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Abstract
Sport is part of Australian culture, and for many Australians, participating in this aspect of
culture involves watching professional sport live on television. However, the Australian
broadcast market has been disrupted over the last 20 years by the arrival of global
corporations, emerging broadcast technologies, changing consumption habits, and
increasingly outdated regulation. In this context, this research project aims to specifically
identify the major tensions that exist inside the broadcasting and digital sectors of an elite
sport – the Australian Football League – and to explore how an entrepreneurial mindset
might exploit the creative and innovative opportunities that arise from these tensions.
Data from 37 participants and more than 70 documents articulated these tensions, which
were interpreted through two theoretical frameworks capable of dealing with complex
information. Specifically, the systems model of creativity and structuration theory
provided a frame to allow the densely packed data to be disentangled, classified, and
analysed, revealing the tensions and accordant opportunities. The concept of the
‘intrapreneur’ was also used to demonstrate how opportunities can be identified and
exploited within large organisations such as commercial broadcasters and elite sports
administrations. In applying these frames and concepts, this research project found the
major tensions inside the AFL broadcasting and digital sectors are predominantly the
result of conflict in and between public and commercial self-interests. These tensions can
be found in and between each of the major choice making agents in the case study: the
Australian Football League, their established and emerging broadcast partners, the
regulators of the broadcasting sector, and the supporters who consume televised
coverage of the game. Exploiting the opportunities in these tensions may involve realising
commercial benefits or public benefits in contexts where either outcome is respectively
valued. However, this is not an either/or proposition. Opportunities exist where public
benefits may be realised in commercial contexts, and vice versa for public interest
contexts, while some opportunities can deliver both public and commercial benefits,
regardless of context. Identifying and exploiting such opportunities requires agents to
develop an awareness of their context and the resources available, to increase the
productive capacity of their network, to be resilient and take risks, to reframe constraints
as enablers, and to be supported by senior leaders within their institution. These
observations apply equally to consumers as they do to industry-based participants.
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Chapter 1 – Introduction
Sport is part of Australian culture. From an early age, many Australians participate in and attend
sporting events as part of their everyday life. Given some of the unique aspects of Australian society
– particularly our expansive geography and relatively small population – participating in this aspect of
culture for many Australians involves watching the live coverage of professional sporting contests on
television. Many iconic Australian cultural moments – such as Cathy Freeman winning gold at the 2000
Sydney Olympic Games or Adam Goodes getting booed by AFL crowds in 2015 – are unlikely to have
achieved their magnitude without television coverage, as watching the events unfold on television is
how many Australians experienced and shared these moments with others. These examples support
the argument that televised sport plays a dominant role in facilitating participation in culture (Rowe,
2004b), and until recently, participating in Australian culture by watching live sport on television had
been a relatively straightforward process. The Australian broadcasting market was comparatively
stable, characterised by few competitors, a balanced regulatory environment, predictable audience
behaviour, and limited broadcast and consumption technologies. However, television is changing.
Over the last 20 years, global corporations have entered the domestic market, and high-quality video
can now be distributed via digital networks. Citizens have become more discretionary and capricious
in their broadcast consumption habits, complicating broadcaster business models, while some users
– enabled by affordable and user-friendly technology – are manipulating content in innovative and
occasionally legally questionable ways. These conditions clearly challenge those broadcasters who
have traditionally televised sport in Australia, which in turn impacts the ability of Australians to
participate in Australian culture by watching live sport on television.
These observations articulate the connection between the research and the discipline. The
nature of its production and consumption, and the perceived effect it has on culture, means the
broadcasting of live sport can be classified as a form of mass media (Windahl et al., 2009, p. 237,
McQuail and Windahl, 1981, p. 42). The broadcasts of live sport also require creativity from producers,
contain intellectual property which can be exploited by owners, and carry meaning for consumers,
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making them part of the creative industries (Davies and Sigthorsson, 2013). Additionally, the coverage
of sport can frame and reflect broader public debates (Sherwood et al., 2020) connecting the research
to sociology, and because fans use the coverage to build identity and gain acceptance in social settings,
the research also connects to fan studies (Sandvoss, 2003, Klugman, 2009, Hirshon, 2020). The link
between consuming sport on television and cultural participation, and the previously mentioned
changes occurring in the Australian broadcasting landscape, also provide the foundations for the
research questions which drive the project. Specifically, using the theoretical frameworks of
structuration theory and the systems model of creativity, the research will firstly identify the major
tensions that exist inside the AFL broadcasting and digital sectors. Secondly, using the theoretical
frameworks of entrepreneurialism and ‘intrapreneurialism’, the research will identify how agents
might exploit the creative and innovative opportunities that arise from these tensions. A
comprehensive investigation into the broadcast coverage of all culturally relevant sports in Australia
is beyond the resources available for this project, and as such the investigation will take the form of a
case study into the broadcast coverage of one major Australian sports organisation: The Australian
Football League (AFL).
The AFL is considered a suitable candidate for a case study into the tensions and opportunities
in Australian sports broadcasting. Aside from being uniquely Australian in terms of origin and
administration, the AFL is clearly connected to Australian culture. On an annual basis, the AFL Grand
Final is one of the most watched television programs in Australia (Screen Australia, 2020, Knox, 2018),
and based on the popularity of the sport, in 2015 the AFL licensed their media rights for AUD$2.5
billion – the largest amount ever paid for media rights in Australia (Mason and Stensholt, 2015). The
AFL has also been called “the most powerful football code in the country” (Rowe, 2016b, p. 11), and
the AFL’s media partners include some of the largest media organisations in Australia – Seven West
Media, Foxtel, and Telstra – while afl.com.au is one of the most popular sport-based websites in
Australia (SimilarWeb, 2021). The connection between the AFL and Australian culture is so profound
that AFL broadcasting rights are governed by legislation that gives free-to-air broadcasters a degree
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of protection when those rights go to market, thereby increasingly the likelihood that games of AFL
will be freely available on television (Dept. of Communications and the Arts, 2018a).
The project has also been designed so the research questions can be thoroughly addressed.
For example, while identifying the tensions in AFL broadcast coverage could notionally be achieved
via quantitative surveys, understanding why such tensions exist and how they might be exploited
demands a qualitative investigation into the meaning of the tensions and how they affect AFL
broadcasting (Blaikie, 1993). Accordingly, qualitative data was collected via long-form semi-structured
interviews with broadcasters, AFL employees, sports administrators, AFL players and coaches,
consumers, industry regulators, market analysts, and trade journalists. These participants were
recruited via researcher contacts, or by snowball sampling and cold calling. To triangulate the data,
documents and artefacts relating to the broadcast coverage of the AFL were analysed, including
annual reports, policy documents, websites, articles of regulation, press releases, and market reports.
The researcher is also an avid AFL supporter, and accordingly the project has afforded a unique
opportunity to capture firsthand tensions in AFL broadcasting from a fan’s perspective, and the
accordant opportunities that may emerge from these tensions. Case studies allow researchers to
observe the participants in a system at a particular place and time (Yin, 2009), and to objectively
observe this ‘participant’ in the system, the researcher kept a blog throughout the data collection
phase of the research, cataloguing their consumer behaviours and motivations. This blog was then
subject to the same analysis techniques as the data collected from other primary sources. To further
strengthen analysis, the research also collected and analysed quantitative data – specifically the freeto-air AFL coverage in two Australian broadcast markets – which informed the interview process by
providing a foundation for questions about trends which emerged from the quantitative data.
Analysing and interpreting the data requires suitably sophisticated theoretical frameworks
that can decode a complex system and open it up for analysis. The mass media system in Australia
resides within the broader Australian social and cultural context, which also sits within a global system
of national and pan-regional agents, relationships, and conventions. Additionally, the Australian mass
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media system is anything but homogenous, consisting of public, commercial, and subscription
broadcasters, telecommunications companies, digital platforms, industry regulators, lobby groups,
content providers, rights owners, and the audience, which is of course another incredibly complex
group. Each of these components in the system affect and are affected by what individuals and other
groups do up and down the production and consumption chain, while power is also unevenly
distributed throughout a system which is constantly evolving. In this context, this research utilises
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s systems model of creativity (1988b) and Anthony Giddens’ structuration
theory (1979, 1984) to decode the complex mass media system. These theories allow complicated
information to be filtered and classified into its elements, which promotes a better understanding of
the composition and tension in the system, and the opportunities may be realised accordingly.
Furthermore, these theories can explain power dynamics in a system, how change takes place over
time, and how systems such as AFL broadcasting fit within, and are influenced by, other systems.
Consequently, this research furthers the argument that the systems model of creativity and
structuration theory are exceptionally robust academic tools that can contribute to the discipline of
media and communication studies (McIntyre et al., 2016), and explains why they have been chosen
as the theoretical frameworks to drive the research.
Other theoretical tools assist in the identification and exploitation of tensions in AFL
broadcasting. Specifically, it is becoming widely accepted that entrepreneurialism provides the
necessary skills for success in the creative industries (Davies and Sigthorsson, 2013, CIIC, 2013). In the
context of large organisations where much data collection in this research project takes place,
entrepreneurs can also deploy the resources at their disposal to create a competitive advantage for
their company. This behaviour has been termed “intrapreneurship” (Mazzarol, 2011, p. 111), and the
research utilises this concept to investigate entrepreneurial behaviour within large organisations. The
concept of path dependency, a characteristic of many complex systems, also offers insights into
tensions and opportunities in AFL broadcasting. Specifically, by suggesting history matters in the
trajectory of an organisation (Sydow et al., 2011, p. 82, Arestis and Sawyer, 2009, p. 6) path
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dependency explains why the AFL and broadcasters rigidly adhere to copyright defences, despite
mounting evidence that historical copyright laws no longer adequately address the realities of
contemporary broadcast production, distribution, and consumption. Finally, Everett Rogers’ diffusion
of innovations model (2003), also systems based, offers conceptual support for explaining the
adoption of innovations such as OTT services by consumers, which is a key development in the
Australian broadcasting landscape, while also helping to identify change agents, innovators, and early
adopters in the diffusion process.
The tensions in AFL broadcasting, and how an entrepreneurial mindset can exploit the creative
opportunities that arise from these tensions, are investigated in the results and thematic discussion
sections of the thesis. By examining the connection between Australian culture and the Australian
Football League, the opening section explores the well-established link between culture and sport
(Cashman, 1987, Rowe, 2016a). The discussion subsequently explores the role of television in this
relationship, and finds support for the argument that mass media broadcasting – particularly
broadcast television – has developed a co-dependency with sport organisations (Rowe, 2004b). More
significantly, by investigating Australian culture, this section identifies the key traits within the culture
which subsequently became the basis for understanding tensions in AFL broadcasting. While it can be
a contentious topic, a sense of egalitarianism has historically been a feature of Australian culture and
society (Peeters, 2004, Thompson, 1994, Ashkanasy, 2008), with fairness and equality filtering their
way through the social, economic, and political systems in Australia, including AFL broadcasting.
Simultaneously, Australia’s current political, social, and economic environment could be broadly
characterised as neoliberalist (Walsh, 2014, Western et al., 2007), meaning agents and organisations
will be motivated to achieve outcomes that realise a commercial benefit for themselves or their
organisation, and AFL broadcasting is no exception in this regard.
Subsequent results and discussion sections explore the manifestation and implications of
these Australian cultural traits in AFL broadcasting. The section on stakeholder relationships
establishes who the key groups are within the AFL broadcasting system and who the key agents are
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inside those groups. Then, by investigating the relationships within and between the groups, the
discussion demonstrates how the power dynamics of these relationships are extensions of the cultural
traits identified in the previous section, and how this power is asserted via access to resources in the
system. This discussion provides a comprehensive overview of the field of AFL broadcasting, and by
identifying the agents who can assert power in the field, the section also identifies the gatekeepers
who shape AFL broadcasting by deciding what innovations are valuable and to be utilised throughout
the system. These agents also assert their power over others in the field, structuring their behaviour
by enabling some forms of agency while constraining others.
The next results and discussion section identifies and investigates specific forms of agency
within AFL broadcasting which are considered valuable by others in the system. Due to the importance
of entrepreneurialism within the creative industries (Davies and Sigthorsson, 2013), research
participants were asked if they believed entrepreneurial behaviour is beneficial in AFL broadcasting,
and what types of behaviour they considered to be entrepreneurial. The responses gave a clear
indication that entrepreneurial behaviour is valued by agents in AFL broadcasting because it assists in
identifying opportunities that can be exploited. While many specific forms of behaviour were
identified as being entrepreneurial, respondents often came from large organisations, and accordingly
emphasised the need to develop relationships between organisations, utilise the resources at their
disposal, and for leaders to create a supportive workplace culture. The discussion also found strong
evidence in support of the intrapreneur concept, where entrepreneurs within organisations are able
to utilise the resources available to identify opportunities that can be exploited to achieve a
competitive advantage for the organisation (Mazzarol, 2011).
AFL broadcasting is also complicated by the arrival of digital media platforms and changes in
consumption, and the following discussion section articulates the tensions and opportunities in these
changes. For example, because of their considerable financial reserves, digital media platforms can
easily outbid traditional broadcasters for sports rights, creating an existential threat to the AFL’s
incumbent broadcast partners. Furthermore, by offering consumers new content formats on new
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platforms, these digital media organisations have irrevocably reshaped audience consumption
patterns. These developments change the resources and conventions in the system, and accordingly,
these changes caused significant angst for many participants. Specifically, in response to these
changes, broadcasters are required to invest in their own digital platforms and develop relationships
with digital media organisations, while maintaining their existing cable, satellite, and terrestrial
broadcasting systems. For the AFL, while digital media organisations create inflationary pressure in
the market for rights, reach young demographics, and generate granular data on consumption,
questions remain about the ability and willingness of audiences to access live sport via digital
networks, and how digital media platforms will treat the broadcast production of live sport.
Furthermore, enabled by the affordances of digital innovations, certain consumers find
unconventional ways of accessing and sharing sport that compromise industrial production and
distribution processes, and the businesses they support.
The connection between cultural participation and the consumption of live sport attracts the
attention of regulators, who aim to facilitate this form of cultural participation by protecting free
access to live sport on television. However, tension emerges in implementing and enforcing the
legislation which protects free access to live sport on television. The AFL and their broadcast partners
also rely on their ability to exploit the intellectual property rights in live broadcasts to support their
business, and accordingly, tension is created in exploiting and protecting those rights under copyright
law. These regulatory tensions are the focus of this results and discussion section. Specifically, it finds
the legislation still serves a purpose, but has not been adequately reformed to address the social,
industrial, and technological changes that have taken place over the last 20 years, such as increasing
competition from digital media, increased connectivity, and the shifting ideologies of the government,
which lessens its effectiveness. The discussion also found these tensions provide ample opportunity
for entrepreneurial opportunities to be realised within industry and government.
AFL broadcasting is characterised by large organisations such as the AFL and their broadcast
partners, who employ thousands of people and turnover billions of dollars in revenue each year. It has
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been estimated that in 2019 the AFL industry generated $4 billion in economic activity, with 24,500
jobs “generated or sustained across the country by the code itself, through the AFL, its clubs and the
various state and grassroots competitions around the country” (Browne, 2021, p. 69), while the media
companies that broadcast AFL games are similarly large organisations. Many of the research
participants are employed by these large organisations, and a consistent tension that emerged from
the data centred on being able to accurately assess the performance of the business model of an
organisation, and rapidly implement strategy to match the challenges of disrupted media
environment. In this context, this section focuses on the performance of organisations in AFL
broadcasting. This involves a detailed account of the business models of these organisations, and the
strategies and metrics used to measure and drive those business models. While these accounts convey
the tension involved in supporting the business model of these organisations, more importantly this
section clearly identifies the motivations behind the methods of operation, which reflect deeper
tensions inside and between organisations. By articulating the strategies employed to defend business
models, the research supports the path dependency thesis and how the commitment to a chosen path
will shape agency within an organisation, which in turns keeps the organisation bound to that path.
This section also demonstrates how tensions emerge when the path of an organisation is challenged
by changes in market conditions. However, broadcasting has always been known for its
responsiveness and innovation (Lotz, 2014, Rowe, 2004a), and the disruption taking place in AFL
broadcasting represents an opportunity for broadcasters, and in turn the AFL, to respond and innovate
in terms of their content creation, distribution, consumption, and revenue generation (Lotz, 2014,
Burroughs and Rugg, 2014).
The broad tensions identified in the research to this point manifest during the negotiation for
AFL broadcasting rights, and the penultimate results and discussion section investigates tensions in
AFL broadcasting at this granular level. The relationship between the philosophy driving an
organisation and agent behaviour is most evident in this section, as agents use a range of strategies
and forms of power before, during, and after negotiations, to achieve an outcome that benefits their
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organisation while also being accepted by others in the field. In this context, this section provides
strong evidence supporting the systems model of creativity and structuration theory. Specifically, the
evidence shows that by developing a deep knowledge of the conventions and relationships in AFL
broadcasting, an agent can creatively generate a novel variation (i.e., a rights agreement) that will be
accepted by the field and added to the knowledge base of the system, which in turn enables other
forms of creative behaviour. Similarly, this deep knowledge of the conventions and relationships will
structure agency during negotiations by enabling some forms of behaviour while limiting others, and
by acting according to these structural ‘rules’, agents will develop a resource (i.e., a rights agreement)
that reflect these rules, which in turn enables other forms of agency, so the organisations involved
survive over time.
The final results and discussion section identifies the unique tensions attributable to COVID19 and investigates the future of AFL broadcasting in the context of a global pandemic. COVID-19
amplified many pre-existing tensions in AFL broadcasting and has heightened the need for
entrepreneurs to exploit the creative and innovative opportunities arising from these tensions.
Significantly, the research also benefits from taking place at a particularly important juncture in the
history of AFL broadcasting, as it bridges the gap between 50 years of market stability and a period of
intense disruption and change, with the comparison between periods of stability and change
highlighting subtle tensions in AFL broadcasting that may have otherwise gone unnoticed.
Nevertheless, the discussion again provides evidence to support structuration theory and the systems
model of creativity, as it demonstrates how one system is impacted by other systems, and which in
turn shapes the behaviour of agents in the system.
In concluding, this research is grounded in the discipline of Communication and Media, which
helps justify how the cultural participation enabled by watching sport on television provides a suitable
research enquiry. The analysis of the data validates the use of structuration theory and the systems
model of creativity within the discipline. By filtering the data in this case study through these theories,
the tensions existing in the production and consumption of AFL broadcasting are revealed. These
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tensions can be traced back to interests within Australian culture, which reflect equality and fairness
on the one hand, and self-interest and financial gain on the other. Agents and organisations in AFL
broadcasting are often motivated by one or both of these interests, and accordingly, tensions emerge
when agents and organisations with differing interests encounter one another. However, AFL
broadcasting is a complex system, and the research found that tensions also emerge when agents and
organisations are required to defend their interests in response to broad contextual changes taking
place in other systems. Furthermore, the interests that motivate agency in an organisation can change
over time, and because of how they are structured, some organisations need to achieve outcomes
that serve both types of interests, which creates tensions internally within an organisation.
Finally, as the research demonstrates, these interests can also be in alignment, creating yet
more complexity in the system. The ability of the framing theories to aid in decoding such a complex
system and identify its tensions is further supported when considering how an entrepreneurial
mindset might exploit the creative and innovative opportunities which arise from these tensions. As
revealed in the analysis and key findings, these theories provide the basis for specific strategies and
practices that will allow entrepreneurs within the AFL, broadcasters, the government, and at
consumer level, to identify and take advantage of opportunities arising from the tensions in the
system. However, before these tensions and their accordant opportunities can be thoroughly
explored, the research will firstly present a literature review to illustrate complexity and context of
the AFL broadcasting system.
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review
AFL broadcasting encapsulates a range of research fields, and accordingly the literature review covers
the disciplines of culture, sport, broadcasting, informal media, rights agreements, entrepreneurialism,
and fandom. This academic footing provides the context for the methodology, research topics, and
analysis that follows.

Australian Culture
Welsh academic and cultural critic Raymond Williams wrote extensively about the productive process
of cultural materialism, and noted that anthropologically and sociologically the term ‘culture’ had
come to be used as “a noun of configuration or generalisation of the ‘spirit’ which informed the ‘whole
way of life’ of a distinct people” (1981, p. 10, emphasis in original). This definition includes an essential
“‘world signifying system’… involved in all forms of social activity” (ibid., p. 13). However, Williams
also noted that general definitions of ‘culture’ related to the “active cultivation of the mind,” and the
means and processes involved in achieving this cultivation, such as artistic and intellectual endeavours
(ibid., p. 10-11). This definition of culture includes all “signifying practices” of a culture, such as
language, creative expression, philosophy, and modes of representation (ibid., p. 13). Accordingly,
Williams collapsed these general, anthropological, and sociological meanings together, so that
‘culture’ means a “whole way of life of a distinct people” and their “artistic and intellectual
endeavours” (ibid., p. 13).
However, like almost any group of people, Australian culture is not monolithic, and is perhaps
best described as contradictory. Australia is sparsely populated yet urbanised, ethnically pluralist but
with a record of restrictive immigration, and a humane and developed democracy with a history of
indigenous persecution (Ashkanasy, 2008, p. 300). One pair of contradictory traits are particularly
pertinent to this research project. On the one hand, egalitarianism has been identified as “one of the
most recurring themes of Australian culture” (ibid., p. 299), and fundamental to how Australians see
themselves (Thompson, 1994). This egalitarianism has essentially two components: sameness (racially
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and culturally homogenous, a suspicion of difference, and the illusion of tolerance), and equality
(equal access for all), although this belief in equality is changing from expectational to aspirational
(Ashkanasy, 2008, Thompson, 1994). Egalitarianism in Australian manifests itself in several ways, such
as the ‘Tall Poppy Syndrome’, which suggests:
“there is nothing wrong with success, as long as it goes hand in hand with an awareness that nobody is entitled to
special status because of it… Australia is suspicious of the kind of free-flowing unconcealed ambition or pride that
often stems from becoming too successful… No matter how successful Australians are, their ultimate aim must
always remain to be like everyone else.” (Peeters, 2004, p. 21, emphasis in original)

On the other hand, Australians’ sense of egalitarianism conflicts with a culture that is “strongly
performance oriented” (Ashkanasy, 2008, p. 299), where the use of individual rewards is widespread
across the Australian economy (Thompson, 1994). The implicit individualisation in these comments
point to the second characteristic of current Australian culture that will feature throughout this thesis:
Neoliberalism and the marketisation of culture. Neoliberalism generally involves deregulation of the
economy and privatisation of state enterprises, the replacement of the welfare state with a marketbased sociality that champions self-sufficiency, and “illiberal forms of authoritarianism, cultural
nationalism and moral discipline” to “generate consent, and defuse perceptions of social
fragmentation” (Walsh, 2014, p. 281). Australia has undergone such a change. Prior to 1980,
Australian public policy settings created:
“a set of interlocking labour market and public policy institutions that maintained high employment levels and real
wages, compressed earnings dispersion and provided centralized legislative mechanisms for setting minimum pay
and working conditions in occupations and industries according to ‘reasonable’ expectations about living
standards.” (Western et al., 2007, p. 402)

However, under the Hawke Labor government, this approach was “reappraised in favour of one
emphasising deregulation and marketisation,” on the grounds that such neoliberal policies can
promote growth in the economy, employment, and incomes (ibid., p. 402-404). However,
deregulation and marketisation can also lead to economic inequality, and “an impoverished culture,
politics, civil society and quality of life,” and it has been argued neoliberal policies from the 1980s
onwards lead to the privatisation of government services, changes in access to education, and greater
income inequality and employment uncertainty (ibid., p. 404). Furthermore, the responsibility of
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welfare became individualised, with the notion society had an obligation to help the disadvantaged
being “replaced by a call for citizens to take responsibility for their own welfare” (ibid., p. 413).

