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So why did the 
perception of 
women’s sport 
change?

1
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MediaCom Game Changers survey n=2,000, Nielsen Addynamix estimates, 

Brandwatch
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Because people were talking about it!

In the previous Game Changers report, ‘Women’s Football: Dispelling the Myths’, it was highlighted that 

conversation is needed when barriers to engagement are either misconceptions or stigmas.

The 2019 tournament has received huge amount of coverage across a variety of media platforms – TV, radio, 

press, podcasts, online and social media - it’s been impossible to avoid.

Brands have also been getting involved. It’s estimated that in the UK alone, at least £16m was spent on 

advertising supporting the England and home nations teams.

Conversation was mainly around the joy and excitement of the games, but the use of VAR 

and issues about the US team’s pay also got people talking

England’s 
Semi-Final 

vs USA

England’s 
first game

May June July August

£3m

£2m

£1m

Estimated UK Advertising Spend Around the 2019 Women’s World Cup

(On VAR) It created such a huge talking point, some of the decisions were in our favour, so 
many not so, but they got us talking, and that all always adds to interest in the game, long after 

it's ended

Online Community Participant

I've heard so many people talking about the matches that are not really too interested in the 
game usually.

Online Community Participant

“

42%

15% 15% 14%
9%

5%

Joy Surprise Sadness Anger Fear Disgust

5 Million 
Twitter mentions of 

the Women’s World 

Cup in the UK

The majority of Twitter conversations in the UK expressed 

feelings of joy

% Women’s World Cup conversations by emotion

1

6

http://www.game-changers.online/audiences


MediaCom Game Changers survey n=2,00017

The media is powerful when it comes to influencing public perceptions. Broadcasters who 

covered the tournament, such as talkSPORT, saw huge changes in the attitudes of their 

audience

talkSPORT broadcast the England and Scotland games live across the UK. It was the first time the station had 

broadcast live women’s sport of any kind.

The coverage managed to portray the excitement of the games, and even win over new fans.

Not only did agreement with the statements improve, but also speed of response, demonstrating an implicit 

shift in attitudes towards women’s sport.

talkSPORT managed to show listeners how women’s football isn’t hugely different from the men’s game they all 

know and love. Perceptions improved around the sporting ability of the players, such as, ‘fast paced’ and 

‘powerful’ as well as the competitive nature of the games themselves.

I’ve been the first person to take the mick out 
of women’s football in the past. I’ve never 
watched it before, but the first two games 
have impressed me. They play with real 

passion and pride. 

They’ve changed my mind.

talkSPORT Listener

“
70% 74%

63% 63%

88% 89%

74% 74%

Exciting Successful Brings me joy Powerful

Pre World Cup Post World Cup

The changing attitudes of talkSPORT listeners

“Women’s sport is…” % agree

Energetic

Competitive

Successful

Challenging

Powerful

Analytical

Fast paced

After WWC

Before WWC

How quickly they agree with attribute
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SLOWER FAST

Women’s sport is…

talkSPORT Listeners

1
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MediaCom Game Changers survey n=2,00018

But it’s important for the media to understand how to report on women’s sport for it to be 

effective…

The Game Changers report conducted before the World Cup, ‘Sport: The Universal Language’, demonstrated 

just how differently the media had been reporting on men’s and women’s football.

Women’s football reports lacked the same opinionated critique and insight as was seen in the men’s. Instead, 

they were matter-of-fact, overly positive, and full of praise. 

This analysis helped talkSPORT to pitch their commentaries and analysis right for the audience. Essentially, 

speaking about the women’s game in exactly the same way they would the men’s.

Research is vital in under-represented areas such as women’s sport

We’ve seen just how wrong our assumptions can be (see Women’s Football: Dispelling the Myths). And it applies 

to the media, also. 

For example, our online community of women’s football fans were quick to notice that the talent featured on 

the TV coverage of the tournament was vastly female, along with the all-female referees. Some fans felt this 

looked ‘forced’ and could even be hindering the normalisation of women’s sport. They would prefer to see the 

most insightful talent, irrespective of gender.

I’m not going to hold back, just because 
they’re women.

I’m just going to talk about what I saw tonight. 
Irrelevant of be it a man or woman, making 
decisions, missing penalties, getting sent off. 

It is football.

Andy Goldstein, talkSPORT Presenter

“

73%

% of women’s 

football fans who 

agree

“For women's football to become normalised, it needs the support of male 
and female presenters”71%

65% “It would help women’s football if popular male commentators/ presenters 
get involved”

“Gender doesn’t matter, it’s about the knowledge, analysis and enthusiasm”

Certain pundits are big draws, and people will 
turn on to what they have to say

Online Community Participant

“

1
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But why should 
advertisers get 
involved in women’s 
sport?

1
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MediaCom Game Changers survey n=2,000, Brandmatters.com.au20

In increasingly competitive market places,  a brand’s values can be just as, if not more, important than 
product functionality or services. 

Occasionally, a brand’s purpose is the only thing to differentiate them from competitors, and supporting the 
development and progression of women’s sport would appeal to half of women’s sport fans and over a third 
of the total population.     

