
 

European Sports Leagues Overview 

 

Football (Soccer) 

Football (soccer) is Europe’s dominant sport, with a complex pyramid of domestic and 

continental competitions. At the top are UEFA-organised club tournaments: the Champions 

League (premier continental competition), the Europa League, and the newer Europa 

Conference League. These tournaments feature the best clubs from Europe’s domestic 

leagues via qualification spots (e.g. “top four” from England, Spain, etc.) and have group 

stages followed by knockout rounds. Notably, the Champions League format was redesigned 

from 2024/25 into a 36‑team “league phase” (each team plays 8 matches against different 

opponents) instead of the old 32‑team group format uefa.com uefa.com . Similarly, the Europa League 

adopted an analogous 36-team league-phase system in 2024/25 (with the top 8 bypassing 

round-of-16, and teams ranked 9–24 playing a knockout play-off) uefa.com . Beneath these are 

domestic top-flight leagues: for example, England’s Premier League (20 teams, round-robin, 

38 games each) premierleague.com , Spain’s La Liga (20 teams, 38 games) 

sportmonks.com , Germany’s Bundesliga (18 teams, 34 games), Italy’s Serie A (20 teams, 38 

games), and France’s Ligue 1 (18 teams as of 2023/24 after a reduction from 20 football-legal.com ). 

In each domestic league, teams play home/away round-robin matches (3 points for a win), 

with promotion and relegation linking to lower divisions (typically the bottom 2–3 clubs drop 

down each season) premierleague.com sportmonks.com . Domestic cup competitions (FA Cup, Copa del 

Rey, etc.) also feed into European qualification (e.g. cup winners often earn Europa League 

berths). 

 UEFA Champions League (CL): 36 clubs (2024/25 onward), new single-league group 

phase; knockout rounds lead to May final. 

Europa League (EL): 36 clubs (from 2024/25) in league-phase, then knockouts. 

Europa Conference League (ECL): third-tier, started 2021, group stage + knockouts for 

lower-ranked countries. 

 Domestic leagues: Top divisions (Premier League, La Liga, Serie A, Bundesliga, etc.) play 

double round-robin; season runs ~Aug–May. 

 Domestic cups: e.g. FA Cup, Copa del Rey, DFB-Pokal, etc., with separate knockout 

formats. 

Key Clubs and Rivalries 

Europe’s football history is dominated by a handful of elite clubs. Financial and sporting 

powerhouses include Real Madrid and FC Barcelona (Spain), Bayern Munich (Germany), 
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Manchester United, Liverpool, Manchester City, and Chelsea (England), Juventus and 

Inter Milan (Italy), and PSG and Marseille (France), among others. Many of these clubs 

regularly contest Champions League finals and top league titles. Intense rivalries abound: 

Spain’s El Clásico (Real vs Barcelona) is one of the sport’s most famous duels; in England, the 

NorthWest Derby (Man Utd vs Liverpool) and Manchester Derby (Man Utd vs Man City) are 

huge events; Italy has the Derby d’Italia (Juventus vs Inter) and Milan Derby (Inter vs AC 

Milan); and Germany boasts the Revierderby (Borussia Dortmund vs Schalke) and Bayern 

derbies. Local derbies in cities like London, Milan, Madrid, and Glasgow often generate 

special passion. European finals and domestic title races also spark bitter competition (e.g. 

Liverpool vs Man City in recent English title races). 

Notable Players 

Historically, Europe has produced many legendary footballers: Pele (Brazilian star who played  

 

in Europe late-career), Michel Platini, Ferenc Puskás, Johan Cruyff, Diego Maradona (at 

Napoli), and Franz Beckenbauer defined earlier eras. More recent greats include Zinedine 

Zidane, Cristiano Ronaldo, Lionel Messi, Ronaldinho, Alfredo Di Stéfano, and Paolo 

Maldini. In the modern game, stars like Messi, Ronaldo, Kylian Mbappé, Erling Haaland, 

Robert Lewandowski, N’Golo Kanté, Kevin De Bruyne, Karim Benzema, and Mohamed 

Salah headline Europe’s top competitions. UEFA countries also field all-time greats: Pelé 

aside, Europe's Ballon d’Or winners from the continent (Platini, van Basten, Cruyff, etc.) 

remain icons. Emerging talents (like Jude Bellingham, Pedri, Vinícius Júnior) are already global 

names. Legendary managers (Sir Alex Ferguson, Arsène Wenger, Jürgen Klopp, etc.) have also 

shaped clubs’ identities. 