Australian Culture, Sport, and Broadcasting
While its perceived value and depth in Australian culture can be contentious (Cashman, 2010), sport
is another marker of Australian culture. Australian’s attachment to sport may be the result of a lack of
‘high’ culture alternatives in the colonial period (Cashman, 1987, p. 52-53), and because there were
no other factors such as war during the formative years of the nation to “unify the population”
(Cashman, 2010, p. 191). Sport is also accessible, popular, and enjoyable (ibid., p. 191), and by bridging
cultural divides such as religion, class, and ethnic barriers, sport potentially encapsulates the
aforementioned ethos of egalitarianism in our culture (Rowe, 2016a, Cashman, 2010, p. 191). It has
been argued that it is ‘un-Australian’ to not be interested in sport (Hutchins and Rowe, 2009c), and
that participation in Australian culture is tied to being knowledgeable about sport (Rowe, 2016a).
Furthermore, sport can build a sense of national identity through the “selective celebrations of past
successes,” which can foster a sense of “exceptionalism or superiority” (Vincent and Kian, 2014, p.
302), and similarly, sport in Australia “has long been a key feature of nationalistic representations and
mythologies” (Hutchins and Rowe, 2012, p. 16). The centrality of sport to Australian culture is reflected
in the fact that sporting events feature in the highest rating television programs each year: In 2019,
six out of the ten highest rating programs on Australian metropolitan free-to-air television were
sporting events, with the AFL Grand Final the most watched program on metropolitan free-to-air
television (Screen Australia, 2020). In this regard, mediated sport has a “positive network externality”
effect on society, in that people enjoy not only watching the event itself and the conversations it
promotes, but “participation also adds value to the network for everyone” (Smith et al., 2015, p. 723).
Accordingly, our reverence for sport and the role of televised sport in connecting Australians
to culture is frequently seen as justification for the government to institute regulation that ensures
sport of cultural significance remains widely available (Smith et al., 2015, Nicholson, 2007, Corrigan,
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2014, Evens et al., 2011). Specifically, and as will be discussed further in the results and discussion
section on regulation, the Broadcasting Services Act 1992 contains a provision that gives free-to-air
broadcasters a degree of market protection over subscription broadcasters when purchasing the
broadcasting rights of particular sports (Jolly, 2010, Free TV Australia, 2011). This provision is called
the Broadcasting Services (Events) Notice, commonly known as the anti-siphoning list. The events
included on the list are deemed to have such cultural significance they must be available to “all
Australians via free-to-air television” (Dept. of Broadband Communications and the Digital Economy,
2010a, online), to preserve cultural participation and citizenship (Jolly, 2010, Hutchins and Rowe,
2012). It is believed that if left to market forces, the rights to these sports would be ‘siphoned off’ by
subscription broadcasters and placed behind paywalls, confining participation in media sport culture
to “the comparatively affluent sectors of the population” (Rowe and Hutchins, 2013, p. 4) and
undermining the potential of sport to enhance cultural citizenship and national identification (Jolly,
2010). The size of the list supports the argument that more than anywhere else in the world, mediated
sport is central to cultural participation in Australia (Smith et al., 2015, Rowe, 2016a, Correy, 1995).
Approximately 1200 events are currently included on the anti-siphoning list, and all events are
exclusively sport related. By comparison, the United Kingdom and many European countries have less
than 100 events listed in similar legislation, and not all of them are exclusively sport (Ofcom, 2010).
However, the relationship between cultural citizenship and sport should not be overstated, as
“demographic diversity and socio-cultural complexity” can mitigate sports perceived “prosocial”
characteristics (Rowe, 2016a, p. 2). Similarly, if Australian ‘nationality’ is reflected by the composition
of the anti-siphoning list, then the absence of popular global sports such as basketball and soccer on
the list “suggests something of a lag between the intensifying diversification of the Australian
population and the composition of the anti-siphoning list” (ibid., p. 7). Furthermore, the criteria for
events to be included on the list is also opaque (Jolly, 2010, Smith et al., 2015), and the list may further
reinforce gender inequalities due to the lack of female sports on the list (Rowe, 2016a). The concept
of citizenship is itself a fluid and contestable concept (ibid., p. 14), and accordingly, caution also needs
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to be taken against championing access to televised sport on citizenship grounds, as it may conceal
the fact that “sport-related consumption… unfairly advantages some cultural forms and commercial
interests over others” (ibid., p. 3). Such debates raise further questions about the relationship
between cultural participation and media literacy (Lunt and Livingstone, 2012), and the state of our
public sphere (Smith, 2010). Nevertheless, support for legislation remains durable, and failure to
maintain the list could lead to the capture of sport rights by transnational capital, and the erosion of
the “social and cultural citizenship rights of the (by definition) non-elite majority of the populace”
(Rowe, 2014c, p. 147-148). More protection may also be needed in a media environment where direct
payment for content is likely to become more common (Smith et al., 2015, p. 733), and while the
concept may be problematic, citizenship remains a useful construct for illustrating how a sense of
“collective belonging” can be reached, especially for the socially disadvantaged (Rowe, 2016a, p. 3-4).

Sport and Broadcasting
While the broadcasting industry globally remained relatively stable for the first 50 years of its
existence, the sector has experienced disruption over the last two decades. In particular, the arrival
of emergent media platforms such as “Telecommunications providers, information technology
companies, and digital media specialists” (Rowe and Hutchins, 2013, p. 8-9) has created flux in the
sector for several reasons. Primarily, because they have more resources than established broadcasters
and look to acquire sports rights as a way to attract audiences (Hume, 2016), emergent media
platforms increase competition for sports rights. Emergent media platforms also form alliances with
existing broadcasters to assert and consolidate their power, and to position themselves as vertically
integrated content providers (Curtin et al., 2014, p. 4), which creates further uncertainty by
restructuring the industry and challenging market share.
Obviously, a significant amount of research has already been done in the field of sports
broadcasting that covers the economics of sports rights, the nature of production, and the
representation of sport and athletes. At the macro level, research has investigated the relationship
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between sport and the media, and how this relationship reflects broader social contexts. In the west
particularly, professional sport and its relationship with the media has been noted for its
commercialisation, globalisation, representation of nationalist discourses, meaning making, and
framing of identities (Haynes, 2015). As suggested, it is also experiencing a period of flux, with power
shifting away from traditional gatekeepers and toward the networked media environment (ibid.). The
relationship between sport and the media is also located within the wider political, cultural and
economic contexts of society (Boyle and Haynes, 2009), meaning that despite protestations from
some conservative commentators that sports and politics shouldn’t mix (Brown, 2020), sport is
inevitably bound up with contemporary political movements like human rights and feminism. For
example, the televising of the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games brought human rights and censorship to
Western discourse, while as indicated, the capture of international events by subscription television
has also raised political issues of cultural citizenship and sovereignty (Boyle and Haynes, 2009).
Research has also investigated the unique market economics of sports broadcasting. For
example, by selling broadcasting rights on behalf of all clubs, sports leagues often demonstrate cartel
behaviour that is illegal in many industries, monopolising the supply market to extract maximum
revenues from the competitions they govern (Stewart et al., 2005, Cave and Crandall, 2002). As
monopolies are prone to do, this outcome does not benefit the consumer, as the broadcasters who
pay exorbitant fees for rights pass the costs on to consumers (New and Le Grand, 1999). Sport leagues,
however, often claim these revenues can be funnelled back into the sport to improve competitive
balance (AFL, 2014a, Vrooman, 2009), although some research has questioned whether this strategy
is effective in practice (Noll, 2007).
On the supply side, research has investigated how increasing competition in the broadcast
industry has also had an inflationary effect on the value of sports rights (Gratton and Solberg, 2007),
although advanced levels of competition in some broadcast markets “can motivate former rivals to
collaborate” to create efficiencies and reclaim market power (Solberg and Knut, 2011, p. 17).
Nonetheless, the arrival of new, digital technology competition in the broadcasting market has also
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created opportunities for smaller sports, while some sports have also changed their policies and
practices to accommodate broadcasters (Buraimo, 2006). Finally, given its perceived sociocultural
impact, research has also investigated the role market regulators have in the market for sports rights
(Smith et al., 2015), and the appropriateness of public broadcasters spending taxpayer funds to
acquire rights (Solberg, 2010, Rowe, 2015). However, much of the research in this area can be defined
by its age, and its focus on the broadcast markets and regulation in Europe and North America. This
research project accordingly addresses many of these gaps in the literature.
Due to its perceived impact, collaborative nature, and extraordinary amount of financial
investment, the practices and processes of sports broadcast production have also attracted
considerable research attention. Some of this research covers the purely technical aspects of
broadcasting a contemporary sporting event (Owens, 2021), while other research has investigated the
impact of digital technology on the presentation of sport (Turner, 2000) and the supply of broadcasting
content (Turner, 2007). However, given the advancement in broadcast technology and data networks
over the last decade, the relevance of some of this research has eroded, and conversely, this research
project captures some of the most contemporary advances in broadcast production and distribution.
A significant amount of research has also been dedicated to how athletes have been
represented in the broadcast coverage of sport. For example, in a content analysis of more than 340
hours of coverage from seven international events, Sabo et al. found broadcast commentators
attempted to “provide fair treatment of athletes”, although they also found evidence of nationalistic
bias and that the treatment of race varied, with some Asian athletes attracting cultural stereotypes
(1996, p. 7). Research into the representations of gender in sports broadcasts has been even more
pressing. In a longitudinal study covering 18 years of Olympics coverage by US broadcaster NBC,
Billings and Angelini found the amount of screen time and “name mentions” dedicated to women had
increased over that time, although they also acknowledge the change may be driven by more US
women winning medals at the Olympics (2019, p. 551). Using sentiment and word-frequency to
analyse more than 130,000 tweets, Yang et al. also found that representations of gender on Twitter
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subtly differed during the 2018 Commonwealth Games, with “seemingly neutral words” such as
“talented” and “hard working” potentially carrying gendered connotations (2020, p. 607). More
damning are the results from Jones, who found that despite women achieving more coverage than
men on the Australian ABC News website during the 2004 Olympics, “women competing in team
sports received little recognition, and females were frequently depicted as passive subjects rather
than active competitors” (Jones, 2006, p. 108). These results were in line with the coverage of the
previous 2000 Olympics, and the research speculated that such depictions may lead to the audience
believing women’s sport is less interesting and therefore atypical compared to men’s sport (ibid.).
Such framing has the potential to impact the viability of women’s sport. In an extensive
analysis of Australian print and television coverage of female athletes, Caple et al found that a lack of
coverage in women’s sport leads to less sponsorship opportunities, which in turn leads to less funding
in the sport to “develop more robust communications practices,” that would create more sponsorship
opportunities (2011, p. 145). More alarmingly, the research also found an “entrenched marginalisation
of women in the news more pervasively to contend with” (ibid., p. 145-146). Analysis of mainstream
and social media coverage of the first season of the AFLW also found that while most of the media
coverage treated AFLW as a sport, “women may still be treated differently to men”, with mainstream
and social media coverage focusing respectively on the off-field story of players and the cultural
impact of the competition (Sherwood et al., 2019, p. 114). Similarly, while mainstream media coverage
and public response to the first LGBTIQ ‘Pride Game’ in the AFL was mostly supportive, analysis of the
media coverage suggests “homophobia in sport remains, and the media, particularly social media, can
be a platform for its expression” (Sherwood et al., 2020, p. 545). Research has also investigated the
differences in attention viewers give to on-screen male and female reporters, with eye tracking
technology finding viewers spend more time focusing the bodies of female reporters relative to their
male counterparts (Cummins et al., 2018). Racial and gender segregation also exists in roles within
sports broadcasting, with women underrepresented as “studio analysts and play-by-play
announcers”, while “People of color” are even less likely to be play-by-play announcers (Coventry,
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2004, p. 322). However, much of the research in this area is again marked by its age, and for focusing
on any combination of gender, journalism, non-broadcast media, and ‘global’ sports, such as the
English Premier League or Olympics. Accordingly, this project addresses a gap in the literature by
investigating how sports and athletes are represented in the contemporary broadcast coverage of a
nationally bounded sport, and without investigating it through feminist or critical discourses.
However, in the Australian context and in relation to the AFL specifically, the academic
literature suggests broadcasters have historically used AFL rights to drive television ratings (Fujak et
al., 2017). Academic literature also indicates that discrepancies exist between AFL clubs in terms of
the amount of free-to-air coverage they receive, with the discrepancies favouring large, Victorianbased clubs (Fujak and Frawley, 2016, Jakee et al., 2010). However, these investigations do not
account for why such discrepancies exist, or if television ratings are the only value broadcasters see in
acquiring sports rights. By adopting a qualitative approach and interviewing agents inside AFL
broadcasting, this research project addresses these knowledge gaps in AFL broadcasting. Turner and
Shilbury also found that agents inside AFL clubs were concerned about the amount of free-to-air
coverage they received, given its impact on club finances (2005), and this case study investigates if
these concerns still exist. Turner also found clubs, leagues, and broadcasters need to be aware of the
“emerging broadcast regulatory environment” to be able to respond to it (2012, p. 43), and this case
study accordingly establishes if clubs, leagues, and broadcasters are aware of the changes taking place
in the regulatory environment. This research also investigates if the participants in sports broadcasting
and their anxieties that Hutchins and Rowe (2012) identified at the Sports Broadcasting Summit in
2010 are still appropriate:
Sports Organisations

Broadcasters

New Media Outlets

• Maintain or improve the
value of broadcast rights and
contracts.
• Deal with the potential
devaluing of broadcast rights
by online media.
• Establish alternative business
models and strategies designed
for online media, and develop

• Establish
complementary and
attractive online sites
and distribution points
for viewers.
• Compete with new
online market entrants,
including
telecommunications
providers.

• Establish viable
business models that
identify profitable
linkages between print
and/or broadcast and
online and mobile
media.
• Compete with or limit
the activities of online
content aggregators.
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Digital Media and
Telecommunications
companies
• Break the stranglehold of
broadcasters over coverage
rights to popular sport.
• Establish profitable business
models for online sport.
• Obtain and package reliable
‘premium content’ to attract
users.

Fans, Viewers, and Users
• Access quality sports news and
information in the face of
plentiful online choice.
• Decide which sites, voices, and
sources can be ‘trusted’ to
provide accurate, timely, and
reliable content.
• Deal with increased
expectations of ‘pay-for-view’ or
access online.

their own broadcast, online,
and mobile media content.
• Circumvent or prevent online
piracy and unauthorized
content reproduction.
• Accommodate online
feedback, criticism, and
independent content
reproduction by fans and
consumers.
• For minor sports, explore
opportunities for exposure and
revenue generation through
the Internet and Web.
• Where possible, build
successful and profitable
partnerships with computer
game developers and
publishers.

• Adjust to an altered
advertising market.
• Circumvent or prevent
online piracy and
unauthorized content
reproduction.
• Accommodate online
feedback, criticism, and
content reproduction by
fans and consumers.
• Deal with regulatory
uncertainty in a fastchanging
communications
environment.

• Deal with changing
viewer, listener, and
reader habits and
practices.
• Confront new online
competitors for users
and ‘eyeballs’, including
‘official’ Web portals
that distribute sports
news and information.
• Adjust to an altered
advertising market.

• Cope with regulatory
uncertainty in a fast-changing
communications environment.
• Consistently profit in an
aggressively competitive and
changing marketplace.
• Establish viable and affordable
technology offerings that change
the consumption patterns of
sports consumers (e.g., IPTV and
mobile media).
• Develop profitable and
appealing sport related digital
applications and services,
including downloadable apps,
and specialist mobile news and
highlights packages.

• Decide how to access sports
content (e.g., online and/or
mobile and/or broadcast and/or
print), as well as how much and
how often in a ‘24/7’ media
environment.
• Choose whether to pay, or try
to access (perhaps illegally)
sports content for free.
• Decide whether to exercise the
ability to create fan-produced or
modified content.
• Choose from a growing range
of sport related products and
services, including downloadable
apps, fantasy sports, and
computer games.

Table 1: 2010 Sports Broadcasting Summit (adapted from Hutchins and Rowe, 2012, p. 3).

The Australian broadcasting industry is also characterised by unique regulation that governs the sale
of media rights by sports organisations. As indicated, anti-siphoning legislation is far more extensive
in Australia compared with similar laws in other countries, while the scheme is also uniquely Australian
in that “powerful free-to-air broadcasters, such as Kerry Packer, had considerable influence” on the
composition of the legislation prior to it coming into effect in 1992 (Jolly, 2010, p. 4). Furthermore,
competition law that deals with “the collective selling by sports leagues of the rights to broadcast
exclusive live coverage of their sports” (Smith et al., 2015, p. 723-724) is also relatively strong in
Australia compared with foreign jurisdictions. While the individual selling of rights by clubs can
potentially open up the market to additional broadcasters, the collective selling of sports rights is
defended on the grounds that the individual selling of rights by clubs is likely to exacerbate inequality
between clubs, as more revenue is directed towards the larger, more popular clubs, to the detriment
of smaller, less popular clubs(Smith et al., 2015, Evens et al., 2013). Furthermore, cooperation
between teams and the league is conducted openly, not in secret like a cartel, and the collective selling
of rights promotes competitive balance in sports leagues via the equitable distribution of revenue
earned from the sale of rights to all teams (Smith et al., 2015, Evens et al., 2013, Milne, 2016). The
resulting competitive balance in the competition can further stimulate audience interest, advertising
revenues, and sponsorship revenues, and in Australia, the AFL has sold its broadcast rights on a
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national basis since 1985 (Goldsmith, 2015, p. 73). Accordingly, Australia is relatively conservative in
listed events and competition legislation when compared with many other countries:

Figure 1: Competition and listed events regulation (Smith et al., 2015, p. 726).

However, and as already alluded to, the regulation that bridges the gap between sport and
broadcasting in Australia is increasingly challenged, and the tensions arising from these challenges are
explored in the subsequent results and discussion chapters. For example, the Broadcasting Services
Act creates uncertainty because it does not adequately account for changes that have taken place in
the broadcasting landscape (Battersby, 2016). Similarly, anti-siphoning is outdated in terms of the
technology it regulates (Rowe, 2014c, Rowe and Hutchins, 2013, Rowe, 2016a, Jolly, 2010), meaning
there is no legislative impediment preventing digital media platforms from purchasing the rights to
events on the anti-siphoning list and moving them behind paywalls (Hutchins and Rowe, 2012). Antisiphoning has also been criticised for being overly protective of free-to-air broadcasters, and for
preventing sporting bodies from getting true market value for their rights (Smith et al., 2015, Evens et
al., 2013), and the regulation limits the benefits of choice and service delivery from being passed onto
consumers (Rowe, 2014c, Smith et al., 2015). Industry incumbents have also used the obsolescence
of broadcasting legislation in Australia to their own benefit, as demonstrated by free-to-air
broadcaster Seven West Media putting Olympic games content behind a subscription paywall (C-Scott,
2016, Mitchell, 2016), and Foxtel acquiring the rights to games of cricket on the anti-siphoning list
(Stensholt, 2018).
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The lack of an independent mode of measuring audiences on emergent media platforms also
creates uncertainty. Independent audience measurement and reporting has been the backbone of the
broadcasting business model virtually since its inception (Lotz, 2014, Milne, 2016, Evens et al., 2013).
However, as demonstrated by Facebook misleading advertisers about the amount of time users spent
watching videos on its platform (Vranica and Marshall, 2016), relying on platforms to accurately report
their own audience can be problematic. The situation is further complicated by the fact that
consumers often use new devices in concert with existing broadcast technologies (Lotz, 2014,
Hutchins, 2014), which makes it “difficult for ratings companies like Nielsen to track the ways in which
fans simultaneously use traditional and social media to follow sports” (Gantz and Lewis, 2014, p. 20).
As such, the challenge for reporting agencies is not just the number of people who are consuming
sport, but the range of devices being used, and the level of engagement of people using those devices
(Rowe and Hutchins, 2013, p. 2, Curtin et al., 2014, p. 3).This research project will explore these issues
further and articulate their impact on the production and consumption of AFL broadcasting.