64%
71%

60% 60%

70%
75%

65% 67%

75%
82%

75% 75%

Exciting Successful Powerful Influencial

Total: Pre World Cup

Total: Post World Cup

Those Aware of Boots

Sponsorship (Post World Cup)

“Women’s sport is…”

58%

37%

68%

49%

Brands that invest in women's sport

are leading the way for others

I am more likely to support brands

that are involved in women's sport

Total Fans of Women's Sport

% agree

Just like the media, brands have the ability to positively impact public perceptions, too

For example, those who were aware of Boots’ sponsorship of the England and home nation teams were more 

likely to  perceive women’s sport in a positive light.

Consumers are also more likely to purchase from a brand who is seen to be involved in 

women’s sport

When people make decisions about brands, sure it’s about the product, but it’s also a lot about what a 
brand stands for: its beliefs, its views and more critically its actions

Suzy Brown, Visa (in Marketing Week)

“

2

0



Why women’s sport in particular?

Positivity! 

Women’s sport is perceived as more positive, whilst men’s sport is more negative. The key factors that contribute 

to these perceptions are around fairplay (for positivity) and money-grabbing and aggressive (negative). Other 

perceptions such as sporting ability and experience are much more similar.

Positive media is beneficial for brands

In today’s world, positive media can be hard to come by. Journalism has grown substantially more negative 

and the social media boom is showing signs of detriment to our mental health. However, research suggests that 

positive media is actually beneficial for brands. Fredrickson & Braniga from the University of Michigan found that 

people who were shown positive content were more open to new information, and were more likely to say they 

would carry out an action, an objective many marketers are aiming for.

MediaCom Game Changers survey n=2,00021

How quickly they agree with attribute
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Sporting Ability

Negative

Positive

An Environment …

Negative

A Good 

Experience

Empowerment

Positive

Powerful

Women’s sport

Men’s sport

Women’s/Men’s sport is…

Total sample

Women’s sport is 
seen as more 

positive

Whilst the men’s is 
more negative

Perceptions around 
sporting ability and 

matchday 
experience are 

very similar

I'm really excited about England's prospects for the future..

Online Community Participant

“

2
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How do we keep the 
momentum going?

2
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It keeps coming back to conversation

It’s cyclical – for women’s sport to continue to develop it needs media agencies, brands, and media owners to 

keep the conversation going and maintain engagement.

MediaCom Game Changers survey n=2,000, Brandmatters.com.au23

The simplest way to keep the momentum going is 
through conversation.

To keep women’s sport front of mind and maintain 
the great perceptions that have been earned in 
2019, media owners and brands need to be talking 
about women’s sport.

Women’s sport still has a way to go to be 
normalised and fully integrated into society the 
way the men’s has been for years.  But this World 
Cup has shown the huge potential it has, both for 
brands and for society in general.  

Conversation

Investment

Quality

Coverage

Interest

Women’s International Events Calendar

2020 2021 20232022

UEFA Women’s Euros 

Qualifying

ICC T20 Cricket 

World Cup

UEFA Women’s Euros

Women’s Cricket 

World Cup

Women’s Rugby 

World Cup

Women’s Hockey 

World Cup

FIFA Women’s World 

Cup

Netball World Cup

Plus annual events such as;
FA Women’s Super League (WSL), Women’s FA Cup, UEFA Women’s Champions League

Annual August - May

2
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Don’t have time to read the whole report?

Here’s a list of our top 3 take-outs

Women’s sport is on the up

And it’s here to stay. The 2019 FIFA Women’s World Cup has 

shown there’s a growing demand for women’s sport coverage 

in the UK. One tournament alone has managed to gain a huge 

following of new fans who want more. The viewing and listening 

figures increased substantially as the rounds went on and as 

conversation grew. It’s clear 2019 is the pivotal moment for 

women’s sport in the UK

You can make a difference

The impact brands and media can have on public attitudes 

and perceptions are huge, and women’s sport is no exception. 

By getting involved in the women’s game and highlighting the 

ability, skill and passion of the team, advertisers have bought a 

new audience to women’s sport, and changed the attitudes of 

others. But make sure you do your research to make sure your 

campaign is a success!

Keep the conversation going

The FIFA Women’s World Cup only comes around once every 4 

years, but there’s plenty of opportunities to get involved in the 

time being. The future of women’s sport is relying on the media 

to keep the conversation alive, and to keep presenting the 

best women’s talent in all sports for everyone to see.

01

02

03
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What’s next with
GAME CHANGERS?

Later this Summer…

Brands: How to Get it Right

Which brands stood out the most?

Exploring opinions and reaction to the campaigns 
surrounding this year’s tournament.

A Universal Language: Part 2

In Part 1 we revealed significant differences in the way 
Women’s football is reported in the media compared to the 
Men’s. We will be testing what impact, if any, these 
differences have on perceptions and audiences.

All reports will be published on the website:

www.game-changers.online

We will also be hosting an event, with research findings and 
panel discussions looking at what’s next for Women’s sport. 
Please get in touch for details.

25
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Appendix

When citing this report please include the 
following partners:

Please contact; 
Natalie.Delahunty@mediacom.com

with any queries.
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