Economic Significance and Broadcasting 

European football is a multibillion-euro business. The Premier League is by far the wealthiest 

league – it reached a new domestic TV deal (2025–2029) worth about £2.1 billion per year, 

roughly double that of any other European league forbesafrica.com . Forbes reports the average 

cash forbesafrica.com . 

League (Sport) 

Premier League 

(Football) 

Bundesliga (Football) 

EuroLeague 

(Basketball) 

Handball-Bundesliga 

Country/Scope 

England 

Germany 

Europe (club 

comp.) 

Germany 

Teams 

20 

18 

18 

18 

Avg Attendance 

(recent) 

~38,000 

38,636 transfermarkt.co.uk 

10,383 en.wikipedia.org 

5,216 handball-planet.com 

Notable Clubs 

Man Utd, Man City, Liverpool,  

Arsenal 

Bayern Munich, Dortmund, Sc 

Leipzig 

Real Madrid, Olympiacos, CSK 

Fenerbahçe 

THW Kiel, SG Flensburg, Rhein 
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European club is now valued at ~$2.3 billion, with 12 of the world’s 30 most valuable clubs in 

England forbesafrica.com . Manchester United ($6.55B) and Real Madrid ($6.6B) top global valuations 

forbesafrica.com . In Deloitte’s Football Money League (2023), the top 20 clubs collectively generated 

€9.2 billion in 2021/22 deloitte.com . By comparison, La Liga and Serie A have far lower TV revenues 

(e.g. PL clubs earn twice as much from broadcasting as Spain’s clubs forbesafrica.com ). The 

Bundesliga average attendance (~38,600 in 2023/24 transfermarkt.co.uk ) and commercial deals (e.g. 

shirt sponsors, jersey sales) also bring significant income. Big clubs diversify revenue via 

merchandise, sponsorships, matchdays, and tours. In recent years, leagues and clubs from 

less wealthy countries have sought outside investment: Serie A explored selling media rights 

stakes forbesafrica.com , and Ligue 1 sold 13% of its media rights for 

(HB) 

Broadcast rights are the largest revenue source for top clubs. The 2022–25 Premier League 

domestic TV deal averages ~£2.1B/year, and international sales further multiply that, 

eclipsing other leagues forbesafrica.com . By comparison, Spain’s La Liga signed a ~€4.86B deal 

(2022–2027) shared among its teams, and France’s Ligue 1 yields under half of England’s per 

year forbesafrica.com . The Champions League rights (global deals for UEFA) bring additional funds 

to elite clubs. New media formats (streaming, global marketing) are increasingly exploited, 

while traditional packages still anchor league finances. 

Cultural and Social Impact 

Football is deeply woven into European culture and identity. Clubs often serve as community 

institutions and symbols of regional pride. Matchdays are social events: for example, 

Bundesliga games regularly draw full houses (Signal Iduna Park in Dortmund holds 81k) and 

create a vibrant fan atmosphere. Fans follow clubs through multiple generations, and 

highprofile derbies or international tournaments (World Cup, European Championship) 

galvanize nations. European clubs have vast global fanbases, influencing popular culture. 

However, challenges persist: issues like matchday violence, racism by a minority of fans, and 

hooliganism occasionally mar the sport, prompting UEFA and national associations to impose 

fines and sanctions apnews.com . Football also has significant charitable and political impact – 

players and clubs often speak on social issues (e.g. anti-racism campaigns) and community 

engagement. 