Informal Media
The discussion so far has primarily been premised on a political economy understanding of the
broadcasting industry in Australia, and while this approach may help explain the institutions and
structures that shape the televised coverage of sporting events, it cannot fully account for the forces
that contour the sector. Specifically, cultural studies demonstrates the audience has an active role in
the consumption of products (Rowe, 2014d, Radway, 1998), which in turn can impact existing
industrial structures (Gantz and Lewis, 2014). Arguably one of the most visible signs of the active
audience member and their influence on institutional structures has been the rise of user-generated
content (UGC) (Bruns, 2006, p. 1). While improved internet performance (Hutchins and Rowe, 2009b,
p. 3), and ICT innovations such as powerful home computers, software packages, and mobile devices
(Curtin et al., 2014) may facilitate the rise of UGC, its destabilising potential is not the result of
technology alone. Rather, the prominence of UGC is indicative of broader social, political, and
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economic trends. Specifically, media and telecommunications deregulation, competition-driven
innovation, increased affluence, and the affordability of new technologies (ibid., p. 6-12) combine with
the forces of commercialisation, convergence, and globalisation (Nicholson, 2007) to foster UGC and
the ‘active’ audience member.
Nevertheless, certain technologies have enabled UGC, such as social media. With relatively
low barriers to entry, potential access to large audiences, and the ability to customise profiles, social
media platforms offer a space for audience members to create their own online identity (Gantz and
Lewis, 2014), and to resist the industrialised reproduction of structural inequalities (Rowe, 2013, Rowe
and Hutchins, 2014, Vincent and Kian, 2014). For example, many audiences in the online environment
want their content for free (Sirkkunen and Cook, 2012), and given that sport also plays a role in the
identity formation of the digitally literate fan (Rowe, 2016b, Rowe and Hutchins, 2014, Keon Yoo et
al., 2013, Hutchins and Rowe, 2012), audience resentment can grow if content becomes increasingly
inaccessible by migrating behind paywalls (Hutchins, 2011). This hostility can rapidly be mobilised into
large numbers by online users, and directed towards traditional broadcasters in the face of perceived
unjust exploitation. For example, in 2017 an individual used the camera on their phone and an internet
connection to illegally stream a professional boxing fight to nearly 300,000 people on Facebook,
leading to threats of litigation from the pay-per-view provider (9 News, 2017, Lipson, 2017). Similarly,
consumers can create market unease by utilising technologies such as Virtual Private Networks (VPNs)
or pirate websites to avoid paid portals when accessing content (Burroughs and Rugg, 2014, Hutchins
and Rowe, 2012, Goggin, 2012).
These examples demonstrate the motivations and behaviours of the empowered and
resistant consumer, and the shifting nature of their power relationship with industrial incumbents as
part of the ‘informal media economy’ (Lobato and Thomas, 2015). In this regard, the contemporary
‘produser’1 (Bruns, 2006) appears better informed about industrial practices, and can feel resentment
towards broadcasters if they are exploited or overly restricted in their ability to get content how and

1

See table of Operational Definitions in Chapter 4 for a working definition of Produser.
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where they want it (Curtin et al., 2014, Hutchins and Rowe, 2009c). An appreciation for produser
motivations and behaviours also comes from the researcher’s own attitudes and practices. They are
digitally literate, have access to high-speed internet and information and communication
technologies, are a heavy consumer of sports content, and are angered if they feel unfairly exploited
by the industrial production of broadcasting. However, Corrigan guards against overstating the rise of
the produser as a paradigm changer, as fan production “is increasingly incorporated into MediaSport’s
familiar commercial structure” (2014, p. 49-50), and there are many examples of media outlets
creating their own social media profiles and incorporating user-generated content into broadcasts.
Nevertheless, growing consumer demand for “digital content provision, services, and
mechanisms” (Hume, 2016, online) may also provide the impetus for technological innovation and
structural change in the industry. For example, an increase in Over-the-Top (OTT) consumption
requires incumbent broadcasters to improve their existing broadcast and streaming systems, while
also encouraging emergent media to enter the market (Hutchins, 2016). With reference to the AFL,
the number of people streaming games via the AFL Live Pass app grew from just over 250,000 people
in 2013 (Nagaratnam, 2015, online) to more than 2 million by 2019 (AFL, 2019b, p. 105), and as will be
discussed in subsequent results and discussion sections, this growth in online consumption has led to
structural and technological shifts in AFL broadcasting. Specifically, in an era of audience
fragmentation driven by a proliferation of delivery methods and changing audience demands (Lotz,
2014, Dittmore and Fields, 2013), the balance of power has swung towards the consumer, with
broadcasters needing to work harder to capture and hold audiences (Corrigan, 2014, p. 51). This
research project will add to the existing literature by investigating informal media use and consumer
motivations, to better understand the nature of the production and consumption of televised sport.

Sports Broadcasting Rights and Their Protection
Audience fragmentation is also partly responsible for driving up the value of sports rights, as live sports
are one of the last program formats able to capture and hold large-scale audiences (Hutchins and
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Rowe, 2012, Maxcy, 2013, McCosker and Dodd, 2013). Live sports are also resistant to time-shifting
(Hutchins and Rowe, 2012, Milne, 2016), making it one of the last remaining bastions of ‘appointment
television’ (Maxcy, 2013, Rowe, 2014d, Rowe, 2014b, Rowe and Hutchins, 2014). Because of these
characteristics, sports rights have famously been used as a ‘battering ram’ to break into new markets,
especially for subscription broadcasters (Nicholson, 2007, Goldsmith, 2015, Milne, 2016, Rowe,
2004b), who monetise the content by placing it behind paywalls, where it is only accessible via an
encrypted subscription (Curtin et al., 2014, Hutchins and Rowe, 2012) and/or online authentication
(Burroughs and Rugg, 2014, Corrigan, 2014, Hutchins, 2011). However, sports rights are also attractive
to free-to-air broadcasters because they attract valuable advertising demographics (Corrigan, 2014,
Schultz and Wei, 2013). Meanwhile, sports organisations generate significant revenues by licensing
their rights to broadcasters (Evens et al., 2013).
However, as indicted, resentful audiences can utilise VPN technology and pirate websites to
resist the broadcaster-consumer relationship (Rowe and Hutchins, 2013, p. 10) and erode the value of
the rights, with pirate streams especially thought to undermine the value of intellectual property and
the ability to monetise that IP (Hutchins, 2011, Flew, 2014, Curtin et al., 2014, Dittmore and Fields,
2013, Flew et al., 2013, Davies, 2015). Where VPN technology and pirate websites threaten to
undermine the monetisation of the IP in sports rights, broadcasters and rights owners will seek to
protect the rights through copyright law, which covers the intellectual property embedded in the
broadcasts of sporting events (Bond, 2013).
The application of copyright to sporting events in Australia has historically been particularly
conservative. For example, in the early 20th century racing clubs and football clubs, “petitioned the
courts and legislature… for copyright protection for information and facts” (ibid., p. 3, emphasis
added), with copyright extended to cover content in racing guides and football programs, even though
the content was factual in nature and therefore would not typically be subject to copyright. Copyright
law is also premised on the elements of fixation and expression in material form, meaning that, for
sporting events, copyright only exists in the recorded broadcast of sporting events (ibid.). The
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elements of fixation and expression in material form make it difficult for sporting organisations to
claim copyright over the spectacle of a live event, and yet sporting organisations continue to lobby for
copyright to cover their evanescent nature of their events (ibid.). Such lobbying has led to the creation
of unique provisions in Australian copyright law, such as it being illegal to broadcast an event from
outside a venue where admission is charged (ibid.). The Optus TV Now case2 further demonstrates
that we have one of the most restrictive copyright regimes in the world, which protects incumbent
interests, raises barriers to entry, prevents the benefits from competition being passed onto
consumers, and has a chilling effect on technological innovation (Davies, 2015, Hutchins, 2016, Giblin,
2012). Despite copyright law needing to balance the interests of rights holders and the public (Flew,
2014), the net effect of these rulings has seen a shift in power towards sporting organisations when
copyright is applied in sport broadcasts Australia (Bond, 2013).
However, as will be demonstrated further in the results and discussion section on regulation,
copyright law is increasingly challenged by the characteristics of the contemporary media
environment. For example, copyright legislation appears unable to effectively police the protection of
IP, especially when copyright regulation varies considerably from country to country (Milne, 2016),
and as digitised content can be so readily shared and moved across global contexts (Hutchins and
Rowe, 2012). Furthermore, the outcome of the Optus TV Now case demonstrates that, especially in
Australia, “the Copyright Act is, and always will be, susceptible to future technologies” (Davies, 2015,
p. 8), and many analysts also suggest pirate websites have negligible effect on the value of sports
rights or ratings (Hutchins, 2011, Hutchins and Rowe, 2012, Fortunato, 2013, Schultz and Wei, 2013).

2

In 2011, Optus launched a service that allowed customers to record free-to-air programs on a cloud server,
which could then be played back on a short delay to mobile devices (Giblin, 2012). The NRL, AFL, and Telstra
(who owned the exclusive online rights to these sports) litigated against Optus on the grounds the
telecommunications carrier had infringed on their ownership of copyright in broadcasts of AFL and NRL games
(Davies, 2015, p. 2-3). In a demonstration of the restrictive nature of copyright law and the power of incumbent
forces in Australia, the Optus TV Now service was ultimately blocked by the Full Federal Court on the grounds it
had infringed in copyright (ibid.). The outcome of the Optus TV Now case had a chilling effect on technological
innovation and competition (Davies, 2015, Hutchins, 2016, Giblin, 2012), demonstrates Australia has one of the
most restrictive copyright regimes in the world (Bond, 2013) that protects incumbent interests, raises barriers
to entry, and prevents the benefits from competition being passed onto consumers, and that especially in
Australia, “the Copyright Act is, and always will be, susceptible to future technologies” (Davies, 2015, p. 8).
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The centrality of copyright to broadcast business models illuminates another concept central
to the research. Path dependency attempts to explain the “accumulation of competences and
activities into a persistent and stable pattern, driven by self-reinforcing processes” (Bergek and
Onufrey, 2013, p. 1263), without reducing those processes into simple determinism (Pierson, 2000).
By analysing “how institutions emerge, persist and resist change” (Hutchins, 2016, p. 705), path
dependency suggests history matters in the trajectory of an organisation (Sydow et al., 2011) due to,
for example, entrenched interests, the normalisation of existing practices, the imperceptibility of
alternatives, and the costs of retooling (Benson 2014, cited in Hutchins, 2016, p. 705). As such, despite
the potential disruption newer media technologies and produsers may represent to broadcasting, “a
notable degree of stability and continuity is still clearly observable in the operation of markets, the
corporate media and telecommunications sectors, and legal systems” (Hutchins, 2016, p. 706).

The Creative Industries and Entrepreneurialism
Aside from the trend towards neoliberalism, many western, industrialised societies are also
experiencing a shift towards what has been variously termed a network society (Castells, 1996), an
information society (Evens et al., 2011), a surveillance society (Athique, 2013), or a post-industrial
society (Nieminen, 2016). While specific definitions may vary, common among these characterisations
is that information and its management is central to social and economic activity (Lunt and
Livingstone, 2012, Davies and Sigthorsson, 2013). This information often takes digitised form (Rowe,
2014c), and its movement has been facilitated by deregulated technological and economic systems
(Lunt and Livingstone, 2012, Curtin et al., 2014, Schultz and Wei, 2013), in turn facilitating commercial
consolidation and the convergence of ownership structures and technologies (Havens and Lotz, 2017,
Rowe and Hutchins, 2014, Nicholson, 2007).
A type of economy that develops alongside this information-rich environment has been
termed the ‘attention economy’ (Lanham, 2006). Thanks to a seemingly omnipresent connectivity and
an ever-increasing number of platforms delivering myriad forms of content, there is a unending
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competition among businesses to capture and retain the attention of the consumer (Hutchins and
Rowe, 2012, Rowe, 2014d). In this type of an environment, an individual’s attention span is a zerosum game: There are only so many hours in the day that a person can spend consuming media. In this
context, compelling content is a cornerstone for business success in the attention economy (Evens et
al., 2011, Seven West Media, 2016), and generating compelling content requires creativity (McIntyre,
2012b). Furthermore, since the foregrounding of neoliberal economic strategies in most western
societies during the 1970’s and 80’s (Smith, 2010, Lunt and Livingstone, 2012), it is through the
exploitation of intellectual property embodied in these forms of content that audiences have been
monetised, and economic prosperity realised (McIntyre, 2013, Vaidhyanathan, 2001, Rowe, 2014b,
Flew, 2014, Flew et al., 2013). Accordingly, the ‘creative industries’ are well positioned to exploit the
commercial opportunities of the attention economy (CIIC, 2013, Doyle, 2016, Mazzarol, 2011). These
industries require creativity to generate forms of content that are “vehicles for symbolic messages,”
and as indicated, contain intellectual property that can be exploited (Davies and Sigthorsson, 2013, p.
1). Therefore, while sports media can be considered part of the cultural industries operating adjacent
to the creative industries, or as its own unique MediaSport industry due to the interdependence and
merging of sports and (especially broadcast) media (Rowe, 2015), the televised broadcasting of AFL
games, and the intellectual property associated with these broadcasts, clearly delineates this research
as a creative industries research project. Television is also included when estimating the contribution
of creative industries to the Australian economy (CIIC, 2013), and it is included when considering how
law reforms will impact the creative industries in Australia (Australian Law Reform Commission, 2013).
Furthermore, while AFL broadcasting could be examined through a cultural industry or MediaSport
prism that would potentially place the cultural aspects of Australian Football under greater scrutiny,
by adopting a creative industry approach the research foregrounds broadcasting and focuses on the
professional activities in this context, such as the decisions made in relation to broadcast coverage,
media regulation, and the changing dynamics in the broadcast sector.
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Creative industries are characterised by unpredictability and a lack of employment security
(Havens and Lotz, 2017, Deuze, 2014), and these characteristics demand that workers in the creative
industries exhibit traits that lead to sound and repeated terms of employment. While cognitive skill
may be required to create novel or enhanced creative industries products (CIIC, 2013, p. 19-20),
academic literature suggests the ability to “blend creativity or innovation with sound management,”
is also necessary, as is the ability to adapt commercial operations and business strategy as the situation
demands (European Commission, 2003, p. 5). To improve the chances of securing gainful employment
in the creative industries, academic literature also suggests agents (and organisations) must be
motivated and resilient (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988a, Zolli and Healy, 2012, Mazzarol, 2011, Invernizzi and
Romenti, 2014), and they need to be able to identify potential gaps in the creative industries that can
be exploited for financial gain (Davies and Sigthorsson, 2013, Mazzarol, 2011). Agents (and
organisations) also need to be able to reinterpret situations of risk as potential opportunities for gain
through the process of risk reversal (Kaufman, 2012), and to utilise social networks to increase the
likelihood of identifying opportunities and source the resources needed to exploit those opportunities
(Barbosa et al., 2009, Invernizzi and Romenti, 2014, Negus and Pickering, 2004, p. 91). Whether innate
or through education and experience, another key is “enterprising behaviour,” which requires:
“initiative, flexibility, strong powers of persuasion, the ability to take acceptable risks, creativity, autonomy,
problem-solving ability, the need for achievement, imagination, leadership, strong belief in making your own
destiny, and the capacity for hard work.” (Gibbs 1988, cited in Mazzarol, 2011, p. 36-37)

Agents (or organisations) who are motivated, resilient, networked, enterprising, and focused on
exploiting gaps are known as entrepreneurs (Mazzarol, 2011, p. 9). Identifying opportunity is a largely
rational search process that involves specialised knowledge and support from institutions such as
education and government, while it largely begins at the individual level, entrepreneurialism can move
“through the organizational level to the macro environment” (ibid., p. 11). However, according to
research, arguably the most important behaviour of entrepreneurs is their capacity for innovation:
“Innovation is central to identifying entrepreneurs and entrepreneurial behaviour, suggesting that successful
entrepreneurs share a commitment to innovation. Innovation as a process of focused change in an enterprise’s
social or economic potential is the tool by which entrepreneurs create wealth.” (ibid., p. 16)
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In this respect, innovation extends beyond technological innovation to include ways of “doing things
better to enhance value to customers, employees and shareholders” (ibid., p. i). Research into
innovation also indicates it is similar, if not the same, as creativity. McIntyre argues Rogers’ (2003)
understanding of innovation is “quite close to recent definitions of ‘creativity’” (2011, p. 4), and the
European Commission essentially considers the processes identical in relation to entrepreneurialism:
“It takes creativity or innovation to enter and compete in an existing market, to change or even create a new
market. To turn a business idea into success requires the ability to blend creativity or innovation with sound
management and to adapt a business to optimise its development during all phases of its life cycle.” (European
Commission, 2003, p. 5)

Creative activity can also be facilitated by clusters, where proximity to others engaged in similar
creative processes drives creative behaviour through increased productivity, efficiency, and the
creation of new businesses and groups (Porter, 1998). The personal interaction of exchanges may
deliver not only economic benefits, but also the satisfaction from the personal interaction, such as:
“acknowledgement, attention, acceptance, respect, reputation, status, power, intimacy, love, friendship, kinship,
sociability. To wrap it all into one term, interaction is driven by the grant and pursuit of regard.” (Offer, 1997, p.
451)

Agents who demonstrate creative or innovative behaviour are accordingly valued in the creative
industries, as those industries are defined by inputs of human creativity (Davies and Sigthorsson, 2013,
p. 1), and as indicated above, AFL broadcasting is a creative industry. In this context, the research
project investigates if these entrepreneurial traits are identifiable in AFL broadcasting, as their
utilisation may give an agent or an organisation a competitive advantage in the industry.
Various modes of entrepreneurialism are also relevant to this research project. For example,
‘social entrepreneurship’ attempts to address “issues in the domains of education, environment, fair
trade, health and human rights” (Mair and Noboa, 2006, p. 121). More importantly, entrepreneurial
behaviour that takes place within large organisations has been termed “Intrapreneurialism” (Invernizzi
and Romenti, 2014, p. 215). Through “the continuous evaluation of new potentialities and ideas,” the
intrapreneur seeks to align and coalesce the various resources of a large organization in order to
exploit market potentialities (ibid., p. 215), and who are “given the freedom to create and market their
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own ideas… [to] make things happen” and create a competitive advantage for their company
(Mazzarol, 2011, p. 111). As AFL broadcasting takes place in the context of large organisations, the
concept of intrapreneurship features throughout the project.

Football Fandom
An investigation into AFL fandom adds a cultural studies component to the case study that
complements the political economy investigation into the machinations of the AFL broadcasting
industry. A significant amount of research has been undertaken into football fandom and this research
adds to the discipline of media and communications. For example, Cornel Sandvoss argues that
“fandom has to be analysed as a form of consumption and hence as a form of communication,” with
fans communicating “their social, cultural and ideological position” via their consumption choices
when supporting a football club (2003, p. 31). Furthermore, fandom contributes to identity and
community acceptance (Jenkins, 2013), and football clubs “serve as spaces of self-projection”
(Sandvoss, 2003, p. 35), where fans can project and read their own history and value system into the
football club, so they can have that history and value system reflected onto themselves. A study of
fandom based on the researcher’s support of the Sydney Swans will also attempt to break down the
moral dualism between fandom and academia that has historically existed in fandom research.
According to Hills, to establish their “imagined subjectivity,” fans and academics have othered one
another, where valued traits and guiding discourses of the imagined subject are ascribed to those
within a given fan or academic community, while those outside are denigrated (2002, p. 3).
Various taxonomies of sports fandom have also been conceptualised in academic literature.
Samra and Wos classify sports fans as belonging to one of three groups – the Temporary Fan, the
Devoted Fan, and the Fanatical Fan – with each category associated with increasing levels of group
affiliation, emotional stimulation, self-identity, and information acquisition (2014). Similarly, Funk and
James proposed the Psychological Continuum Model (PCM) (2001), to describe the “four stages of the
psychological connections people develop in the process of becoming a fan; awareness, attention,
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attachment, and allegiance” (cited in de Groot and Robinson, 2008, p. 121). Meanwhile, Guilianotti
argues there are four classifications of football spectators: Supporters, Followers, Fans, and the
Flâneur (2002). Unlike the previous linear taxonomies, Guilianotti’s model is quadrant based, with
spectators fitting into categories based on a ‘traditional vs consumer’ axis, and ‘hot vs cold’ axis:

Figure 2: Contemporary spectator identities (Giulianotti, 2002, p. 31).