Recent Developments, Reforms, and Controversies 

Recent years have seen major upheavals. The aborted European Super League (2021) – a 

proposed breakaway of 12 top clubs into a closed competition – sparked enormous 

controversy. Fan protests and opposition from UEFA/FIFA led 9 of 12 clubs to withdraw within 

days. In December 2023, the EU’s top court ruled UEFA/FIFA breached competition law 

by banning such a league (though it did not require UEFA to allow it) reuters.com reuters.com . This 

has reopened debates on governance and the closed vs open league model. Financial 
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regulations also evolved: in 2022 UEFA replaced its old Financial Fair Play with new Financial 

Sustainability Regulations, allowing slightly larger losses (€60m over 3 years vs €30m under 

FFP) and capping player wages/transfers at 70% of revenue skysports.com skysports.com . Clubs like 

Paris Saint-Germain and Manchester City have faced scrutiny for spending and ownership 

rules, while smaller clubs struggle with debts. Other issues include VAR implementation (now 

universal in top leagues), stadium upgrades for fan experience, and the globalization of 

leagues (e.g. pre-season tours, international fan zones). 

Trends and Future Outlook 

European football will likely grow more global and commercial. Continued media rights 

inflation is expected (especially as digital platforms bid competitively). Women’s football is 

rising sharply: European women’s club competitions (UEFA Women’s Champions League) and 

domestic leagues (like England’s WSL, Spain’s Primera Iberdrola) are gaining investment and 

audiences. Technology (VAR improvements, AI analytics) will continue shaping the game. 

Fans are pushing for transparency and sustainability (climate-friendly stadiums, community 

ownership models). The Super League saga suggests tension between elite clubs and 

football’s traditional “European model” of sporting merit and solidarity – future reforms may 

try to balance competitiveness with open qualification. On the pitch, youth academies and 

emerging markets (Eastern Europe, Scandinavia) may produce new stars, while established 

clubs strive for on-field success to complement their vast economic weight. 

Basketball 

European basketball centers on EuroLeague Basketball, a pan-European club competition 

(not run by FIBA but by a private consortium). Since 2016 the EuroLeague has operated a 

stable league format: 18 licensed clubs play a double round-robin (34 games each) during 

October–April euroleaguebasketball.net . The top 6 finishers advance directly to playoffs, while teams 

ranked 7th–10th enter a play-in playoff for the final two quarterfinal spots euroleaguebasketball.net . 

Playoffs are best-of-5 series, leading to a Final Four (single-site semifinals and final in May). 

Below EuroLeague is the EuroCup (2nd-tier) and domestic leagues (Spain’s ACB, Turkey’s BSL, 

etc.). FIBA also runs a separate Basketball Champions League (since 2016), but it is generally 

considered inferior to the EuroCup and draws smaller crowds. 

Key clubs and rivalries: EuroLeague’s elite clubs include Real Madrid (Spain) with a record 

11 titles en.wikipedia.org , FC Barcelona, CSKA Moscow (Russia, multiple champion until 2022), 

Olympiacos and Panathinaikos (Greece, fierce “Derby of the eternal enemies”), Fenerbahçe 

(Turkey), Maccabi Tel Aviv (Israel), and Žalgiris Kaunas (Lithuania). Classic rivalries: Real 

Madrid vs Barcelona (also in soccer), Olympiacos vs Panathinaikos, and, historically, CSKA vs 

European teams (though Russian clubs are currently excluded). Domestic leagues (ACB, 

Turkish BSL, Greek A1) have their own derbies (Istanbul derbies, Madrid derbies) but the 

EuroLeague Final Four is a pinnacle event. 

Notable players: Europe has produced NBA and EuroLeague legends: Dražen Petrović, 
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Arvydas Sabonis, Dirk Nowitzki, Nikola Jokić, Giannis Antetokounmpo, Luka Dončić 

(though many like these went to the NBA), and club stars like Theo Papaloukas, Sergio Llull, 

Nikola Mirotić, Vasilije Micić (EuroLeague MVP 2021) and Nando de Colo. Many top 

American players also play in EuroLeague. Historically greats include Toni Kukoč (Croatia), 

Šarūnas Jasikevičius (Lithuania), and Boban Marjanović (Serbia) during his time at Crvena 

Zvezda. 

Economic significance: Basketball in Europe is smaller-scale than football but still significant. 

The EuroLeague has a lucrative media deal: a joint venture with IMG (from 2015) guaranteed 

€630M over 10 years en.wikipedia.org . Average EuroLeague game attendance (~10,383 in 2023– 24 

en.wikipedia.org ) is second only to the NBA globally among basketball leagues, showing strong fan 

interest. Major domestic leagues (Spain’s ACB, Turkey’s BSL) draw millions per season in 

attendance and have broadcast deals (e.g. ACB rights for Spanish national TV and Movistar). 

However, players’ salaries are much lower than in the NBA; top EuroLeague stars earn in the 

low millions. EuroLeague clubs earn from TV, sponsorships, ticket sales and (for some) 

wealthy owners (e.g. EuroLeague billionaires like Madrid’s Florentino Pérez or Fenerbahçe’s 

President Aziz Yıldırım who invest heavily). 

Cultural impact: Basketball is widely popular in parts of Europe – Spain, Greece, Turkey, 

Serbia, Lithuania, and parts of Western Europe. In these countries, national team success 

(Spain 2006 World Champions, etc.) has boosted the game. EuroLeague games fill large 

arenas (e.g. Olympiacos’s Peace and Friendship Stadium, Madrid’s WiZink Center). Basketball 

offers a continental identity: the EuroLeague Final Four is a major event akin to the UEFA 

Champions League final, attracting fans from across Europe. On the social side, basketball is 

seen as more urban and multicultural, and its grassroots presence (streets, youth) is strong in 

many cities. 

Recent developments and controversies: The 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine led 

EuroLeague to suspend Russian teams (CSKA Moscow, Zenit St. Petersburg, etc.) from 2022– 

23 onwards, due to travel/visa issues en.as.com . This reshuffled league composition. EuroLeague 

has also considered expanding (talks of 20 teams or including franchises from other 

countries). There is ongoing tension between EuroLeague (private, club-run) and FIBA’s 

ambitions (FIBA champions league, national team calendar). Financially, some clubs are in 

debt due to pandemic losses, but pandemic proved less ruinous than for football (basketball 

incomes recovered quicker with fans returning). Technologically, like football, EuroLeague has 

introduced video review for key plays (since 2022). 

Trends and outlook: European basketball is globalizing via social media and streaming; the 

EuroLeague Final Four is selling more international TV. Young Europeans increasingly use 

college routes or move to the NBA (e.g. Luka, Giannis), but many still value EuroLeague 

competition. Women’s basketball is also growing: EuroLeague Women and domestic leagues 

(e.g. Russia’s UMMC, Turkey’s Fenerbahçe W) are strengthening. Talent development and 

analytics are rising. In the longer term, the EuroLeague may integrate more with Asia (there 
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have been exhibition games in China) and could see more league stability (fewer license 

changes). Investment (especially in women’s game and infrastructure) is a likely growth area. 

Rugby (Union) 

European rugby union revolves around domestic pro leagues and the Champions Cup. The 

three major leagues are the English Premiership Rugby, the French Top 14, and the United 

Rugby Championship (URC), which includes Irish, Welsh, Scottish, Italian, and (since 2021) 

South African teams. There is also the annual European Rugby Champions Cup (formerly 

Heineken Cup) for top clubs across these leagues, and the Challenge Cup (tier II). 

 Premiership (England): Traditionally 12–13 clubs, each playing home/away (22 games 

in a 12-team season). Top four enter semi-finals. (Recently, financial crises reduced 

numbers: the 2023–24 season had 10 clubs.) Promotion/relegation with the RFU 

Championship has existed, though a recent moratorium paused relegation (2023–24 saw 

no relegation after three teams folded). 

 Top 14 (France): 14 clubs playing double round-robin (26 games, Aug–Jun), with top 6 in 

playoffs (top 2 to semis, others in quarter-finals). Bottom two face relegation/promotion 

with Pro D2 (1 automatic down, 13th plays off) en.wikipedia.org . Toulouse (23 titles) is the most 

successful club en.wikipedia.org . 

 United Rugby Championship (URC): 16 teams (4 each Ireland, Wales, South Africa; 2 

Scotland, 2 Italy) play home/away within geographic pools plus cross-pool games for a 

single table (18 rounds). Top 8 qualify for playoffs (knockout quarter-finals onward). URC 

teams also enter the Champions Cup (e.g. Leinster, Munster, Stormers). 