According to the model, “Traditional” spectators have a local association with their team, while
Consumers “have a more market-centred relationship as reflected in the centrality of consuming club
products” (ibid., p. 31). Meanwhile, hot loyalty is associated with “intense kinds of identification and
solidarity with the club,” while cool loyalty is the inverse (ibid., p. 31).
Alternative modes of understanding sports fandom exist. Since the 1970s, social identity
theory, which “examines how group memberships shape a person’s self-image,” have been used to
theorise sports fandom (Hirshon, 2020, p. 172). However, Osborne and Sarver Coombs suggest social
identity theory fails to capture fans who do not fit within “predefined norms of behaviour” (2013, p.
672), and accordingly, they introduced Performative Sport Fandom theory to understand sports
fandom. Performative Sport Fandom states that:
“individuals become sport fans through the performance of fandom. Those performances are socially constructed
and vary based on context and audience. Furthermore, fan identity interacts in interesting and important ways
with other identities such as gender, race, sexual orientation, socio-economic class and nationality… To understand
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the interaction of identities, we must examine similarities and differences in performances among various fan
groups.” (ibid., p. 677)

Nonetheless, some elements consistently appear throughout football fandom research. Football fans
highly value their football fan identity, the sense of belonging it provides, and the importance it plays
in their lives, often to the point of questioning if “this passion for football is too dominant,” given the
conflict it can create with others and the pain and anguish it can cause when the team loses (Parry,
2012, p. 246). Football fandom also requires a defence of the ‘authenticity’ of the fandom, and fans
can become dependent on the object of their fandom for meaning (i.e., the football club), lessening
the control the fan has over that part of their identity, and impacting other identities of the self the
fan may hold (Carter, 2016).
Similarly, a substantial amount of research has focused on the idiosyncrasies of AFL fandom.
Matthew Klugman has variously found AFL fans to liken their fandom to religion and seasonal
devotion, and characterised by emotion and anger (2006). AFL fans have also been found to display
elements of catharsis in the tragic suffering associated with a memorable defeat, and gain pleasure
from righting a perceived wrong in subsequent victories (Klugman, 2008, p. 113). To assert their own
sense of identity against imagined norms, AFL fans negotiate popular memories and the class
mythologies associated with their club and others, often through humorous narratives (Walsh, 2015).
Similarly, AFL fans have also been found to customise their consumption and engagement with the
game to suit their own interests, personal narratives, and family dynamics, which “reveals fan
encounters with the AFL to be complex, tentative, and mobile” (Balcaite, 2018, p. 480).
In the Australian context, fan socialisation is influenced by friends and parents, while males
are more likely to engage in sport fandom behaviour than females (Melnick and Wann, 2010). For
females, becoming an AFL fan is likely to be the result of either socialisation by the family, developing
an appreciation over time, attending a game, or influenced by their partner (Mewett and Toffoletti,
2008, Mewett and Toffoletti, 2011). However, AFL fandom potentially limits the involvement of
female fans. By celebrating male athletes and placing them “at the centre of popular culture,” AFL
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reproduces “gender and sexuality in ways that frequently disempower girls and women” (Klugman,
2012, p. 425). For example, while AFL fans have shown strong support for equality initiatives such as
an annual Pride Game, evidence also suggests homophobia can still be found among fans, “and the
media, particularly social media, can be a platform for its expression” (Sherwood et al., 2020, p. 546).
Similarly, many fans consider the “spectre of crying players” to be “a powerful psychic betrayal” of
manhood associated with AFL (Boucher, 2015, p. 1560). Furthermore, female AFL fans have historically
had their perceived subjectivity as fans reduced to an assumed sexual desire of players (Klugman,
2012), or have taken on masculine characteristics to be accepted in fan communities (Symons, 2019).
By acting this way, female football fans are complicit in recreating structures that subordinate their
gender in fandom (Dixon, 2015). However, contemporary female AFL fans are finding space to “judge
players not for who they are but how they perform, to demand that footy players sacrifice their bodies
for them, and to publicly abuse them when they fail” (Klugman, 2012, p. 425).

Researching Sport
Early forays into the sociology of sport have been noted for being structurally deterministic or overly
romantic in their approach, with critics subsequently advocating for theoretical approaches to sports
sociology that acknowledge both the “liberating and constraining” aspects of sport, particularly within
the context of capitalist societies (Horne and Jary, 1987, p. 103). As will be discussed in the
methodology chapter, structuration theory seeks to overcome the foregrounding of either structure
and agency, instead emphasising their interdependency (Giddens, 1984), and structuration theory
similarly foregrounds a ‘dialectic of control’ in all social systems, where:
“dominant groups have access to superior resources to achieve outcomes, [while] subordinate groups never
completely lack resources to resist or redirect domination.” (Horne and Jary, 2004, p. 134)

This research project will accordingly explore how dominant groups in AFL broadcasting use their
access to allocative and authoritative resources to achieve beneficial outcomes, while consumers
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never completely lack the ability to redirect domination through their disposable income and
attention choices.
Horne and Jary also argue that structuration theory can be used for investigating the intended
and unintended outcomes of social encounters in sport, to reconcile the variety of consumer choice
with the dominance of global media corporations in the globalisation of sports, and in researching
identity and lifestyle choices in relation to sport (2004). This research project will accordingly
demonstrate how the agency of AFL fans can contribute to their continued subordination, how fans,
AFL broadcasters, and regulators deploy resources to assert their position in the globalisation of AFL
broadcasting, and how AFL fans negotiate structure and agency to develop their identify and make
lifestyle choices as AFL fans.
Despite structuration theory not having previously been applied extensively to the sociology
of sport (Horne and Jary, 2004, p. 130, Dixon, 2015, p. 638), several previous studies demonstrate how
a sociological theory like structuration can be adapted for the study of contemporary media sport. As
mentioned, by drawing on the seemingly banal encounters of female football fans, Dixon uses
structuration theory to examine female gender subordination in football fandom cultures (2015, p.
636). Specifically, Dixon examines how the structures surrounding female football fans at an early age
enable them to become football fans, while at the same time, those female football fans are
positioned as subordinate in football fandom culture by the conditions of their surroundings:
“the findings demonstrate how, through personal encounters, female fans actually contribute to subordinate
cultural positioning by adopting masculine norms (e.g. becoming one of the lads)… and outcasting the behaviour
of groups of [female football fans] that refuse to comply. To be a ‘real fan’, participants suggest that one must
embrace the masculine characteristics and ‘banter’ that has history and authenticity.” (ibid., p. 648)

In an earlier study, Dixon similarly used structuration theory to explore how football fandom is neither
exclusively the result of macro-level structures nor micro-level agency, instead analysing how the
trivial practices of football fans were influenced by and contributed to the reproduction of social
structures (2011). While rules and allocative and authoritative resources all contribute to the lived
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experience of football fandom, Dixon concludes that perhaps the most important element to
understanding football fans are their routinised social interactions:
“The evidence presented here… illuminates the multiple social functions that football support can engender. For
example, routinized actions were shown to establish and reaffirm relationships; act as markers of masculinity;
increase knowledgeability; reaffirm authenticity; and finally, contribute to the ontological security of the football
fan.” (ibid., p. 293)

Dixon also advocates for further research into “new interaction patterns” in football fandom,
especially in relation to the use of the internet (2011, p. 294), and while not being the primary focus
of this research project, the data and analysis nonetheless records football fandom practices as they
relate to the broadcast consumption of football, including the online consumption of live AFL games.
Webster also applies structuration theory to public attention in media markets, arguing that
“public attention is the result of a structurational process in which institutions and users mutually
construct the media environment” (2011, p. 43). For example, media organisations will deploy market
information measures such as ratings to structure their agency in programming decisions, while
individuals will deploy user information measures such as search and recommendation tools to
structure their agency in consumption decisions (ibid., p. 49-50). In this way, Webster demonstrates
how, rather than atomised individuals, it is socially constructed aggregates rendered visible by public
measures that enable the duality of structure in the media marketplace (ibid., p. 48-49), and
accordingly, this research project will treat AFL broadcasting markets in a similar fashion. Webster also
suggests the increasing precision of surveillance technologies should allow media organisations to give
audiences what they want, when they want it (ibid., p. 59). However, if “giving people what they want”
governs agency in the digital media environment, then Webster concludes “we should do a better job
of understanding the factors that shape [people’s] desires and actions” (ibid., p. 60). In this context,
this research project will examine in part the factors that shape the desires and actions of AFL fans,
which in turn should lead to the creation and delivery of content and services in the AFL broadcasting
industry that better address the desires and actions of AFL fans.

36

Some analysts also argue sport hasn’t been treated with the same reverence in academic
literature as other cultural products such as news, music, film, minority arts, leisure activities, and
online content (Boyle and Whannel, 2010, Hutchins and Rowe, 2012, Warde, 2006). However, sport
requires academic attention for several reasons. From a political economy perspective, elite sport
serves the ideology of the capitalist class by operating as an “opiate of the masses,” working to distract
us from “more pressing social and political issues” and by subordinating labour to “rationalisation,
specialisation, measurement and sale” (Corrigan, 2014, p. 45). Sport reinforces structural inequalities
and stereotypes, especially in terms of race, gender, sexuality, and ethnicity (Keon Yoo et al., 2013,
Wenner, 1998, Rowe, 2014c), while investigation into the “meanings associated with mediated sport
texts” provides insights into the power relations and priorities within a culture (Wenner, 1998, p. 5).
In this respect, it could be suggested sport and the media have become so interdependent in
some western societies they are inseparable; the media provides tremendous amounts of revenue
and promotion for sport, while sport provides valuable content for the media in capturing audiences
in an era of increasing fragmentation (Wenner, 1998, Nicholson, 2007, Rowe, 2014c, Rowe and
Hutchins, 2013, Rowe and Hutchins, 2014, Rowe, 2016a). Mediated sport, moreover, is a useful tool
for analysing globalisation. Sports’ global and diasporic audiences consume cultural and symbolic
flows of content via converged information communication technologies that crystallise time-space
compression, while such transnational consumption simultaneously undermines the role and
authority of discrete nation-states (Nieminen, 2016, Rowe and Hutchins, 2014).
Sport can be further investigated based on the role it plays in technological innovation, and
on the decisions made in the production process. Milne demonstrates how increasing demand for
sports content from broadcasters, and the need to differentiate sport presentation between
broadcasters, has driven technological innovation (2016). The acquisition of sports broadcasting rights
by new industry players can further drive innovation, as content delivery and audience measurement
on non-traditional platforms demand original technologies and metrics (Hutchins and Rowe, 2009b,
Hutchins, 2016). Finally, the decisions made by those involved in the production of texts are of
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particular interest for the purposes of this research project. Executive-level decisions influence how
sport is presented and consumed, and impact sports capacity to construct our ‘culture’; yet little is
known about what takes place within boardrooms when these decisions are made (Milne, 2016). In
part, this research project will aim at unmasking the motivations behind this inadequately understood
decision-making process.
Sport also demands investigation from a cultural studies perspective. Shirato and Yell argue
sport should be investigated because it is “being used by greater numbers of people” compared with
idealised forms of “high culture (ballet, opera, poetry)” (1996, p. 158). The meanings and practices
attached to sport consumption may also inform reception studies. Gantz and Lewis demonstrate that
emergent media devices open up a whole new array of motivations and meanings about how sport is
consumed by the contemporary sports fan, and how these newer practices are often intertwined with
traditional media sports consumption (2014). With the contours of the AFL broadcasting and gaps in
the literature now clearly established, two issues emerge as key sites for investigation. These issues
are specifically articulated in the next chapter.
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Chapter 3 – Research Topics
The literature review demonstrates that two central issues in AFL broadcasting warrant investigation.
Firstly, the tensions arising from the changing conditions in the sports broadcasting sector must be
examined and understood. Secondly, how might the entrepreneurial mindset be able to exploit the
opportunities that emerge because of these tensions in this creative industry. The mindset of an
entrepreneur can be applied to those inside the industry, such as producers and executive agents, and
those outside the industry, such as AFL fans and produsers. As sport can provide instantaneous
representation of a nation’s culture (Rowe, 2004a), and given the amount of money invested in
broadcast rights (Schultz and Wei, 2013), any new findings are imperative for best business practices,
the formation of government policy, and how sports organisations enter the rights negotiation
process. Furthermore, given the relationship between sport broadcasting and technological
innovation (Milne, 2016), the research may foreshadow the factors involved in the adoption of
technological innovations, while an investigation into the consumption habits of the socially-situated
AFL fan may reveal the meanings attached to the practice of consuming sport (Hutchins and Rowe,
2012). Accordingly, the primary research statement and research questions for this project are:
RS: “The AFL broadcasting and digital sectors are challenged by changes taking place in society
and culture.”
RQ1: “Referring to structuration and creative systems theory, what are the major tensions in
the AFL broadcasting and digital sectors which arise from these challenges?”
RQ2: “Referring to entrepreneurialism and intrapreneurialism, how can agents in the AFL
broadcasting and digital sectors exploit the creative and innovative opportunities arising from
these tensions?”

The theoretical perspectives of structuration theory and the systems model of creativity will be
explained in detail in the following section, which outlines the research methodology.
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Chapter 4 – Methodology
Having identified the key issues which need to be explored in AFL broadcasting, the following chapter
outlines the means of investigating these issues so they can be objectively addressed. Accordingly, the
chapter outlines the research method, theoretical frameworks used to interpret the data, advantages
and disadvantages of this approach, the data collection and analysis process, and how the data will be
reported. This chapter also explains how the researcher’s position aligns with the research design.

Ontology and Epistemology
The researcher’s ontological and epistemological position could broadly be described as social
constructionist (Crotty, 2003). Because of their personal and professional experience, and their
trajectory through tertiary education, the researcher believes not all texts are experienced the same
way, and that universal social and cultural norms are difficult to achieve. Instead, the researcher
believes the world and the social relations within it are experienced relatively. Constructionists locate
themselves between positivism and subjectivism (McIntyre, 2012a), where meaning emerges from a
creative interplay of the agent’s personal experience and interpretation of the world around them,
while the world is also an active part of the meaning making process (Weerakkody, 2009, Crotty,
2003). Constructionism is “a genuinely historical and social perspective… [that] embraces the whole
gamut of meaningful reality,” regardless of whether the nature of the object is natural or social (Crotty,
2003, p. 54). Moreover, social constructionism considers the socially bounded elements to
interpretations of the world, and uses them to critically expose power relations and ideologies that
shape meaning making through a constant state of revision (Crotty, 2003, p. 64, Grix, 2010, p. 61). This
allows the researcher to widen their understanding of the world, “seeing them as historically and
culturally effected interpretations rather than eternal truths of some kind” (Crotty, 2003, p. 64).
The researcher’s position is both inside and outside the area of study. Five years employment
within the sports broadcasting environment, and four-and-a-half year’s employment within the
governing body of a sport has given the researcher an insider’s perspective of elite sports

40

administration and broadcasting. The researcher is also inside the topic from a consumption
perspective, identifying as a devoted fan (Samra and Wos, 2014), with a level of psychological
attachment to an AFL team – the Sydney Swans – somewhere between attachment and allegiance (de
Groot and Robinson, 2008). The researcher’s fandom of the Sydney Swans began around the age of 7,
and they have been a paid member of the club in 2010, and from 2019 to 2022. Over 37 years of
fandom, the researcher has attended dozens of games in person, and consumed countless more on
television. In terms of the distribution and consumption of AFL broadcasting, the researcher considers
themselves to be digitally literate, moderately affluent, aware of the institutionalised nature of
production, and offended when unfairly exploited. The researcher also identifies as an early majority
adopter of broadcast innovations, especially subscription video on-demand services.1
However, the researcher is also outside the study area, having been removed from the
broadcast and elite sports environment long enough to realise that the practices and experiences of
people inside those institutions have likely evolved. The researcher has also never been party to
executive-level decision-making at the heart of this case study, and the researcher has never worked
in industry regulation or government. Regarding consumption practices, the researcher is outside the
research area and because they do not identify as a fanatical fan (Samra and Wos, 2014), and the
attachment to the Sydney Swans is tempered by geographical distance from Sydney, and other nonfootball interests. In respect to the distribution and consumption of AFL broadcasting, the researcher
does not qualify as an early adopter or innovator of new technology, nor is significantly motivated
enough to resist the commercialisation of their personal fandom to consume pirated content.

Methodology
To understand the tensions and opportunities in AFL broadcasting, an investigation is required into
the choices made by the individuals at the core of the system. Understanding the experiences of these

1

See Appendix 2 for an explanation of how the researcher came to identify as an early majority adopter of
innovations.
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agents, and the factors that influence them, suggests a qualitative research methodology is needed
(Daymon and Holloway, 2011, p. 104-105). A qualitative case study is the most appropriate
methodology for this particular research topic because it will investigate a complex bounded
contemporary system, where there is no clear delineation between the phenomenon and its context
(Daymon and Holloway, 2011, Yin, 2009), and where views can be tested “directly in relation to
phenomena as they unfold in practice” (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 82). The proximity between the case study
and the wealth of details found in real-life situations also helps develop a nuanced view of reality,
where human behaviour cannot be simply reduced to “the rule-governed acts found at the lowest
levels of the learning process and in much theory” (ibid., p. 72). In this context, AFL broadcasting
cannot be easily separated from the context of the AFL and the broadcasters in terms of time, location,
personnel, and organisation.
By studying the principle agents in their natural surroundings, case studies aim to advance our
understanding about human beings (Robson, 2011) to achieve “an interpretive understanding of
human, organisational, and societal communication and experiences” (Daymon and Holloway, 2011,
p. 106, emphasis added). The fieldwork involved in in-depth case studies can also reveal how “the
field” can be a powerful and coercive force that cannot be avoided (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 82-83).
Organisational case studies are especially relevant in this instance, as they can reveal “best practices,
policy implementation and evaluation… management and organisational issues, organisational
cultures, [and] processes of change and adaptation” (Robson, 2011, p. 138). Furthermore, as case
studies typically involve participant observation (Yin, 2009), and as a case study into AFL broadcasting
includes the consumption of AFL games, cataloguing the researcher’s fandom as a consumer of AFL
games on television constitutes the observation of a participant in AFL broadcasting.
This type of personal, introspective research is open to many criticisms. When carried out as
autoethnography in the field of anthropology, the researcher’s intimacy with the subject raises critical
questions of objectivity, of overlooking everyday behaviours, of bias in collecting, analysing, and
reporting information, of neglecting of other research tools, and of failing to recognise the problems
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of “studying a group of people as a native insider” (Hayano, 1979, p. 99-102). In this context,
autoethnography cannot claim to be reliable research unless it describes “why the [personal]
experience is meaningful and culturally significant”, and can reflexively consider this personal
experience in relation to theoretical frameworks and other forms of data collection (Manning and
Adams, 2015, p. 205). Insider research also raises ethical questions, as researchers must decide if and
how to publish data that describes illegal practices (Hayano, 1979, p. 102, Manning and Adams, 2015,
p. 205), and if and how they can protect the identity of the actors being described in the research
(Delamont, 2007). The bias of the researcher is believed to be of particular concern, as the researcher’s
own beliefs and their influence over the behaviour of other participants is seen to impact the data
collection and analysis (Iacono et al., 2009, p. 41, Schwartz and Schwartz, 1955, p. 352). Delamont is
especially scathing of autoethnography, saying it does not move the discipline of sociology forward as
it is overly experiential, lacks analytic process and real-world data collection, privileges powerful
groups, results in narcissistic navel-gazing, and is an abuse of the privilege of being a qualitative
sociologist (2007).
However, there are many reasons why subjective research methods can generate valid
academic findings. For example, autoethnography recognises that the personal experience of the
researcher is not easily separated from social contexts, and accordingly, their “personal experience
becomes a valid, viable, and vital kind of data from which to make meaning” (Manning and Adams,
2015, p. 190-192). The insider access and knowledge of autoethnography research chronicles the
researcher’s feelings of empathy and emotions that outsiders cannot grasp, while familiarity with the
subject mitigates “the potentially devastating effects of environmental change and culture shock”
practical advantages of the (Hayano, 1979, p. 101-102). Autoethnography can also ground complex
theories in lived experience, and has the added benefit of interdisciplinarity, as it combines ideas
across social scientific and humanistic research (ibid., p. 102), and because it records the choices
involved in social interactions, autoethnography can also reveal the moral dimension to lived
experience (Tedlock, 1991, p. 72). Autoethnography allows researchers to describe how they relate to
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texts as an audience member, and articulate the “processes that contribute to the production” of texts
(Manning and Adams, 2015, p. 199-200), and similarly, autoethnography can reveal the socially
constructed nature of identity, and how identity and meaning relates to perceptions of authenticity
and behaviour (Carter, 2016, p. 1668-1669). In the context of sports fans, Parry also argues that
quantitative measures used to identify fan behaviour can propagate negative stereotypes of sports
fans as somehow abnormal, and are “devoid of human feeling or emotion” that do not reflect the
reality of being a sports fan, as “being a sports fan is all about emotion and the experience of
supporting ‘your’ team” (2012, p. 239). The researchers blog demonstrates many characteristics of an
autoethnography. It combined social research theories with the techniques “associated with genres
of life writing”, and it involved traditional autoethnography techniques, such as the researching of
archival material and the recording of social interactions and participation in “community life” to
generate insights (Manning and Adams, 2015, p. 189).
The researcher’s blog also demonstrated traits of a reflective journal, another widely accepted
qualitative research technique, and in such journals, researchers are encouraged to talk about
themselves, and their choices, actions, and experiences (Ortlipp, 2008, p. 695). Self-reflective journals
highlight personal subjectivities and assumptions that may otherwise have gone unnoticed if a purely
‘objective’ framework is applied by the researcher (ibid., p. 695), as it exposes “our own thought
processes, values, prejudices and habitual actions, as if we were onlookers” (Bolton, 2005, p. 7).
Accordingly, reflective journals can articulate the “the constructed nature of research outcomes” that
lie in the choices and decisions made during research (Ortlipp, 2008, p. 695), and by making the
researcher’s ‘baggage’ visible, it becomes open to scrutiny, and not seen as something to control or
account for as a perceived bias in the research (Ortlipp, 2008, p. 698, Bolton, 2005, p. 7). Furthermore,
the overall academic value of research involving reflective journals is enhanced by:
“The experience of the practitioner, [while] the reliability of the findings is increased by the credibility of the
researcher as an industry insider ... During the course of the research project, the lead author becomes more critical
and reflective, increasingly aware of [their] reflecting in action, and better able to reflect upon [their] reflection in
action and articulate the tacit knowledge. The use of self enables the reader to understand how the knowledge
has been constructed and to better evaluate the research findings.” (Iacono et al., 2009, p. 45)
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Accordingly, and perhaps most importantly, reflective journals require practitioners to consider “their
patterns of action, on the situations in which they are performing. And on the know-how implicit in
their performance” (Schön, 1983, p. 55, emphasis added). As such, reflective journals can reveal the
tacit knowledge (ibid., p. 54) or practical consciousness (Giddens, 1984, p. xxiii) that agents carry with
them in various social contexts, which can otherwise be difficult to identify or articulate.
Furthermore, the participant observation required of case study research (Iacono et al., 2009,
Yin, 2009) typically demands that the researcher become intimately familiar with the observed,
inevitably leading to a degree of subjectivity in the collection and analysis of data. For example,
Schwartz and Schwartz suggest active participant observation is conducive to “self-observation”, and
that the researcher should maximize their “participation with the observed… [and] attempt to
integrate [their] role with other roles in the social situation,” so they can experience and understand
what they are observing (1955, p. 349-350). Similarly, it can be argued the type of knowledge
generated by “becoming immersed in, and part of the phenomenon under study” is also a desired
outcome of participant observation in case studies (Iacono et al., 2009, p. 40-43), so researchers can
appreciate the behaviour and perspectives “which characterize social actors (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 8384). Giddens (1982) equally argues that “generating descriptions of social activity” assumes
researchers have the skills needed to participate in the activities they are describing, involving “mutual
knowledge” shared between “observer and participants whose action constitutes and reconstitutes
the social world” (cited in Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 83-84). However, the researcher is not given free reign,
and they must manage the collection and analysis of data without compromising their objectivity and
rigour in participant observation (Schwartz and Schwartz, 1955, p. 349, Iacono et al., 2009, p. 41).
Accordingly, in this research project, the researcher maintained their objectivity by analysing the blog
according to the same criteria and process applied to other documents and artefacts in the research,
and by having the supervisors examine the blog and the findings to generate intercoder reliability.
In summary, the subjective documentation of fan experiences undertaken by the researcher
in this research project is the same basic technique as that generated by reflective journals and
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autoethnography seen in disciplines such as educational research and anthropology. The insider
knowledge generated by this subjective research technique yields the intimate understanding of
context and experience demanded of participant observation in case studies, and accordingly, the
researcher’s blog in this instance can be considered subjective participant observation. As a discipline,
communication has always been known for its interdisciplinarity (McIntyre, 2012a). The unique
subjective participant observation data collection and analysis method undertaken in this research
project is potentially another iteration of such interdisciplinarity.
Finally, Yin also advocates for case studies in situations where ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions need
to be answered (2009). The first research topic – using structuration and creative systems theory,
identify the major tensions that exist inside the AFL broadcasting and digital industry – may appear to
lend itself to quantitative data collection such as surveys, but this question can be cast into qualitative
terms, if the question is used as “a justifiable rationale for conducting an exploratory study” (ibid., p.
9). In this exploratory sense, this case study attempts to find out What can we learn about the tensions
inside the AFL broadcasting and digital industry? As the second research question is How might an
entrepreneurial mindset exploit the creative and innovative opportunities that arise from these
tensions?, the case study is again appropriate, as a ‘how’ question is being addressed.