Champions Cup format: The 24 best clubs from Premiership, Top 14, and URC compete (8 

from each) saracens.com . They are drawn into two pools of 12 (each club plays four pool matches, 

two home and two away) saracens.com . The top 8 teams in each pool advance to the Cup quarter-

finals (via a round-of-16 crossover) saracens.com . Meanwhile, the lower-ranked teams drop into 

the Challenge Cup knockout stages saracens.com . The final is held in May. (For example, Clermont 

Auvergne, Toulouse, Leinster, La Rochelle have been recent European champions.) 

Key clubs and rivalries: Rugby powerhouses include Leinster (Ireland, 4× European 

champions), Munster (Ireland), Toulouse (France, record 5× Heineken Cup winners), La 

Rochelle (France), Leicester Tigers (England, 11 English titles), Saracens (England), 

Northampton Saints (England), Ulster (Ireland), and Stormers (South Africa). Intense 

rivalries: in the Six Nations era, national team rivalries spill into clubs (e.g. Munster vs Leinster 

in Ireland, Stade Français vs Racing in France). England’s West Country derbies (Bath vs 

Bristol/Gloucester), the East Midlands (Leicester vs Northampton), and the Paris derbies 

(Stade vs Racing) are highlights. Welsh rivalries (Ospreys vs Scarlets), and the URC’s European 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Top_14#:~:text=promotion%20and%20relegation%20between%20the,known%20as%20the%20Top%2016
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Top_14#:~:text=promotion%20and%20relegation%20between%20the,known%20as%20the%20Top%2016
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Top_14#:~:text=Brennus%20%2C%20a%20famous%20trophy,the%20competition%20with%2023%20titles
https://saracens.com/heineken-champions-cup-the-format/#:~:text=The%2024%20clubs%20,respective%20league%20tables%20as%20follows
https://saracens.com/heineken-champions-cup-the-format/#:~:text=The%2024%20clubs%20,respective%20league%20tables%20as%20follows
https://saracens.com/heineken-champions-cup-the-format/#:~:text=The%2024%20clubs%20,respective%20league%20tables%20as%20follows
https://saracens.com/heineken-champions-cup-the-format/#:~:text=Pool%20Stage%3A
https://saracens.com/heineken-champions-cup-the-format/#:~:text=Pool%20Stage%3A
https://saracens.com/heineken-champions-cup-the-format/#:~:text=Pool%20Stage%3A
https://saracens.com/heineken-champions-cup-the-format/#:~:text=Round%20of%2016%3A
https://saracens.com/heineken-champions-cup-the-format/#:~:text=Round%20of%2016%3A
https://saracens.com/heineken-champions-cup-the-format/#:~:text=advantage%20in%20the%20Round%20of,16
https://saracens.com/heineken-champions-cup-the-format/#:~:text=advantage%20in%20the%20Round%20of,16


derbies (Munster vs Leinster, Leinster vs Ulster) are fierce. South African entrants (Stormers, 

Bulls) have created new derbies (Stormers vs Sharks in Cape Town/Durban). 

Notable players: European rugby legends include Jonny Wilkinson (England), Martin 

Johnson (England), Richie McCaw (NZ, but played in Europe late career), Brian O’Driscoll 

(Ireland), Sergio Parisse (Italy), Jonny Sexton and Keith Earls (Ireland), Chris Ashton 

(England), and Jacques Burger (Namibia, played in England). Modern stars: Antoine Dupont 

(France), Maro Itoje (England), Owen Farrell (England), Alun Wyn Jones (Wales, 

mostcapped European player), and Handré Pollard (South Africa). Scrum legend Tadhg 

Furlong (Ireland), Ardie Savea (NZ, played in Europe briefly), and Cheslin Kolbe (SA, 

Toulouse wing) have been global standouts. 

Economic significance: Rugby is less commercial than football, but still significant in rich 

leagues. Top14 is very wealthy: TV deals (e.g. with Canal+/Amazon), high salaries (no strict 

cap, but a “luxury tax” above a soft cap) – French clubs like Toulouse and Racing 92 have high 

budgets. The English Premiership has a salary cap (~£7 million per club in 2022), and its 

domestic TV deal (recently with TNT Sports and Sky) is around £70–100 million per season. 