Theoretical Frameworks
Meese and Podkalicka argue that broadcasting rights research has historically been dominated by
political economy approaches (2015), and accordingly many compelling examples of this approach
exist (Evens et al., 2013, Corrigan, 2014, Milne, 2016). Meanwhile, and as outlined in the literature
review, an emerging field of research stemming from cultural studies is focused on the meanings
attached to texts at the point of consumption, and the context in which that consumption takes place
(David and Millward, 2012, Hirshon, 2020, Kerr, 2014). While both political economy and cultural
studies approaches have yielded considerable insight into the production and consumption of
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televised sport respectively, both approaches are limited in how comprehensively they can explain
the production, distribution, and consumption of sport on television.
However, by investigating the rules, resources, practices, conventions, networks, and power
relationships across AFL broadcasting, the systems model of creativity (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988b) and
structuration theory (Giddens, 1979, Giddens, 1984) may provide a more systematic understanding of
sports broadcasting which covers both political economy and cultural studies approaches. According
to Csikszentmihalyi (1988b), creativity is an emergent process, resulting from the interaction between
an agent, the field, and the domain. Briefly, the domain incorporates “the culture, the conventions,
and the knowledges” of a particular area (McIntyre, 2007, p. 87), while the field includes “all those
who can affect the structure of a domain” such as gatekeepers (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988b, p. 330), and
an agent is an individual or group of people capable of bringing about change in the system (ibid.).
Creativity occurs when an agent acquires knowledge from the domain, who then using this knowledge,
introduces a “novel variation” into the system, which is then “selected by the field for inclusion in the
domain” (ibid., p. 315).
In developing structuration theory, Giddens primary aim was to “put an end” to pre-existing
views in sociology that exclusively foregrounded either the subjective agent or the objective structure
(1984, p. 2). Instead, Giddens sought to understand how social practices are ordered across time and
space via the recursive nature of human social activities, and how “through their activities, agents
reproduce the conditions that make these activities possible” (ibid., p. 2). Accordingly, the premise of
structuration theory is that agency and structure are intertwined: Agency relies on structure for it to
happen, and those actions recreate the structure, so it persists over time. In this way, structures are
both the “medium and outcomes of the practices they recursively organise” (ibid., p. 25).
Agents in structuration theory are defined by their capacity to make decisions and act in a
particular context, and the ability to influence a set of circumstances also implies causal power,
including power over others (ibid., p. 9-15). However, power is never unilateral in structuration theory,
flowing from the top-down over subordinate others. Instead, a ‘dialectic of control’ exists in social
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systems, where relationships of dependence exist between different groups, and this dependence will
“offer some resources whereby those who are subordinate can influence the activities of their
superiors” (ibid., p. 16). For example, this research project will demonstrate how, despite being
subject to the power of cultural gatekeepers within AFL broadcasting, fans are able to exert their
power over those gatekeepers by deciding what to do with their disposable income and attention.
Agents in structuration theory are also defined by their reflexive knowledgeability, which is
the “monitored character” of social life, and intrinsic to the “recursive ordering of social practices”
(ibid., p. 3), and by their “practical consciousness”, or the unquestioned tacit knowledge agents
acquire as they go through daily life “about how to ‘go on’ in the contexts of social life” (ibid., p. xxiixxiii). Practical consciousness also connects structuration theory to other academically robust
theories, as it is remarkably similar to the tacit knowledge that Schön refers to when conceptualising
the reflective practitioner (Schön, 1983, p. 54), and the habitus Bourdieu refers to in the field of
cultural production (Bourdieu, 1993, Horne and Jary, 2004).
According to structuration theory, structure refers to the social properties that allow “the
‘binding’ of… social systems” across time and space, and which make it possible for similar social
practices to occur (Giddens, 1984, p. 17). Structures are constituted by two essential elements: rules
and resources. Rules are social and tacit in nature, learned over time and embedded in the practical
consciousness of agents, and which apply normative frameworks to language, practices, and roles in
particular contexts so they can be produced and reproduced over time (ibid., p. 17-23). Resources are
either allocative, which refers to the “objects, goods, or material phenomena” that acquire value when
they are incorporated into social systems, or authoritative, which is the “transformative capacity [to
generate] command” over other people (ibid., p. 33). Giddens also argues a society can be identified
by its structural principles, which reflect the most deeply embedded practices that reproduce the
society (ibid., p. 17), and in this context, the research project will argue the structural principles in AFL
broadcasting are neoliberalism and the myth of egalitarianism, which reflect and recreate the broader
structural principles of Australian society. However, an important revelation of structuration theory is

48

that structure is a “virtual order” that only exists in the enacting of social practices “as memory traces
orienting the conduct of knowledgeable human agents” (ibid., p. 17). Accordingly, structure should
not be considered separate from social action, as:
“the rules and resources drawn upon in the production and reproduction of social action are at the same time the
means of system reproduction.” (ibid., p. 19)

This is what Giddens calls the “duality of structure” (ibid., p. 19), and accordingly, structure is “always
both constraining and enabling” (ibid., p. 25). Giddens also argues that identifying the constraining
properties of a structure also requires an understanding of an agent’s motivation in a particular
context, as the constraining properties of a structure are only perceived as such because of the agent’s
motives and reasons (ibid., p. 309).
As the above suggests, a key to structuration theory is the routine of social interaction, and
Giddens calls routine “the prime expression of the duality of structure” (ibid., p. 282). Routine provides
ontological security for agents and is grounded in their practical consciousness and reflexive
monitoring of action, so they can go about their daily life (ibid., p. xxiii-xxiv), and routines also reflect
moments of control and power over resources (ibid., p. xxi-xxxii). Routines are also integral to social
institutions. Specifically, what might initially be seen as a trivial routine social exchange takes on far
more significance in structuration theory, as it represents “the institutionalised features of social
systems” (ibid., p. 86), and binds the “‘fixity’ of institutions” to social reproduction (ibid., p. 72).
Structuration theory has several identifiable strengths. Firstly, while it seemingly focuses on
how social systems are recreated over time, it also accounts for how change takes place. For example,
whether it is an outcome of conscious planning or completely unintended, agents can “modify their
conduct and that of others in such a way as to reshape” structures (ibid., p. 178). Giddens further
indicates that “large-scale episodes” involving sequences of change can affect a society and its
institutions (ibid., p. 244). This research project will accordingly demonstrate how COVID-19, digital
transformation, and neoliberalism may be considered examples of large-scale episodes prompting
change within media and sport institutions in Australian society.
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Structuration theory can also be applied to organisation-level analysis, which is critical for this
research project. Giddens suggests organisations are “decision-making units” (Touraine, 1977, cited
in Giddens, 1984, p. 203), where the “conditions of system reproduction looms large in the continuity
of day-to-day practices” of reflexive self-regulating agents, who collect and control of information
(Giddens, 1984, p. 200). Furthermore, the storage of information within organisations requires medias
of representation, retrieval, and dissemination, which depends on the “skills of interpretation that
may be possessed by only a minority” of the population (ibid., p. 261). In this context, the research
project will demonstrate how AFL broadcasting agents restrict access to the AFL broadcasting
agreement and use specialised knowledge to exert their power, and how the information in this
document ties together authoritative and allocative resources “in reproduced structures of
domination” that reflect and recreate major structural principles (ibid., p. 262).
However, structuration theory has its limitations. Many writers suggest the theory overstates
the ability of individuals to reshape structures, as some social structures are not easily transformed by
social action (Kaspersen, 2000, Tucker, 1998, Archer, 1982, cited in Haralambos et al., 2013).
Structuration theory has also been criticised for failing to sufficiently ground its observations in
empirical research, for having idealistic elements, and for how it conceptualises agency and structure
(Horne and Jary, 2004, p. 141). However, Horne and Jary also counter these criticisms by arguing that
no theory can “entirely resolve the methodological issues surrounding agency and structure”,
concluding that “Giddens provides the best available general framework to relate flexibly to the
difficulties involved” (ibid., p. 141-142). These criticisms have nonetheless been accounted for when
adapting structuration theory for use in this project by not overextending its application, by
buttressing structuration theory with other academically sound theories, by examining the social
relations of 37 participants within institutional settings and broader sociocultural contexts, and by
reaching measured findings. For example, the research project only applies structuration theory at the
level of “analysis of strategic conduct” (Giddens, 1984, p. 288), which examines the interplay of agency
and structure within organisations. It situates the broadcast media, technology, and regulation within
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broader social institutions, such as commerce, culture, and the legal system, and it finds that in some
cases agents only have a limited capacity to change social structures.
An example can demonstrate how the systems model of creativity and structuration theory
can provide additional insight to other types of theoretical approaches. Adopting a political economy
approach, Milne argues the shift from analogue to digital broadcast technology has been largely
positive and enabling of creativity in sports broadcasting (2016, p. 59-60). Meanwhile, it’s also
suggested the prescriptive requirements added to rights agreements by sports administrators to
control broadcast presentation are thought to limit creativity (ibid., p. 88-92). However, a systemsbased approach highlights that digital broadcast technology may constrain people who do not have
the necessary digital literacy or resources needed to access the technology, and that technology can
be seen as a shifting, volatile structure that creates business uncertainty (Hutchins and Rowe, 2012,
p. 43). Similarly, by generating ‘safe’, generic broadcasts, the onerous conditions in rights agreements
can enable creativity by focusing creative energy on ‘shoulder’ programming such as pre- and postgame coverage, while the strict formatting of broadcasts improves the overall efficiency of production.
The systems model of creativity and structuration theory provide other benefits. With a focus
on power relations and the role they play in social life (Sugden and Tomlinson, 2002), structuration
theory will be instrumental in analysing the relationships between sports administrators,
broadcasters, regulators, and audiences. Furthermore, as “creativity or innovation” is central to
entrepreneurial behaviour (European Commission, 2003, p. 5), empirically sound models of creativity
are needed so a robust understanding of entrepreneurialism can be developed, and so the research
can withstand academic scrutiny. These theories provide strong analytical frameworks for
understanding creativity. The systems model of creativity has proven to be an empirically and
rationally sound means for understanding the creative process, especially in media practice (McIntyre,
2012a, Fulton, 2014, Kerrigan, 2016, McIntyre, 2012b). Meanwhile, structuration theory provides a
similarly sound means of understanding how structures are created and maintained through social
actions, and how structures both enable and constrain agency and creativity (Haralambos et al., 2013,
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Craib, 2011, McIntyre, 2012b), in organisational contexts of different scales (Dixon, 2015, DeSanctis
and Poole, 1994, Schwandt and Szabla, 2013).
A secondary layer of theory provides complementary analytical tools. The research draws on
general systems theory, that focuses on “understanding interrelations, interdependence, hierarchical
structures, contingency, networks, self-organisation, non-linear dynamics, scalability and emergence”
(McIntyre, 2016, p. 15). Approaching the research as a system encouraged the researcher to think in
non-linear terms, and to consider the interdependent and relationship-based nature of AFL
broadcasting. Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’ is useful in identifying the inculcated knowledge
systems and histories that predispose agents to act in a certain way (Johnson, 1993, McIntyre, 2007,
McIntyre, 2012b), such as how agents in AFL broadcasting internalise knowledge about regulation
during rights negotiations.
As indicated, the research also draws on the concept of path dependency (Arestis and Sawyer,
2009) to explain why rights holders defend copyright protections so vehemently, and the research
also utilised the ‘intrapreneur’ concept (Mazzarol, 2011) when investigating entrepreneurial
behaviour in large organisations. Lunt and Livingstone’s suggestion that media regulators are shifting
from a government to governance approach (2012) was applied in the analysis of AFL broadcasting
regulation, as was Lobato and Thomas’s contention that current regulatory mechanisms are
inadequate at handling informal media practices (2015), such as produser behaviour. The research
also applied Everett Rogers’ diffusion of innovation model (2003) when analysing the adoption of OTT
platforms in AFL broadcasting, as this theory helped to identify change agents, innovators, and early
adopters, establish if these innovations have a perceived advantage over other modes of
consumption, and assess their compatibility with the needs of the audience. As mentioned, Cornel
Sandvoss’s theory that fans project their own value system onto the football club they support so they
can have it reflected onto themselves (Sandvoss, 2003, p. 31-35) was used as a departure point for
the researcher’s investigation into their own fandom of the Sydney Swans in the AFL. Similarly, the
research applied fan theory when looking into the social and identity building function of AFL fandom
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(Klugman, 2006, Klugman, 2009, Carter, 2016, Osborne and Sarver-Coombs, 2013), and how fandom
is influenced by the commercial self-interests of broadcasters and sports administrators (Sandvoss,
2003, Giulianotti and Robertson, 2012). As will be demonstrated throughout the thesis, by empirically
investigating AFL broadcasting, this case study supports or refutes many of these theories.

Data Collection
As with most case study methodologies, this research utilised semi-structured interviews, and
document and artefact analysis as the primary means of data collection (Daymon and Holloway, 2011,
p. 108). Phone and face-to-face interviews were audio recorded, and face-to-face interviews
incorporated unobtrusive and informal observation methods (Robson, 2011). Telephone and email
interviews were utilised when face-to-face meetings could not be arranged. Memoing and note-taking
were also utilised during and across interviews to help generate conceptual and analytical information
(Punch, 1998, p. 207), and participants were specifically interviewed about their influences and
decision-making, and on the current and future state of the industry.2 Given interviews dealt with
commercially sensitive information, transcripts were de-identified to protect participants and their
organisations.
Study participants included executives from the Australian Football League, AFL broadcasters,
sports rights consultants, Australian Government officials, emergent media employees, and industry
observers such as market researchers and trade journalists. However, gaining access to this calibre of
participants was not easy, especially given commercially sensitive information would be disclosed.
Recruitment often involved a process of contacting prospective participants – via a process of either
cold-calling or snowballing or using the researchers own contacts – then explaining the project to
participants, outlining what would be required of them, indicating the benefits of participating, and
what measures are in place to protect them. The process of contacting high-calibre recruits, gaining
informed consent, scheduling interviews, transcribing and deidentifying data, then seeking final

2

See Appendix 3 for a template of the Semi-Structured Interview Script.
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approval of the transcript could stretch over weeks, if not months, and in this context, data collection
was an especially drawn-out process, with interviews taking place between May 2017 and August
2020. The contact details for many participants are also not publicly available, so recruitment often
involved the laborious process of researching the publicly available information of organisational
hierarchies and roles within each of the relevant organisations to identify key personnel within an
organisation. These organisations were contacted and asked to distribute the invitation to participate
in the research, often via emails sent to generic addresses or in phone calls to reception staff. This
invitation included a Participant Information Statement to explain the process.
These initial approaches often then needed to be followed up to see if the request had been
forwarded to relevant staff, then addressing their questions or concerns, having consent forms signed
and returned, scheduling and then recording an interview, forwarding a transcribed interview, and
then getting final approval. Active consent was sought for all aspects of the study involving participants
by seeking their written consent, to ensure the research met ethical standards, and participants were
instructed that unless indicated otherwise, their information and participation would be kept
confidential. Recruits were also informed that they could withdraw at any time, but everyone who
was interviewed remained in the study. Each of these steps ultimately proved to be a potential failure
point in the recruitment process. The difficulty of data collection is further illumined by the number
of respondents who declined to participate or failed to respond to requests to be interviewed, with
more than 80 requests to organisations and individuals not yielding any recruits.
However, persistence, resilience, and persuasive pitching yielded extremely high-ranking
agents, including broadcast media executives, executive staff and broadcast specialists within sports
organisations, specialist rights consultants, industry lobbyists, chief market analysts, sports lawyers,
AFL players and coaches, player representatives, and industry regulators and parliamentarians.
Specifically, the selection criteria for recruits included 1) their involvement or proximity to AFL or sport
broadcasting and policy in a professional capacity, 2) who accordingly had a strong knowledge of the
broadcasting industry, and/or a strong knowledge of policy that relates to broadcasting, and 3) their
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proximity to the negotiation process for the broadcast rights to the AFL or other elite sports
competitions. In all, 37 participants from across relevant organisations were recruited successfully. In
some instances, participants worked for organisations outside of the immediate AFL broadcasting
ecosystem, such as the NRL or A-League, but these participants nonetheless had an intimate
knowledge of the rights negotiation process and were familiar with the differences between the AFL
broadcasting system and what took place inside their organisation. As can be seen above, the selection
criteria allowed for the capture of recruits with involvement or proximity to AFL or sport broadcasting.
This broad remit is somewhat necessary because of the difficulty in recruiting participants,
and furthermore, those from outside of the immediate AFL broadcasting ecosystem were nonetheless
able to contribute to an understanding of AFL broadcasting in several important ways. Firstly, and as
indicated, they had an intimate knowledge of the rights negotiation process within sports
organisations. Secondly, they were familiar with the differences between the AFL broadcasting system
and what took place inside their organisation, illuminating the different approaches to sports
broadcasting in Australia. Finally, these recruits also helped to identify the boundaries of AFL
broadcasting because they were able to articulate what AFL broadcasting is not. However, participants
were excluded if they did not work for an organisation related at all to the research, were not close to
the broadcast rights negotiation process, or did not have a detailed understanding of relevant policy.
It was anticipated that participants would add rich, relevant, and contemporary information
about decision making in the negotiation of broadcast rights and on the current and future state of
the industry, with such recruitment providing “valuable insight into the motivations, thinking, and
decisions helping to structure the media sport industries, as well as the sources of tension and
disagreement in different parts of the sector” (Hutchins and Rowe, 2012, p. 15). The researcher’s
professional experience helped refine the recruitment process, as they previously spent five years
employed in production within one of Australia's premium sports broadcasters in Sydney, with
another four and a half years working as a public relations official within the governing body of an elite
sports organisation in Melbourne. Accordingly, they have a strong understanding of the roles,

55

practices and tensions that exist within those environments. Furthermore, as the sale of broadcast
rights involves negotiation within and across groups, several participants within each individual
organisation were approached, and the total of 37 participants spread across several groups ensures,
as much as possible, that the study is not representative of only a small select group, to the exclusion
of others which may provide equally valuable information to support or oppose the bulk of data that
may otherwise be missed or overlooked in a smaller sample size.
A notable feature of the sample is that it is heavily skewed towards males. Of the 37
participants, only six are females. While this low representation of females could be interpreted as a
possible limitation of the research, it could also be argued this is simply a reflection of the research
site – professional sport and its media coverage has a long history of the underrepresentation of
women (Trolan, 2013, Sherwood, 2020), and while changes are taking place in this respect with more
women taking on executive and senior roles in elite sport and broadcasting, women are still
establishing themselves in this area. Nonetheless, this underrepresentation of women points to a
potential future research opportunity that explores why this is the case and what this means for those
women currently inside the system. From a consumer’s perspective, study participants included a
representative from an AFL fan lobby group, and the researcher. As outlined, to observe this
participant, the researcher maintained an online blog which recorded their reflections as an AFL fan
and broadcast consumer, focusing on ‘bottom-up’ observations (Meese and Podkalicka, 2015, p. 96),
to critically assess their decision making and judgement processes (Schön, 1983, Schön, 1987).
Sugden and Tomlinson argue researchers need to adopt a critical, sceptical perspective that
questions authority to “get under the skin of daily life and to understand what passes as ‘routine’” in
the context of power, control and resistance (2002, p. 10-16). Sugden and Tomlinson further suggest
the roles most people play in their social world are by their nature duplicitous, and the researcher
must not trust what people are saying (ibid.). The researcher accordingly maintained this scepticism
by challenging participants on their answers with targeted follow-up questions. This approach also
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demanded the researcher be wary, and to use a mixed methods approach, to overcome any
inaccuracies of propaganda (ibid.).
Like research participants, selection criteria were also developed for collecting suitable
documents and artefacts that could be analysed to triangulate the data. Selection criteria for
documents included 1) proximity to or origin within the primary organisations in the research site, 2)
representativeness of those organisations including accuracy and address to a relevant audience, and
3) the relationship to broadcasting rights and the rights negotiation process. Specifically, documents
and artefacts included annual reports, policy documents, web pages, collective bargaining
agreements, terms and conditions, laws of play for sporting competitions, media briefings, Twitter
posts, Acts of legislation, parliamentary speeches, radio interview transcripts, media releases,
Commonwealth agreements, Freedom of Information requests, newspaper articles, ACMA reports,
market research reports, Government consultation submissions, and two content protection
assessment reports provided confidentially to the researcher. These documents and artefacts were
harvested primarily from the websites of the AFL, Seven West Media, News Corp, Telstra, Singtel, a
market research firm, ACMA, the Department of the Communication and the Arts, relevant
government ministers, government legislation databases, ACMA, the AFL Fans Association, and
supplemental online resources such as newspapers and TV guides. In some instances, this also
involved recovering historical newspaper articles and television guides from microfiche records at the
NSW State Library. In all, 74 documents and artefacts were collected and analysed over the course of
the project, and while document and artefact analysis helped triangulate findings and contextualise
participant data, these documents and artefacts were viewed through a prism of being written with
potential bias, especially in the case of annual reports and policy documents from the organisations
being researched.
Whether investigating production decision making or the practices of consumption, the
research was interpretive (Denscombe, 2010, p. 235-236), as it investigated how and why things
happen, and it employed an analytical induction approach (Punch, 1998, Blaikie, 1993). The research
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focused on problem solving (Phillips and Pugh, 2010, p. 59), and it revealed previously hidden power
relations that can be elucidated to a broader audience (Sugden and Tomlinson, 2002). These methods
generated the rich data, thick description, and holistic perspective needed from qualitative research
(Dan and Kalof, 2008, Denscombe, 2010, Bryman and Bell, 2011).

Social constructionist /
Interpretivist

Systems Model / Structuration

Case Study

Semi-Structured Interviews, Document & Artefact
Analysis, Self-Reflection & Participant Observation

Figure 3: Foundations of social research (adapted from Crotty, 2003, p. 4).

Research Limitations and Arguments Against Limitations
Qualitative research has been criticised for being carried out in a sloppy and dishonest fashion, for
being time consuming, for having poorly defined skills, for an inability to define the object being
studied, for failing to identify causality, for researcher subjectivity and misinterpretation, for using
unverifiable data, for resulting in unwieldy documents, and for producing non-generalisable findings
(Robson, 2011, Blaxter et al., 2010, Lee and Chen, 2015, Rains and Brunner, 2015, Phillips and Pugh,
2010, Yin, 2009, Messenger-Davies and Mosdell, 2006, Weerakkody, 2009, Walliman, 2011, MurrayThomas, 2003, Dan and Kalof, 2008). Furthermore, qualitative interviewing can be emotionally and
mentally draining for the interviewer (Robson, 2011), and there is a burden on the researcher to frame
questions appropriately, and to assess the authenticity and trustworthiness of the information sources
(Daymon and Holloway, 2011, Blaxter et al., 2010, Robson, 2011, Berger, 2016). During analysis, the
researcher must not take the data for granted, which limits the theoretical possibilities that can be
induced from it (Punch, 1998, Robson, 2011, Dan and Kalof, 2008). There is also the possibility that
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the research “takes place within a broader social context, within which politics and power relations
influence what research is undertaken, [and] how it is carried out” (Blaxter et al., 2010, p. 14).
Research is not easily divorced from such contexts (Yin, 2009, Radway, 1998).
The researcher countered these limitations with academic rigour. This applied to data
collection, investigation, coding, analysis, and reporting. It applied when adhering to the chosen
theoretical perspectives, and it applied when undertaking analysis (Robson, 2011, Blaxter et al., 2010,
Punch, 1998, Yin, 2009, Guthrie, 2010, Walliman, 2011, Dan and Kalof, 2008). Data was systematically
collected and analysed by a researcher with experience and knowledge from within the broadcasting
and sports industries, and as an AFL fan. The analysis was periodically sampled and assessed by project
supervisors to generate intercoder reliability, and constant comparative analysis was carried out
throughout the research, leading to refinement of the themes that emerged from the data.
Radway also provides a useful lesson when dealing with researcher bias: state any bias before
undertaking the research, and acknowledge how it may affect the way we assess or respond to the
“subject’s self-understanding” (1998, p. 295). Accordingly, the researcher acknowledges that their
affinity for AFL, and their history within sports and broadcasting environments, may have resulted in
unrealistically positive interpretation of the data. However, these biases were mitigated by avoiding
preconceived notions and keeping an open mind to alternatives (Robson, 2011, Dan and Kalof, 2008),
and by supervisor oversight of data collection and interpretation of the analysis, which promoted
intercoder reliability. Triangulation of the data via document and artefact analysis also mitigated the
effect of bias (Radway, 1998).
The theoretical perspectives established in the literature review further bolstered the
authority of the research (Robson, 2011), while alternating between inductive and deductive analysis
improved the quality of the coding (Punch, 1998, Walliman, 2011). When reporting, the researcher
checked the reasoning and validity of arguments to improve the overall quality of the research
(Walliman, 2011, p. 130), and results were not generalised beyond the goal of understanding the case
study or expanding existing theories (Yin, 2009, Messenger-Davies and Mosdell, 2006). Adhering to
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ethical principles also guarded against some of the limitations mentioned above (Bryman and Bell,
2011). For example, because of their experience in newsrooms and public relations, the researcher
understands that unethical subject recruitment and interview techniques have the potential to
damage the reputation of the researcher and the credibility of any findings.

Methodology Advantages
A major benefit of this research approach was the ability to generate contemporary data of very high
quality, because it was taken directly from the context in which the phenomenon occurs (Dan and
Kalof, 2008). A case study such as this – that has an extensive literature review, sets down clear
questions and objectives, and followed rigorous research procedures – generates valid and reliable
results, leading to a better understanding of the complexity of meaningful events from a holistic,
contextual perspective (Yin, 2009). Essentially, the data revealed how people in AFL broadcasting
make sense of their world, how they make decisions, why they think and act as they do, and what
normative frameworks they hold about the world around them (Grix, 2010, Dan and Kalof, 2008).
Furthermore, as semi-structured interviews can reveal “difficult-to-find background
information and analysis that rarely appears in news and technology media sources” (Dan and Kalof,
2008, p. 89), this case study was able to generate the type of responses that quantitative surveys are
unlikely to achieve. Subsequently, this opened a dialogue on previously unconsidered issues, from a
range of perspectives up and down the supply-delivery-consumption chain in broadcasting (Hutchins
and Rowe, 2012, p. 15). Effectively, the semi-structured interviews with those inside the industry were
invaluable, as they “[identified] major developments currently under way within the industry,” that
crystallised “sources of tension, disjunction, uncertainty, and emerging consensus among those
working in the media sport industries” (ibid., p. 15-16, emphasis in original). When reporting, such an
approach gave the research “a tenable degree of relevance and longevity” (ibid., p. 15).
In the field, Sugden and Tomlinson argue the researcher should take knowing and calculated
risks when collecting data, as it can have unintended benefits; “If you want to watch the power brokers
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playing their games, invited or not, you have to turn up and invent strategies to get inside” (2002, p.
15). Sugden and Tomlinson also implore social scientists to get at the edges of where such meetings
happen, so that informal observations and data collection can take place (ibid., p. 10-16). This was
achieved during the data collection process by attending several industry conferences and events, and
by identifying and partaking in informal conversations and networking at these events3. Finally, while
case study research can make the dynamics of change comprehensible, there still exists a need for
“concrete examples and information to make them comprehensible” (Hutchins and Rowe, 2012, p.
16). As the analysis and findings sections will show, this case study provides such concrete examples.

Operational Definitions
The table below lists conceptual terms used throughout the thesis, and their operational definition.
This standardises data collection and ensures consistency in analysis, by giving a clear and
communicable meaning to a concept within a specific context, so the insights in the research are
readily comprehendible and shareable.
Table 2: Operational Definitions.
Conceptual Term

Operational Definition

AFL Broadcasting

The totality of broadcast aspect of the Australian Football League, and the extent of
the research area. This includes the people and groups who make broadcast coverage
possible, either directly or indirectly, such as agents and groups within the AFL,
Channel 7, Foxtel, and previously Telstra, as well as the government and consumers. It
also includes the knowledges, history, codes, and conventions of AFL broadcasting.
This includes laws, legislations, rights agreements, and organisational policies. It
includes the rules and resources that enable the broadcasting of AFL to take place,
including venues, venue staff, production staff, production equipment, advertisers,
corporate sponsors, infrastructure, and capital. It also includes agents and groups of
people within other digital and media platforms where consumers, the AFL, and
broadcasters share broadcast content, such as highlights on social media platforms.

Competitive Balance

Competitive balance is a policy adopted by the AFL that attempts to realise positive
public and commercial self-interest outcomes. The ideology behind competitive
balance is that if teams are evenly matched on and off the field, the outcomes of games

3

See Appendix 4 for the list of industry conferences the researcher attended during data collection.
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will be more uncertain than if teams are unevenly matched on and off the field.
Uncertainty of match outcomes is believed to foster greater audience interest – a
public benefit – as most fans want to believe their team can win each week. However,
competitive balance also promotes commercial self-interest, as the increased fan
interest arising from uncertain outcomes can be monetised through higher television
ratings and match attendances. Accordingly, competitive balance is used by the AFL to
justify a range of equalisation measures, such as the player draft which distributes the
most talented players to the poorest performing clubs, the salary cap that limits the
amount clubs can spend on acquiring players, and an uneven distribution of funding
from the league to correct the financial imbalance between clubs.

Emergent Media

Using Macnamara (2014) as the point of departure, ‘Emergent Media’ is preferred over
alternative terms used to describe variously ‘new media’, ‘digital media’, ‘online
media’, ‘social media’, and so on. Terms such as ‘new media’ are problematic, as they
are time-bound, relative, ambivalent, and lead to binary approach to ‘old’ media,
which implies an endism of old media and obfuscates developments in those non-new
platforms. ‘New media’ focuses on technology and prevents a sharper focus on the
actual changes that are happening, and the term ‘new media’ has also been around
since the 1950s and 60s, eroding the relevance of the term when used as a descriptor
for contemporary media forms. The term ‘Digital media’ focuses on the technology of
digitisation of the media, and ignores the social, political, economic, and
environmental factors, and practices of use, associated with contemporary media,
while ‘online media’ focuses on online element of media, ignoring the fact that old
media were also networked and are now online as well. Finally, ‘social media’ is also
ambiguous as ‘social’ media is used not just for socialising. The term ‘emergent media’
is preferred as it emphasises the open-interactivity, sociality, and participation
characteristics of contemporary media development and use, although interactivity
and participation are imprecise definitions. It recognises such media involves a semiorganised decentralised system of control with collaboratively created rules, and the
system produces benefits not found in other systems, such as reduced cost, increased
information, time reduction, more choice, engagement, and networking. Sociality is
not centrally organised and maintained, as users are self-organising and self-regulated.
There is a capacity for adaptation and learning, and ‘emergent media’ emphasises the
adding together of elements in new combinations. The hierarchy of mediummessages-audience is reversed, as audiences lead the media process, and audiences
are plural. In this case study, emergent media includes telecommunications
companies, social media platforms, and online and streaming services.

Established Media

These are the legacy media organisations who have historically been responsible for
the broadcast coverage of AFL. This includes Channel 7 and Fox Sports/Foxtel. They
are predominantly Australian owned, and their business model is largely based on the
selling of advertising in broadcast coverage, and/or the selling of subscriptions to
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access content. Their method of broadcast has almost exclusively been via terrestrial
broadcasting, and satellite and cable networks – only recently have they began
broadcasting via digital networks to OTT portals. ‘Established media’ also covers legacy
media such as newspapers, film, and radio, and the practices of consumption
associated with these forms of media. It also includes the largely unchallenged or
unchanged means of measuring audiences, such as TV ratings.

Free Agency

Free agency is a labor market mechanism adopted by many major sporting
competitions globally. Essentially, free agency gives professional sportspeople a
degree of control over their labor rights when their current contract with a team
expires. Typically, when a player is drafted, their labor rights are controlled by the
team that drafts them. That team can then trade the player’s rights, with the player
having little to no control over which team they play for. However, under free agency,
once the player’s contract with a team is over, the player takes control of their rights
and becomes a ‘free agent’, giving them power over what team they choose to sign
their next contract with. Prior to the introduction of free agency, a player’s rights
remained the property of the team that drafted or first signed the player in perpetuity.
Free agency potentially works against competitive balance because it allows talented
players to sign contracts with the most competitive clubs. Free agency is typically
sought by player associations during the negotiations of Collective Bargaining
Agreements between competitions and the players, as players seek greater autonomy
over their working conditions.

Intrapreneur

The intrapreneur essentially involves taking the entrepreneurial mindset and applying
it to the context of large organisations. Typically, entrepreneurialism is associated with
small-to-medium sized organisations, however the intrapreneur “refers to
entrepreneurs inside the established organisation and who – although employed in a
corporate position – are nevertheless given the freedom to create and market their
own ideas” (Mazzarol, 2011, p. 111). Entrepreneurs are believed to enhance the
competitiveness of organisations, and intrapreneurs are simply the extension of this
approach in the corporate environment. In this research project, intrapreneurs are
those people who demonstrate entrepreneurial behaviour in large organisations, such
as the AFL, broadcasters, emergent media, or regulators.

OTT Broadcasting

Over-the-Top (OTT) broadcasting involves the distribution and consumption of
television via internet connected devices. Technically, there are many ways this is
achieved, but essentially it involves the uploading of media content by a broadcaster
or user to a video server, which is then streamed by consumers who have the requisite
consumption portal. OTT broadcasts can be live or on-demand. However, several
important differences exist between OTT and terrestrial, cable, and satellite
broadcasting. For example, because it is a network-based technology, OTT is regulated
differently from traditional broadcasting. Furthermore, because OTT infrastructure is
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still maturing, it faces specific technological issues, such as latency during live events
(i.e., a delay in the broadcast), and contention (i.e., the inability of the network to
withstand spikes in consumption during live sport, leading to system failure).

Produser

Initially introduced by Axel Bruns (2013, 2016), the ‘produser’ concept emphasises the
potential for users to take an active role in content and information creation. The basic
principles of the produser concept are the invitation to participate in content creation
is open, with indefinite and incremental content development taking place. Leadership
is fluid, and produsage promotes the development of new IP models. The outcome of
their creative labour results in content that does not always resemble conventional
products. In this case study, produsers are those people who generate new content by
repurposing the broadcast coverage of AFL games. Such content includes highlights
packages and player show reels. However, it may also include overt pirate streams of
AFL games. The content is almost always available exclusively online, especially on
platforms such as YouTube, or in the case of pirated streams, online websites.

Stakeholder

In its simplest terms, ‘stakeholder’ is taken to mean “an entity with a stake (interest)
in the subject activity” (McGrath and Whitty, 2017, p. 730). Different types of
stakeholders exist, but essentially stakeholders have some control over activity in the
system and bear some risk in having invested something of value (such as a form of
capital). Their participation, acceptance, and compliance may be required to sustain
activity in the system, and they may use the output of activity in the system for their
own purposes. In AFL broadcasting, stakeholders may include, but are not limited to,
AFL fans, AFL employees, players, clubs, broadcasters, regulators, emergent media,
advertisers, corporate sponsors, and the community.

Data Analysis and Reporting
Interview analysis utilised techniques of problem-solution discourse, membership categorisation,
narrative analysis, and discourse analysis (Walliman, 2011). Document and artefact analysis utilised
techniques of interrogative insertion, semiotics, rhetorical analysis, and content analysis (Walliman,
2011, Weerakkody, 2009). Once data was collected, the researcher used the theoretical frameworks
of structuration and the systems model of creativity to drive coding, which revealed substantive
themes in the data. To help this procedure, a coding criteria document was created,4 while constant
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See Appendix 5 for Qualitative Research Tools including the Coding Criteria.
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comparative analysis, intimate knowledge of the subject matter, and iterative interpretation were
used to refine the codes over the process, and to improve their usefulness and suitability.
Individual interviews were analysed through the coding criteria, with the resulting themes
collated into broadly defined emergent themes. The first emergent theme was identified by looking
over all the interview themes and searching for the most consistent theme which could be grouped
together as a discrete, identifiable category. The next emergent theme was identified by categorising
the next most consistent theme from the remaining interview themes left over after the first
categorisation. This process continued until no themes were left. Overall, eight emergent themes were
identified. A caveat to the process of thematic identification and categorisation is that many themes
overlap, and the quantification of themes does not always represent the qualitative weight of themes
(i.e., a theme might be low in numbers, but strong in concentration). However, to overcome this issue,
themes were revisited throughout the process to refine their fitness and suitability. Furthermore,
where an interview theme addressed more than one distinct emergent theme, the researcher used
their knowledge of the discussion to assign the interview theme to an emergent theme category.

Figure 4: Overview of the qualitative research process (Dan and Kalof, 2008, p. 86).

The researcher’s blog also constituted one of the primary sources of data. The blog was kept from
2016 onwards and records the researcher’s reflections on their experience of consuming AFL games
on television, and is informed by their previous practitioner experience in broadcasting and elite sport.
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This information was summarised, analysed, and coded like other primary research participants. A
series of secondary participant sources were identified where primary access could not be obtained.
These secondary participant sources were found via internet searches and suggestions from primary
sources. It included article quotes, interview transcripts, blogs, online videos, and podcasts. Like the
primary data, this information was analysed, with key themes identified. These themes were added
to the overarching key themes identified from the primary sources.
A similar process was applied in document and artefact analysis. Relevant documents were
found via internet searches. Most of these documents come from the websites of the Australian
Football League, traditional and digital broadcasters, government agencies, market research firms,
and fan interest groups. Some documents were also supplied to the researcher either prior to or
following interviews with participants. Where a section of a document addressed more than one
coding definition, the researcher applied that section of the document to each coding criteria, but
used their knowledge of the subject to prioritise the relevant codes into a list of decreasing
importance.5 The researcher also recorded the free-to-air coverage of every team in two markets in
Australia – Melbourne and Newcastle – from 2015 to 2020. Membership size, supporter base, and
ladder position were added to this data, to establish if any pattern existed in which teams received
preferential free-to-air coverage. Free-to-air coverage is an important commercial consideration for
clubs (Fujak and Frawley, 2016, Jakee et al., 2010), as it increases the value of sponsorship with the
club. Analysis of the data revealed that clubs with large memberships receive the most free-to-air
coverage, especially if they are Victorian-based, and this interpretation was used as the basis for a line
of questioning in interviews with representatives from the AFL and broadcasters about why such a
pattern exists.
In terms of reporting, the researcher became invested in the data so they understood the
nuances of knowledges, rules, roles, and relationships, while also maintaining a position of
simultaneous objective detachment, so the observations can be related to and incorporated within a
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wider social and cultural framework (Sugden and Tomlinson, 2002). This was not easily achieved, but
as Sugden and Tomlinson observe, the aim of the social scientist should be to both “record the detail
of everyday experience while, at the same time, animate such detail with reference to the wider social
and political forces which frame it” (ibid., p. 16). Nevertheless, a process of drawing and verifying
conclusions finally supported or contradicted the theoretical frameworks in relation to the research
topics (Punch, 1998, Robson, 2011). The eight emergent themes that emerged from this research
methodology are described in detail in the next chapter.
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Chapter 5 – Results and Thematic Discussion
Eight themes emerged from the data relating to the tensions in AFL broadcasting and how an
entrepreneurial mindset may be able to exploit these tensions. These themes cover the AFL
broadcasting research site, and each theme is analysed using the framing theories. The ensuing
implications of the results and thematic discussion are explored in chapter 6.

5.1 Australian Culture, the AFL, and Television
As outlined in the literature review, the link between culture and sport is well established (Cashman,
1987, Rowe, 2016a). The advent of mass media broadcasting solidified and furthered this codependency (Rowe, 2004b). Historically, the production and distribution side of broadcasting sport
has been marked by high barriers to entry, and only organisations with substantial financial, technical,
political, and human resources were afforded the opportunity to influence culture through the
production and transmission of sport. With such high barriers to entry, televised sport in many
countries was initially supported by government interests (Rowe, 2004a, Scherer and Rowe, 2014,
Turner, 2000). However, due to its captivating characteristics, sport on television has grown to become
one of the most valued forms of content on the medium. This increased the competition between
broadcasters for sports rights, which in turn pushed public broadcasters out of the market and
simultaneously grew the sports themselves. Meanwhile, given the cultural significance of sport on
television, governments in Australia have implemented regulations that specifically affect how sport
appears on the medium, designed to ensure sports of cultural significance remain widely available to
benefit culture, while simultaneously allowing broadcasters to compete for sports rights so the
benefits of competition can be realised.
Conversely, consuming sport on television has been a relatively uncomplicated task that
required low levels of affluence and media literacy, meaning participation in this form of culture has
flourished over the last six decades. Audiences – either disparately or collectively – can watch sport
and bond over the meanings attached to what they witness, either at the time of consumption or in
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subsequent meetings. In this respect, watching sport on television perfectly represented television’s
ability to act as the “electronic hearth” around which people gathered to see and hear the stories that
represent themselves (Tichi, 1992, p. 42). More recently, the portability and connectivity of
contemporary mobile devices has transformed the sports consumption experience, blurring the lines
between private and public viewing, and enabling new forms of consumption practice both at venues
and at home on second screens.
In this context, this section will highlight the relationship between Australian culture, sport,
and broadcasting, especially the coverage of the elite-level manifestation of Australian Football, the
AFL. The themes established in this section underpin many of the tensions found throughout the
whole analysis, but understanding the relationship between sport, television, and culture becomes
central to answering the two research questions driving the research project. If Australian football is
part of the Australian culture, then any tensions that threaten how the game is accessed and
monetised on television becomes a point of interest, as the quality, depth, and accessibility of the
culture is at stake. Furthermore, if tensions are found in relation to how AFL is broadcast, then any
entrepreneurial opportunities that emerge from these tensions should be identified, as they may
relate to how the game will be accessed and monetised in a changing broadcast environment.