Attendances: Top14 and URC (e.g. Old Belvedere cap ~25k) draw 10–15k for big clubs, but 

many teams average <10k. European matches can draw 30–40k (e.g. Champions Cup finals). 

Sponsor and merchandising revenues are smaller than football: most clubs rely on wealthy 

owners (e.g. French billionaires investing) and gate receipts. 

Cultural impact: Rugby has a strong cultural role in Britain, France, and parts of Ireland. In 

France and the British Isles, it evokes tradition, local pride, and sporting ethos (“Le Manoir du 

XV” or similar club identity). Iconic stadiums (Twickenham, Stade de France, Croke Park for 

Munster/Leinster finals) host huge crowds. Rugby culture includes club loyalties, community 

schools programs, and connections to military and educational institutions. Six Nations rugby 

(national teams) attracts massive TV viewership across Europe and fosters crossborder rivalry. 

At the grassroots, youth and schools rugby maintain the sport’s social base in these 

countries. Issues such as player welfare (concussion protocols) and social inclusivity 

(campaigns vs racism/homophobia) are active debates in rugby culture. 

Recent developments and controversies: European rugby has seen expansion and financial 

strains. The URC (formerly Pro14) added four South African teams in 2021, creating a truly 

international league epcrugby.com . This improved competitiveness and TV markets (in South 

Africa). However, English clubs have suffered financial blows: Wasps, Worcester Warriors, and 

London Irish all went into administration (2022–2023), shrinking the Premiership to 10 teams 

and prompting a review of the league’s financial model. The COVID-19 pandemic halted 

leagues in 2020 and led to salary cuts. World Rugby introduced law changes (e.g. lowering 

mauls, increasing substitutions) to speed up the game. In 2023, a proposed European Super 

Cup (elite 24-team closed competition) was announced but quickly shelved after backlash 

from clubs and unions, reinforcing support for the open qualification Champions Cup 

epcrugby.com . 
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Trends and outlook: The URC and Top14 continue to internationalize (more global TV deals, 

tournaments in the US/Asia). The women’s professional game is growing (England’s Premier 

15s, France’s Elite 1, and a new WXV competition). Player welfare and concussion are leading 

to stricter protocols and even lowering tackle heights. Analytics and sports science are 

increasingly used by clubs. Financially, greater centralization (e.g. collective media rights 

sales) is being discussed to avoid club bankruptcies. Six Nations and Rugby World Cup 

success still captivate fans; at club level, Leicester, Leinster and Toulouse will likely remain 

strong, but teams like South African Stormers or English Exeters challenge the balance. 

Grassroots development (in new rugby nations like Georgia, which joined top-tier 

competitions) suggests future diversity in European rugby. 

Handball 

Handball is a major European sport, particularly indoors. The top club competition is the EHF 

Champions League (men’s) organised by the European Handball Federation. The modern 

format (since 2015) features 16 teams in two groups of 8 (double round-robin: 14 games 

each). The top 4 from each group advance to quarter-finals (two-legged), then a 

oneweekend Final Four decides the champion in May. A secondary EHF European League 

and tertiary EHF European Cup exist for other clubs. Domestic leagues feed into these: e.g. 

Germany’s Handball-Bundesliga (HBL) (18 teams, home/away, top 6 playoffs), France’s 

Starligue, Spain’s Liga ASOBAL, the Danish and Hungarian top divisions, etc. 

Key clubs and rivalries: Germany’s THW Kiel and SG Flensburg-Handewitt are perennial 

powerhouses (Kiel has multiple Champions League titles, Flensburg and Kiel have a heated 

rivalry). Paris Saint-Germain Handball (France) has risen with heavy investment. Spanish FC 

Barcelona (handball section) dominates domestic and has multiple European titles. MKB 

Veszprém (Hungary) and Telekom Veszprém (same club, often just “Veszprém”) are top 

teams, as is Vardar Skopje (North Macedonia, now restructured). German teams Füchse 

Berlin and SG Minden occasionally upset big names. A notable rivalry is Flensburg vs Kiel 

(the “Nordderby” in Schleswig-Holstein). Paris vs Nantes (in France) is intense domestically. 