The Cultural Benefit of Sport in Australia
As one participant indicated, the link between sport and culture is not inevitable, and there is no
inalienable reason why sport should be part of the Australian culture (Participant 01, 17/5/17).
Another respondent felt sport was part of the Australian culture, but only in perception, given most
of the funding that sport receives goes to the elite level, often at the expense of grassroots sport,
which has negative consequences for community health (Participant 03, 7/6/17). To support their
argument, the respondent cited the Crawford Report, which advocated for greater support in
“participation and activity, rather than spending billions of dollars in winning one gold medal at the
Olympics” (Participant 03, 7/6/17).
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Nevertheless, most respondents agreed sport is part of the Australian culture. One suggested
our ability to overachieve on the global stage reflects how central it is to the fabric of Australian
culture, and how it contributes to the well-being of the population (Participant 02, 6/6/17). Another
felt Australians’ exposure to sport while growing up and participation in it makes it part of the culture
(Participant 14, 6/4/18), while other respondents felt most Australians support sport in some form
(Participant 03, 7/6/17), possibly because of its immediacy and liveness (Participant 20, 6/8/18). These
observations are supported by Olly Winton, the head of sports partnerships for Twitter Australia, who
said in a 2017 podcast that:
“Australia is one of the most vocal sporting communities in the world, and it’s amazing for such a small country
that we punch so hard… Every person you speak to, they follow four or five professional teams. That’s the absolute
norm” (Mediaweek, 2017b, online).

Respondents said Australian football and the AFL are “absolutely” part of the Australian culture
(Participant 14, 6/4/18), especially in the ‘southern’ states of Victoria, South Australia, Tasmania, and
Western Australia (Participant 10, 26/10/17, Participant 6, 17/08/17), with one Melbourne-based
participant saying the AFL is “almost like the heartbeat of the city” (Participant 14, 6/4/18).
Unsurprisingly, the AFL believes Australian football is part of Australian culture, suggesting the sport
is “an extraordinary force in Australia’s sporting, social and cultural landscape” (AFL, online), and that
Australian football is “at the centre of many communities, particularly in our country towns” (AFL,
2019b, p. 16). COVID-19 further highlighted the connection between AFL and Australian culture.
Despite the financial hardships endured in 2020, AFL club membership only fell 6.1 per cent during
the year (AFL, 2020b, p. 20), with AFL commercial operations manager Kylie Rogers saying, “This year
showed more than anything what bond a fan has with their club” (cited in Browne, 2021, p. 221).
The AFL also connects to Australian culture through egalitarianism and inclusiveness, and its
leadership on social issues. In 2017, the league supported the ‘Yes’ campaign for marriage equality
(AFL, 2017, p. 24), while in 2020 it launched the #PlayFairOnline campaign to combat online bullying,
supported the players’ decision to kneel before games in support of the Black Lives Matter movement,
and staged a State of Origin game for Bushfire Relief that raised $8 million (AFL, 2020b, p. 113 & 118).
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The AFL has said “sport can and does play a role in promoting social inclusion, physical and mental
health and respect for difference and diversity” (AFL, 2016a, p. 106), and a representative from an AFL
fan lobby group said the league “does make certain groups feel more welcome, absolutely”
(Participant 21, 25/9/18). Another respondent similarly suggested “It doesn’t matter what walk of life
you come from… [people] just get to go [to the AFL] and be passionate about something they truly
care about” (Participant 10, 26/10/17). A report from the AFL Fans Association – an AFL fan lobby
group – equally noted in 2018 that:
“Many fans repeatedly expressed their pleasure at the inclusiveness of attending live games. They felt that fans
from opposing teams could sit side-by-side, barrack for their respective teams and still be friends afterwards. This
collective feeling of inclusiveness at games was noted to extend to people who supported other sporting codes,
people who identify as LGBTIQ and people from other countries.” (AFL Fans Association, 2018, p. 3)

Similarly, AFL club respondents were adamant the elite women’s competition – the AFLW – has had a
positive inclusive cultural impact on their organisation and the community (Participant 30, 5/12/18,
Participant 23, 3/10/18), with one saying the AFLW means “every supporter of ours can [now] grow
up knowing they can wear our jumper, even if they are a boy or a girl” (Participant 14, 6/4/18). The
same respondent indicated they weren’t sure if anything had a greater reach than AFL, saying the
code’s stance on social issues could be more important than the Australian Government’s (Participant
14, 6/4/18), and the AFL asserts inclusiveness is now a fundamental aspect of their operations:
“Australian Football’s popularity and reach helps connect people from different social and cultural backgrounds
and can create links between people regardless of where they live, their gender, sexuality or religious beliefs. Some
of the social issues we have historically been involved in are now core business for the AFL – our commitment to
Indigenous Australia, our stance against racism, and a broader commitment to diversity in our game.” (AFL, 2016a,
p. 106)

The AFL’s connection to Australian culture through egalitarianism can be found in the way the league
promotes and manages the competition. For example, one of the guiding principles for the Laws of
the Game is that “Players of various sizes, football and athletic ability have an opportunity for success
in the game played at the highest level” (AFL, 2016b, online). Meanwhile, to keep the competition fair
when players from different states were subject to different safety and exercise protocols during
COVID lockdowns in 2020, the AFL implemented a uniform training regime across all clubs, meaning

71

“whichever state had the most stringent rules, those were to be applied equally across the entire
competition” (Browne, 2021, p. 88).
More importantly, and as will be discussed in detail in the section on business models and
organisational performance, the AFL adopts a policy of competitive balance to manage the league,
believing an evenly balanced competition where every team has approximately the same chance of
winning each week is the best way to run the competition, regardless of their resources (AFL, 2014b,
p. 23). The league has also partnered with the Victorian State Government to invest $18 million in
“country football in the state” (AFL, 2019b, p. 28), and are committed to helping create “valuable
community assets” by investing in stadium infrastructure (AFL, 2012, p. 17). The league also highlights
that it plays games at smaller venues, often at regional cities, to give as many people as possible an
opportunity to attend AFL games (AFL, 2017, p. 126-127, AFL, 2018b, p. 43), and that it attempts to
“keep admission and membership prices as low as possible, when compared with other forms of
entertainment” (AFL, 2019b, p. 22). According to the league, almost seven million fans were able to
attend AFL games in 2019 as a result (AFL, 2019a, p. 27).
Australian football and the AFL also connect to Australian culture because of its uniqueness.
While Australian football has an emerging presence overseas, the history, participation, and
management of the game is still largely confined to this country (Participant 27, 2/11/18). Previous
AFL marketing campaigns have similarly driven a message that Australian football is “truly unique and
something that all Australians can be proud of, as it reflects the best traits of our country” (AFL, 2012,
p. 48). The uniqueness of Australian football is also reflected in how the game is supported at the elite
level. For example, a report from the AFL Fans Association outlines cultural practices somewhat
exclusive to the AFL, such as supporters singing the team song after a victory, attending games
together as a family, and discussing “day-to-day issues such as holiday plans and school reports” at
games (AFL Fans Association, 2018, p. 4). The connection between the uniqueness of supporting
Australian football and Australian culture is perhaps best highlighted whenever that uniqueness
appears to be threatened. Specifically, an AFL fan respondent indicated the perceived
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‘Americanisation’ of game presentation – with loud music, flashing lights, and constant entertainment
outside of the game itself – can leave hard core fans feeling disempowered (Participant 21, 25/9/18).
In this regard, the connection between Australian football and Australian culture is perhaps
even more pronounced in the consumption context, as demonstrated by how the elite competition
shapes fan identity and behaviour. For many people, identifying with an AFL team gives them access
to a unique community, and a sense of power and belonging when inside that environment (Balcaite,
2018, de Groot and Robinson, 2008). Joffa Corfe, the former leader of the Collingwood cheer-squad
and perhaps the most identifiable AFL fan in Australia, validated these sentiments in a television
interview on Fox Sports in 2018, where he indicated that supporting Collingwood makes him feel part
of an “establishment,” and how being a Collingwood supporter intrinsically shaped his sense of being:
“I wake up on a Saturday morning and not [just] go to the football for something to do. Me and many, many others
wake up on a Saturday morning and it’s an inner soul. It’s who you are.” (Fox Sports Australia, 2018c)

As leader of the Collingwood cheer squad in 2018, Corfe also had the opportunity to address the
Collingwood playing group, where he stressed how people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds
can forgo necessities to see the team play:
“I think it’s good for these players to know that right now in the suburbs of Melbourne, there are bills stuck to the
refrigerator, and they will be there for the next six weeks, because people have to go to find money to pay for
finals tickets… some people for the next two weeks, will be eating pretty ordinary because they’re spending all
their money on finals tickets” (ibid.).

As suggested in the literature review, another reason why Australian football connects to culture is
because being a fan of a football team allows people to read their own value system – a product of
their culture – into the team they support, which is then reflected at the fan doing the reading
(Sandvoss, 2003, p. 35). The researcher validated this theory somewhat when attempting to identify
the values they inscribe into their fandom of the Sydney Swans. However, instead of identifying any
values that resonated at club level, the researcher found they inscribed and read their value system
in a certain type of player. Specifically, they prefer:
“players such as Jarred McVeigh, Brett Kirk, and especially Paul Kelly. I would categorise these players as tough,
gritty, hard workers who are humble and do not seek admiration. This is what I like to try and think about myself.”
(Reddin, 11/4/19)
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While these observations suggest sports fandom is a powerful force in shaping agency, there is nothing
inevitable or predetermined in this relationship. As demonstrated by Mewett and Toffoletti (2008,
2011), many factors influence an individual’s allegiance to a particular football team, and accordingly,
there is always the possibility for agents to have chosen another team to support, or to change their
club allegiance. Collingwood fans are not forced into forgoing food or paying utility bills, but their
decision to choose finals tickets over basic needs also indicates how agents will recreate structures
through their actions, which shapes their subsequent agency. By choosing to purchase finals tickets
ahead of basic needs, these supporters recreate the structure of the Collingwood Football Club, while
simultaneously recreating the conditions that contribute to their own subordination in society –
specifically reduced savings and health – from which their support of the Collingwood Football Club
offers some respite.
Furthermore, the connection between Australian football and Australian culture is not
unproblematic, especially at the elite level. For example, despite the AFL’s insistence that it works to
keep access to games affordable, an AFL fan respondent suggested inefficient seating arrangements,
and increasing ticket and concession prices leave fans feeling the game is no longer being run in their
interests (Participant 21, 25/9/18). The same respondent indicated there are sections of the AFL fan
base who feel sport and politics shouldn’t mix and would prefer the AFL to not involve themselves in
social issues (Participant 21, 25/9/18). An argument could also be made that the ‘Americanisation’ of
AFL game presentation attracts families and new fans to the game and encourages people to arrive at
venues early, which addresses traffic logistic issues (Participant 23, 3/10/18).
The AFL is also aligned with questionable aspects of Australian culture. For example, the
league acknowledges they have a responsibility to minimise the potential harm of gambling in the
community (AFL, 2017, p. 24), and are helping clubs exit from gaming machines as a source of revenue
(AFL, 2019b, p. 133), and yet the league receives considerable income from sponsorships with
corporate bookmakers (ibid., p. 87). The league argues this relationship helps prevent match-fixing
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(ibid., p. 133), but after a player was fined $20,000 and suspended for 22 matches in 2019 after placing
bets on games they played in, some media commentators and AFL coaches found it hypocritical for
the league to receive revenue from corporate bookmakers and then fine someone inside the league
for being involved in the practice (Georgakis, 2019, Mark, 2019). The league has also been accused of
sexist attitudes towards women (Krien, 2013), and criticised for its lack of action when indigenous
player Adam Goodes was targeted by racist booing from AFL crowds (Wilson, 2018a, online). In the
wake of two documentaries published about the incident, the AFL subsequently acknowledged its lack
of response, and came together with the clubs to “apologise unreservedly for our failures during this
period,” pledging to fight discrimination and review the league’s vilification law (AFL, 2019b, p. 121).
Finally, and as will be demonstrated throughout the thesis, the AFL has increasingly demonstrated a
pattern of behaviour reflecting neoliberal commercial self-interests over the last 20 years, suggesting
any egalitarianism promoted by the league is now largely an ideal, useful only for political purposes.
The above discussion indicates the relationship between Australian football – especially the
AFL – and Australian culture is far from straightforward. Egalitarianism, inclusiveness, social
leadership, and uniqueness evidently exist throughout the field and domain of AFL, and many agents
act according to these rules. However, the actions of agents inside the AFL also often run counter to
these rules. The increasing cost of attending games, the ‘Americanisation’ of game presentation, the
alignment with organisations that harm the community, and an inability to uphold inclusive ideals
suggest the relationship between Australian football and Australian culture is contested. Similarly, as
reflected by the respondent at the start of this section, there is nothing inevitable about the centrality
of sport in Australian culture: citizens can choose to engage in other cultural practices. Nevertheless,
its continued importance suggests the domain and field of the AFL are powerful in structuring agency.

The Role of Broadcasting in Connecting Sport and Culture
As outlined in the literature review, television plays a role in maintaining and developing the
relationship between sport and culture in contemporary western societies. As a demonstration, in
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2017 Australia had approximately 1.8 television sets per household (OzTAM and Nielsen, 2017, p. 3),
and sporting events regularly rate as the most watched television programmes in Australia each year
(Screen Australia, 2020, online). More importantly, watching sport on television with others clearly
has a social value beyond the benefit of consuming the event itself, as ACMA research into Australian
consumption habits demonstrates:
“watching live sports [is] characterised as a social activity or ‘ritual’, where family members… gather together to
watch sports on Friday nights or on the weekend. Generally, members of the family would gather in the main living
area to watch sports together, and sport finals were highlighted as special occasions where larger groups of family
members or friends would gather to watch the event, marking it with a party-like atmosphere.” (ACMA, 2019b, p.
21)

In this respect, participants felt a sport needs to be on television – especially free-to-air television –
for it to remain culturally relevant. For example, more than one respondent argued that cricket had
increased its cultural relevance by creating shortened formats of the game which appeal to television
audiences (Participant 09, 26/10/17, Participant 05, 10/8/17), and one sports administrator admitted
“The reach and hopefully the promotion we can get… is the key benefit” from television coverage
(Participant 09, 26/10/17). Another sports administrator said television plays an important role for
their sport because it is impossible for fans to travel to every game to see their team play (Participant
05, 10/8/17), while a rugby league administrator felt free-to-air coverage makes the game accessible
to the less affluent and promotes participation at the junior level (Participant 06, 17/8/17). A
respondent from an AFL club echoed these sentiments, saying “big television broadcasts” help to raise
awareness of the AFL in NSW and Queensland, where the game has limited appeal (Participant 23,
3/10/18), and a participant from an AFL fan lobby group further articulated how television plays a role
in attaching the sport to culture:
“TV still remains the central vehicle as to how fans access football. It’s the connector. Despite the huge numbers
of club and AFL memberships, TV remains the most important connector. There are a lot of really passionate fans
that don't attend football and watch footy solely through TV.” (Participant 21, 25/9/18)

The AFL also understand the role free-to-air television plays in making the code culturally relevant.
Specifically, AFL Annual Reports note how the last two broadcast deals ensure almost all games
involving teams from South Australia, Western Australia, New South Wales, and Queensland are
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shown live on free-to-air television in those states, regardless of which broadcaster produces the
coverage (AFL, 2013a, p. 34, AFL, 2015, p. 22). The role television plays in connecting sport to culture
was especially highlighted during the challenges COVID raised in 2020, with the AFL noting:
“From its infancy, the game has experienced an interdependency with the media and the growth of the game has
mirrored the growth of the media ... Season 2020 presented a major challenge to this relationship ... [Our] focus
throughout the year remained on inserting the game into the hearts and minds of all Australians during a time
when they could not attend games and support their club or favourite player in ways accustomed to them.” (AFL,
2020b, p. 116)

Broadcasters are similarly cognisant of the role they play in connecting Australians to sport and
culture. Beyond their corporate objectives of building the business and increasing shareholder value,
Channel 7 say they are committed to “an active involvement in all aspects of Australian life,” by
reflecting “our unique Australian character” (Seven West Media, 2017, p. 49), and believe their stable
of sports rights, which include the AFL:
“confirm our objective: to deliver the biggest events to the biggest audiences and drive our leadership across
broadcast television and the delivery of our content across connected devices.” (Seven West Media, 2016, p. 5)

Furthermore, sport’s connection to culture is so strong in Australia that it becomes the basis of the
business model for many commercial broadcasters. For example, Channel 7 believe its stable of sports
rights will help it combat fragmentation of the market (ibid., p. 5), and subscription broadcasters have
a long history of acquiring sports rights to drive customer acquisition, a strategy that has been
somewhat thwarted in Australia by the government’s institution of anti-siphoning regulation
(Participant 19, 13/6/18). Nevertheless, the 2018 News Corp Annual Report announced “Our ability
to broadcast and stream popular rugby, Australian Rules Football and cricket to millions of fans helps
us to attract subscribers and advertisers, and gives us reason to believe that success lies ahead” (News
Corporation, 2018, p. vi). The government also recognises the importance television access has on
culture, stating “All Australian households should be able to receive the national and commercial freeto-air television services” at reasonable cost (ACMA, 2019a, p. 58). Accordingly, as mentioned and will
be discussed in the section on regulation, the perceived cultural relevance of sport in Australia
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provides the government with justification to enact legislation designed to keep certain sports freely
available on television.
Emerging broadcasters are also targeting sport to capture a foothold in the Australian market.
Previously, Telstra have provided eligible customers with data-free access to their AFL and NRL
content, to increase their value proposition as a content provider (Telstra Corporation, 2016, p. 11).
Similarly, Singtel – the Singapore-based parent company of telecommunications company Optus –
believe “Australia is a sport-loving nation” (Singtel Limited, 2018, p. 42), and accordingly have acquired
sports rights to attract customers, while Twitter identified that sport resonates with Australian culture
when it first arrived in Australia, and as a result made sport a central part of their business model here:
“If we were going to crack the Australian market, we had to speak the language of sport. It’s something that touches
everyone in this country, they’re fanatical, they’re passionate, and Twitter makes a huge amount of sense to sports
teams, organisations and fans.” (Olly Winton, head of sports partnerships for Twitter Australia, in Mediaweek,
2017b, online)

In this example, an understanding of the values of the field – the reverence in Australian society for
sport – has shaped the agency of those involved in the decision-making within digital platforms when
they arrived in Australia. Sport did not have to be such a central part of their business operations when
they came here, but by doing so, they gain easy acceptance into the field, and further reinforce the
structure of sport as a cultural connector in Australia. More importantly, the affordances of emergent
media have the capacity to transform the relationship between sport and culture in Australia. For
example, while sports coverage on established media is limited to a number of routine timeslots,
emergent media face few such limitations, and accordingly digital platforms such as Twitter can
initiate conversations about an event far in advance of it commencing, and can continue to promote
it well after it has ended. Emergent media are often suited to new formats, such as cut-down replays
and highlights packages, which may suit the consumption patterns of younger audiences, and because
many emergent media are ‘mobile first’, they often align with the media consumption habits of nontraditional AFL followers (ACMA, 2018b, p. 85). Emergent media also allow users to search and share
content, and engage with content creators and other viewers. The role emergent media has in making
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AFL relevant for emerging generations is reflected in comments by former AFL footballer Daniel
Southern, who was asked how his son came to be an AFL fan during a television interview in 2018:
“[My son], he’s 7. He’s obsessed… He gets up in the morning, he’s straight on YouTube, and he’s looking at the
good old days. He wants to know the history of AFL/VFL footy.” (Fox Sports Australia, 2018d)

Such agency demonstrates how the structures in AFL broadcasting are changing. There is no reason
why the footballer’s son could not have chosen to consume the game elsewhere, but by consuming
the game on YouTube instead of on other platforms, he shifts his productive capacity toward
emergent media, and in doing so, grows the importance of emergent media as a structure in AFL
broadcasting. Emergent media has also constrained and enabled the son’s behaviour. For example,
the affordances of YouTube allow him to easily search for archival highlights, but also shape the
viewing experience by algorithmically generating suggestions and returning search results, and by
demanding he gives up some of his time to watch commercials or to pay for them to go away. The
importance of embracing emergent media to capture this type of audience behaviour and remain
culturally relevant is not lost on the AFL:
“We live in a time of extraordinary change, where technology is driving changes in business, the media, social and
cultural institutions and in sport and entertainment. For the good of our game, we must continue to be at the
forefront of these changes. We must continue to reach out to new supporters and new communities, while
celebrating our traditions and heritage.” (AFL, 2014a, p. 29)

It could be argued the AFL understood the need to adapt to changing consumer habits earlier than
any other code in Australia. In 2012, the league created AFL Media, a department tasked specifically
with creating content for publication primarily on digital platforms, the first of its kind for a sporting
organisation in Australia (Participant 12, 21/2/18). The last two AFL broadcasting agreements have
also included a digital rights partner, meaning “Any supporter of our game can watch every match live
on television or their mobile device… wherever they are located” (AFL, 2014a, p. 25). However, as
discussed further in the section on emergent media, the relationship between emergent media and
Australian culture is complicated by factors such as the reliability of infrastructure, foreign ownership,
incumbent relationships, content protection, and accessibility. Furthermore, while sport may be
increasingly available on emergent platforms, respondents often pointed out that television remains
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the primary means of consuming sport in Australia (Participant 08, 22/9/17, Participant 19, 13/6/18).
More importantly, rather than identifying how consumption on digital platforms may enrich culture,
the potential of emergent media is almost always framed in commercial terms for the AFL, as indicated
in the 2016 Annual Report, which suggests the growth of their digital platforms provides the league
with “a valuable marketing and promotional tool for the AFL, the competition, and our corporate and
commercial partners” (AFL, 2016a, p. 122).
In this respect, much like the relationship between sport and culture, the connection between
broadcasting, sport, and culture is also not uncomplicated. For example, it could be argued the AFL
prioritises financial gain ahead of the cultural benefit of making the game freely available. The
contours of the existing broadcast arrangement mean that less than half of the AFL games in any round
are shown on free-to-air television, with most of the games behind a subscription paywall (AFL, 2015,
p. 22-23). Furthermore, with only a handful of games on free-to-air television each week, the league
needs to decide what games are scheduled in free-to-air timeslots, and respondents indicated freeto-air broadcasters attempt to influence these scheduling decisions, so they feature clubs that will
attract the largest audiences and advertising revenues (Participant 27, 2/11/18, Participant 33,
20/6/19). Accordingly, larger clubs feature more often in free-to-air coverage and are more likely to
maintain prominence in the minds of Australians. In the previously mentioned television interview on
Fox Sports in 2018, former AFL footballer Daniel Southern demonstrated how a team’s preferential
coverage on free-to-air television influenced his son’s decision about what team to support:
“When [my son] was 2… Friday night footy predominantly was Hawthorn playing, and they had a powerful era.
And so everyone loves a winner, so he jumped on the Hawks bandwagon.” (Fox Sports Australia, 2018d)