Notable players: Europe’s handball greats include Nikola Karabatić (France) – multiple 

World/European/Olympic champion, Mikkel Hansen (Denmark, Olympic and World MVP), 

Domagoj Duvnjak (Croatia, star playmaker for Kiel and Germany’s champion 2007,2017), 

Uwe Gensheimer (Germany, record goalscorer), Talant Dujshebaev (Tajikistán/Spain 

legend), and goalkeeping legends like Henning Fritz and Andreas Wolff (Germany). 

Modern stars: 

Aron Pálmarsson (Iceland), Sander Sagosen (Norway), Dainis Kristopans (Latvia), and 

Serdar Semercioglu (Turkey). Many of Europe’s best play in Germany’s Bundesliga or 

France’s Starligue. 

Economic significance: Handball is relatively niche but significant in core markets. The 

Handball-Bundesliga is the strongest and best-attended handball league: in 2023/24 it 

averaged 5,216 spectators per match handball-planet.com (second only to the football Bundesliga 

https://www.handball-planet.com/the-highest-attendance-in-the-history-of-german-bundesliga-thw-kiel-no-1/#:~:text=In%20total%2C%201,216%20fans%20per%20match


among German leagues). Teams like THW Kiel routinely fill 10,000+ seats. Revenues come 

from ticket sales, modest TV deals (Sky in Germany, beIN or Canal+ in France), and sponsors. 

No league comes close to football’s finances, but top clubs have budgets in the tens of 

millions. The EHF Champions League final four draws ~20,000 in a single arena. TV rights: 

recent deals (e.g. German DHB with Sky) bring ~€170,000 per club per season on average 

en.wikipedia.org . Sponsorship is vital: many top clubs are backed by large companies (e.g. 

Flensburg with Flensburger brewery). 

Cultural impact: Handball is the second-most popular indoor sport in Germany and popular 

in Scandinavia (Denmark, Sweden), Eastern Europe (Hungary, Croatia, North Macedonia), and 

France. It is often played at schools and amateur clubs across Europe. At major international 

tournaments (Euro Championship, World Championship, Olympics), handball draws TV 

ratings rivaling football in some countries (e.g. Denmark and France). In many handballloving 

regions, local derbies and national team success (France won multiple World Cups and 

Olympics) inspire national pride. The sport retains an “everyman” image – less glamour than 

soccer, but loyal fan communities. 

Recent developments and controversies: The EHF has experimented with innovations: 

video replay/VAR-like systems were fully adopted in European club competitions in 2022. In 

January 2020, the Men’s Champions League switched from Final Four to a single final match 

in Cologne (though the Final Four format returned after COVID disruptions). COVID-19 

temporarily halted European handball in 2020; since then, full crowds returned. Financial 

fairness is discussed in handball: league committees try to balance competition (e.g. the HBL 

limits foreign players to keep domestic talent). Doping cases are rare but have occurred 

sporadically. Some controversies arose from match scheduling (congested calendars) and TV 

coverage (disputes over pay-TV exclusivity). 

Trends and outlook: Handball’s core European base remains stable. Growing digital 

streaming (EHF.tv, social media clips) is broadening its reach. There’s interest in expanding 

club competitions: EHF launched a new third-tier Cup, and discussions continue about a 

women’s Champions League format revamp. In the future, further rule tweaks (to speed up 

play) are likely, and more countries (like non-traditional markets in Western Europe) may see 

development. Sponsorship growth (e.g. betting firms) and efforts to attract younger 

audiences (through e-sports tie-ins or fan experiences) are current priorities. The sport’s 

relatively low cost of play means it will likely stay strong at the grassroots, even as elite 

handball professionalizes further. 

Sources: Authoritative league websites (PremierLeague.com, EHF), major news and analysis 

(Forbes, Reuters, UEFA news), and sport governing bodies. All data and quotes are cited in 

the text uefa.com premierleague.com sportmonks.com uefa.com forbesafrica.com reuters.com skysports.com 

en.wikipedia.org handball-planet.com , etc. 
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