This situation articulates agency and structure in AFL broadcasting. The AFL and Channel 7 both have
agency in this situation – they can both choose what games to show on free-to-air, and they can choose
what games not to show. However, this agency is shaped by, and recreates, different structures, which
may be in conflict. As they are a publicly listed company motivated by profit, Channel 7 is largely
underpinned by the rule of commercial self-interest, and lobby the AFL for games that feature well-
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supported teams in the free-to-air timeslots, so they can attract and monetise broadcast audiences.
However, as they also need to achieve competitive balance and accommodate the interests of fans,
clubs, and players, the AFL also makes scheduling decisions not motivated by commercial self-interest
and are instead made according to a rule of public benefit. At the same time, the AFL does not act
purely according to public interests, as their own financial well-being depends on the economic
sustainability of their broadcast partners, and so the AFL also makes scheduling decisions which allow
broadcasters to realise commercial benefits that may not always be in the interest of AFL fans.
Accordingly, scheduling decisions made by the AFL are shaped by competing structural rules.
Nevertheless, in attempting to reconcile the two competing rules, the scheduling decisions made by
the AFL reinforce both structures, without either structure being completely prioritised. In this regard,
and as will be discussed in the results and discussion section on broadcasting rights value, a key
outcome for the AFL during the most recent rights negotiations was to maintain control over their
scheduling decisions (Participant 27, 2/11/18, AFL, 2015, p. 20), which reflects the importance of the
fixture in the domain, and in structuring agency, in AFL broadcasting.
Agency and structure are also identifiable at the point of consumption. In the example above,
it was not predetermined the son would support Hawthorn, as he could have chosen to support any
of the 18 teams in the AFL. However, the structure of AFL broadcasting, which enabled the son to take
an interest in the game, also limited the potential choices available, given the predominance of
Hawthorn games on free-to-air television. Furthermore, by choosing to watch the televised coverage
of AFL games and not engage in another activity, the son reinforces the structure of AFL broadcasting,
as he represents the field validating the broadcast and accepting it into the domain. Finally, this
example also demonstrates how structures can change over time. It is noted that when the son took
an interest in the game, Hawthorn were a dominant team and featured prominently in the coverage,
but as the team becomes less dominant and others take its place, the structure of AFL broadcasting
will shift to enable new forms of fandom agency to be developed.
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However, the role of broadcasting in connecting sport and culture is not inalienable. More
than one sports administrator downplayed the role television has in making their sport culturally
relevant (Participant 02, 6/6/17, Participant 09, 26/10/17), although these respondents were also not
from ‘tier one’ sports and may have an interest in talking down the importance of broadcasting, as
their sport does not feature predominantly on television. Nonetheless, the discussion above suggests
broadcasting and sport both shape and reflect the culture they are a part of, and the interaction
between television, sport, and culture again suggests AFL broadcasting is a complex system
characterised by subtle interactions between agents in the field, and in agents’ interactions with codes
and conventions in the domain.

Public and Commercial Self-Interest
The discussion to this point indicates a significant tension in AFL broadcasting is the result of conflict
between two competing rules: that widely available access to sport on television provides public
benefits such as social utility and cultural citizenship, versus the commercial self-interests of
broadcasters and sports organisations who extract value from sports rights to benefit shareholders
and stakeholders. At its core, this tension has its roots in the neoliberalism movement that took hold
in western society during the 20th century (Harvey, 2007, Glendinning, 2015). A full account of the rise
of neoliberal ideology in the West is beyond the scope of this thesis, but essentially from the 1980sonwards, western governments adopted policies that privileged open markets and deregulation at the
expense of interventionist and collectivist approaches, in the belief it would lead to efficiency and
innovation, with regulation running counter to the neoliberal agenda.
Neoliberalism permeates and shapes sports broadcasting in a way that frequently
foregrounds commercial self-interests at the expense of public interests. For example, following their
acquisition of Cricket Australia broadcasting rights in 2018, the head of Fox Sports Australia Peter
Campbell acknowledged the public benefit sport on television, saying, “we know what cricket means
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to people who come from India” (Mediaweek, 2018a, online, emphasis added). Ultimately however,
the purpose of acquiring the rights is that it will provide a commercial benefit to the organisation:
“[The cricket rights] gives us a brand-new opportunity to talk to those [new] Australians, and to be able to say we
have a product featuring your national team.” (ibid., online, emphasis added)

Positioning sports rights as a product is unsurprising for commercial broadcasters, given they are
public companies who are accountable to shareholders, and as will be demonstrated over the course
of the thesis, broadcasters almost always resolve the public versus commercial self-interest tension in
favour of commercial self-interests. However, the tension between public and commercial selfinterests is particularly pronounced inside the AFL. As a non-profit organisation that operates in the
interests of a range of stakeholders, commercial self-interests are somewhat less important, and as
indicated, the AFL appreciates that freely available sport on television provides a public benefit. At the
same time however, the AFL thinks in commercial terms so it can support its operations and the
stakeholders it supports. Since at least 2012, one way the AFL has attempted to resolve this tension is
by adopting a policy of competitive balance. As opposed to a scratch footrace where everyone starts
from the starting line, competitive balance is like a handicap footrace, where officials attempt to even
out differences between runners and encourage a close finish, which embodies the public benefits of
equality and egalitarianism:
“at the heart of our game is competitive balance – the idea that every club is given every chance to succeed and
win. The hope of victory is the lifeblood of sport – and it gets our fans back at the start of every season. It is critical
for the AFL to strengthen all our clubs and to give all our supporters that hope of success.” (AFL, 2014a, p. 29)

However, competitive balance also realises commercial self-interests, because in a competitively
balanced league where each club has the chance to win each week, the league believes audience
interest will remain high, and if audience interest is high, then the league can “maximise attendances
at AFL matches in all markets… [and] maximise viewing audiences across our television broadcast
partners” (ibid., p. 43, emphasis added). As will be discussed in detail in the section on business models
and organisational performance, the policy of competitive balance shapes AFL broadcasting, because
one of the ways the league attempts to achieve competitive balance is through the scheduling of AFL
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games in the fixture, and these scheduling decisions determine which clubs play in free-to-air
timeslots. Nevertheless, it is difficult, if not impossible, for the AFL to completely resolve the tension
between public and commercial self-interests through competitive balance, and some fans believe the
league prioritises television audiences and therefore commercial self-interests when creating the
fixture, at the expense of making the game accessible to fans who attend games:
“There are definitely things that are imposed on fans by broadcasters, which they don’t like. Fans who attend the
games for example don't tend to like Thursday night games, because a lot of them have kids, a lot of them have
work commitments ... There is a sense that TV is more important than attendance.” (Participant 21, 25/9/18)

Similarly, the respondent indicated that fans are concerned about the incremental migration of games
away from free-to-air television, noting how over several seasons, coverage had gone from all games
being on free-to-air, to five games per week, then four, and now three-and-a-half:
“There’s this creeping encroachment and slippery slope towards having more and more games on pay-TV, and
where will we end up? Is there an end point? Are we going down the EPL model, which in the UK used to only have
a highlights package once a week and no live games [on free-to-air]? AFL fans are definitely concerned that it’s
going to head down that way, which would be terrible because it disenfranchises a lot of people who can't afford
Fox Footy or who can’t afford to access it by the internet.” (Participant 21, 25/9/18)

However, a respondent from the AFL argued that preferential treatment for broadcasters when
scheduling games provides a public benefit by facilitating those who cannot attend games and only
have access to AFL via television (Participant 27, 2/11/18), and fans also recognise that broadcasters
pay large sums of money to the AFL which benefits fans by ensuring the financial viability of the league
(Participant 21, 25/9/18). Similarly, the AFL argue they have improved the public benefit of games on
television by “working with [their broadcast partners] to help deliver first-class broadcasts and
increased access to players and coaches in broadcast” (AFL, 2014a, p. 36). Nevertheless, more than 50
per cent of all AFL revenues are earned from broadcasting and media rights (AFL, 2020b, p. 158), and
the league’s dependency on broadcasting revenues was thrown into stark relief during the COVID-19
pandemic, with the league going to considerable lengths to restart the competition during lockdown
so broadcast revenues would resume (Browne, 2021, p. 49). Commercial self-interests may also edge
out public interests in relation to the AFLW. All respondents who were asked about the AFLW said the
competition realised public benefits, such as equality and inclusiveness (Participant 23, 3/10/18,
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Participant 14, 6/4/18, Participant 30, 5/12/18). However, respondents also identified the commercial
realities underpinning the AFLW, with one club official admitting they see the AFLW as an opportunity
to reach new markets, and “in the long run, it’s a revenue stream” (Participant 14, 6/4/18).
This discussion further illuminates the interdependency of structure and agency, or
structuration, in AFL broadcasting, and how the tension between structures shapes agency. Within
commercial broadcasters, any tension between public and commercial self-interests is readily
resolved in favour of the latter, which is understandable given the rules that underpin those
structures, and their position in the wider neoliberal economic context. However, the tension is less
easily resolved within the AFL, as public and commercial self-interests both underpin the structure of
that organisation. Accordingly, to resolve the tension, the AFL adopts a rule of competitive balance,
as it can achieve both public and commercial outcomes. Furthermore, the decision by the AFL to adopt
a policy of competitive balance reflects the values of the field that it operates in, as an evenly balanced
competition and the revenue it generates resonate with the egalitarian and neoliberal values of the
society in which the competition takes place, making it easier for the AFL to be accepted by the field.
Accordingly, in the public domain the AFL can use the resonance competitive balance has with
the field to defend their competition management decisions, even though commercial self-interests
may be the preferred outcome. For example, while the AFL attempts to achieve competitive balance
through its scheduling decisions (AFL, 2016a, p. 48), the data indicates the AFL schedules wellsupported clubs more frequently in free-to-air timeslots1 – an outcome that benefits the commercial
self-interests of the league. An AFL respondent defended these decisions, saying their scheduling also
benefits match attendance and those who only access games via television, while other competitive
balance mechanisms, such as the variable distribution of funding to clubs, also compensates those
clubs who do not feature prominently on free-to-air coverage (Participant 27, 2/11/18). Moreover,
the AFL often frames public interest issues as commercial issues. For example, in 2015, the league

1

See Appendix 6 for data demonstrating the correlation between club membership/supporter base/ladder
position, and free-to-air broadcast frequencies in the Melbourne and Newcastle markets.
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noted how it had delivered on its “fan agenda” by putting “accessibility and affordability at the heart
of our decisions about the game” (AFL, 2015, p. 33), citing reduced food prices at venues and frozen
ticket prices – both commercial considerations – as evidence of their success in achieving the agenda.
Undoubtedly, affordability is a consideration for fans, but to primarily see public benefit as a function
of financial outcomes reveals the commercial self-interests in the organisation.
The prioritising of commercial self-interests may be inferred in other sporting organisations.
Specifically, an administrator from the A-League said the biggest change they had seen during their
time in the sport “has been a realisation… that we’re not in the football business, we’re in the
entertainment business” (Participant 09, 26/10/17). Similarly, using competitive balance to resolve
the tension between public and commercial self-interests is not inevitable, as alternatives exist. For
example, the English Premier League in the United Kingdom adopts a laissez faire approach to
competition management, with minimal equalisation measures creating an environment where
superstar players, powerhouse teams, and marquee rivalries potentially generate greater broadcaster
revenues without sacrificing fan interest (Wilson, 2018b, online). Nevertheless, the introduction of
competitive balance into the AFL domain, and its acceptance by the field, suggests equality and
profitability are valued in AFL broadcasting.
While public and commercial self-interests are frequently seen in conflict, the discussion in
this section demonstrates that public and commercial self-interests can also be in alignment, revealing
the complexity of the AFL broadcasting system. Furthermore, the discussion indicates that competitive
balance shapes agency by enabling and constraining decisions in the AFL, broadcasters, and fans,
whose actions in response to competitive balance recreate it as an allocative resource within the AFL.
As will also be discussed further in subsequent results and discussion sections, competitive balance
also reflects the power of authoritative resources within the AFL, who can choose it as the best means
to manage the competition. However, the above discussion also indicates broadcasting connects sport
to culture at least to some degree, and accordingly, broadcasters have considerable power over sport
organisations, as the financial health and cultural relevance of a sport can depend on what rights
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broadcasters choose to acquire. Accordingly, the origin and expression of power in relationships is the
focus of the next section, which investigates stakeholder relationships in AFL broadcasting.
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5.2 Stakeholder Relationships
The first results and discussion section demonstrated that Australian football and the AFL have a
connection to Australian culture, and that broadcasting plays a role in facilitating that connection.
More importantly, the discussion demonstrated the connection between sport and culture is shaped
by public and commercial self-interests that reflect broad cultural contexts, and these interests are
often in conflict, but they can also be in alignment. This section takes up this thread and reveals how
public and commercial self-interest structure relationships in AFL broadcasting in ways that are
sometimes in conflict and sometimes in alignment. Specifically, associations between agents in the
field of AFL broadcasting are often discussed in terms of ‘stakeholder relationships’, and the need to
develop, maintain, or evolve these relationships over time, with agent behaviour affected by power
dynamics within those relationships.
According to Giddens, power is the agency or transformative capacity a person has “to
intervene in the world, or to refrain from such intervention, with the effect of influencing a specific
process or state of affairs,” and this includes the ability to change and constrain the actions of other
people, which simultaneously increases the freedom of the person who possesses it (Giddens, 1984,
p. 14). Accordingly, power enables and constrains agency. Those who possess power over others are
‘authoritative resources’, whose power is a function of the social structure they operate in, and who
through their actions may also determine the value and power of non-human or ‘allocative resources’
(Haralambos et al., 2013, p. 904). Similarly, Csikszentmihalyi suggests privileged agents within a field,
or ‘gatekeepers’, have a “better chance than others of incorporating a selected variation into the
domain,” and the power bestowed upon these gatekeepers is also a relative function of the system
they operate in (1988b, p. 330). However, society can also exert power, especially if people have the
disposable wealth and attention needed to select novelties to be added to the domain (ibid., p. 331).2
Accordingly, the major agents in AFL broadcasting are those able to exert power through their
agency over others, or by being able to select allocative resources and the novel variations to be

2

See Appendix 7 for a summary of the AFL broadcasting field.

88

entered into the domain. This agency recreates or reshapes the structure of AFL broadcasting. Perhaps
the most central agent in the field of AFL broadcasting is the Australian Football League. The
organisation exerts its agency by choosing who to license its broadcasting rights to. Another key group
of agents are the broadcast partners. Presently, this includes Seven West Media and Foxtel, while
Telstra previously held digital rights until early 2021, when they handed their rights to Foxtel subsidiary
Kayo and shuttered their AFL Live Pass streaming portal (Samios, 2021, online).3 The final key agents
are AFL fans, who are exceptionally powerful. While the league and broadcasters make decisions
which enable and constrain fan agency, it is the fans who ultimately decide the fate of the league and
broadcasters, as their choices about what to do with their disposable income and attention impacts
the AFL and broadcasters, as fans can choose to follow a different sport, or consume it in another way.
Fans are aware of this power. The AFL Fan Association website says, “it’s the fans who keep this
business afloat” and call themselves “the game’s largest stakeholder” (AFL Fans Association, online).
While many other groups take on cultural gatekeeper roles in AFL broadcasting, such as digital
platforms, media outlets, players, clubs, and government regulators, this section predominantly
focuses on the power dynamics between the AFL, the broadcasters, and the fans,4 and how these
power dynamics shape actions and result in innovations being accepted into or rejected from the
domain. It also explores how these relationships have changed over time, the heterogeneity within
groups, and how certain groups can simultaneously be authoritative and allocative resources.

AFL-Fan Relationships
The AFL contends fan interests are a key priority in their decision making. AFL CEO Gil McLachlan has
called fans one of the “four masters” he serves, along with the community, clubs, and the players (AFL,
2018b, p. 31), and an objective of the league is to “build a stronger relationship with the supporters

3

Foxtel/Kayo is co-owned by News Corp (65 per cent) and Telstra (35 per cent). Accordingly, prior to handing
the AFL digital rights to Kayo, Telstra was effectively competing against itself, with stakes in both Foxtel/Kayo
and AFL Live Pass.
4
See Appendix 8 for an analysis of relationships inside each of the AFL, broadcaster, and fan fields.
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at all levels of the game” (AFL, 2019b, p. 161). However, the discussion demonstrates that the
relationship between fans and the AFL is a complex matrix of public and commercial self-interests,
knowledge of the domain and field, the decision-making of authoritative resources, and their
accordant control over allocative resources. For example, the league’s decision to adopt a competitive
balance policy – an allocative resource that aligns with the values of the field – means supporters get
the public benefit of believing their club has a chance of winning each week (AFL, 2014b, p. 23, AFL,
2019b, p. 20), and fans have equally indicated they want the outcome of games to be unpredictable
(AFL Fans Association, 2018, p. 12). Evidence of the public benefit that competitive balance provides
can be found throughout the data. In 2018, the league noted that six different clubs had contested
the previous three Grand Finals (AFL, 2018b, p. 18), and in 2017 it highlighted the record number of
close games, and that the composition of the finals series was not decided until the last game of the
season (AFL, 2017, p. 26). However, competitive balance also aligns with the commercial self-interests
of the AFL, with the league also noting the uncertainty of outcomes and the closeness of the
competition is fundamental to “building attendances, club memberships, and national television and
digital media audiences” (AFL, 2016a, p. 24).
The AFL also endeavours to align its public interests with those of fans through its broadcast
agreement – another allocative resource – noting in annual reports that every game can be seen live
on television, and that most games involving non-Victorian teams are broadcast live on free-to-air into
those states, even when the games are not produced by Channel 7 (AFL, 2015, p. 22, AFL, 2018b, p.
49). Furthermore, while an AFL respondent conceded that the fans of clubs who don’t receive much
free-to-air coverage “may feel aggrieved about that”, they countered by saying those fans have other
options available if they want to see their team play:
“[All] matches are available on Foxtel and AFL Live Pass, both of which offer access to every game of the season ...
More recently, Kayo has become established as another product to watch AFL. There is a cost attached to these
products, though it is not an exorbitant cost and they provide a great way for fans to ensure they can watch their
club’s every match.” (Participant 27, 2/11/18)
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Additionally, and as will be discussed in the section on business models and organisational
performance, clubs who don’t receive as much free-to-air coverage compared with other clubs are
compensated via an increase in their variable allocation of funding from the league (Participant 27,
2/11/18). The league also highlights its efforts to keep general admission ticket prices low (AFL, 2019b,
p. 22), which is possible in part because of the revenues earned from broadcast rights (COMPPS, 2018,
p. 3), and the respondent from the AFL revealed their main metrics “for the fixture are attendance
and TV audience, and both of those play into fans,” adding that if match attendances and TV audiences
are strong, then it indicates fans can access the game (Participant 27, 2/11/18).
Nevertheless, the AFL also clearly extracts commercial benefits from its relationship with fans
via its broadcast coverage. The AFL notes that live games on television regularly draw large ratings,
especially the Grand Final (AFL, 2018b, p. 4), which ultimately delivers a financial return to the league
through premium broadcast fees. The extended free-to-air coverage in non-Victorian states also helps
grow the AFL market in those states, as does the AFL’s lobbying of Channel 7 to have the free-to-air
games in those states shown on the main channel rather than secondary digital channels (Participant
27, 2/11/18). The league also aligns its public and commercial self-interests with the public interests
of fans by introducing new allocative resources that they believe align with the values of fans (i.e., the
field), which can then be added to the domain and monetised. For example, in 2018 the AFL
introduced a shortened format of the game that could be played on rectangular fields with fewer
players. Known as AFLX, the format was designed to attract younger audiences and families, especially
in Queensland and New South Wales, where a lack of ovals and players limits potential for growth,
with the league also aiming to turn the format into a broadcast product (Participant 27, 2/11/18). The
women’s competition, AFLW, also builds a relationship with fans while serving a commercial purpose.
Many fans believe “women [are] now integral to football, both as fans and as players” (AFL Fans
Association, 2018, p. 4), and respondents from AFL clubs said the women’s competition is important
because of what it represents for the club, the community, and society (Participant 23, 3/10/18,
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Participant 30, 5/12/18). At the same time, AFLW is also seen as an opportunity to create new markets
and generate revenues (Participant 14, 6/4/18).
The league also serves the public interests of overseas fans while realising a commercial
outcome. Specifically, the AFL offers a streaming product that allows consumers to stream live games
for a fee, while also generating a small amount of revenue from overseas broadcast rights, especially
in expat markets (Participant 27, 2/11/18). These offerings reflect the public interests of the league,
with a respondent from the AFL revealing “we probably lean more towards maximum exposure [with
the overseas offerings],” but they also reflect commercial self-interests, with the respondent also
admitting “international markets are generally seen as growth markets” (Participant 27, 2/11/18). The
AFL has also continued to serve the public interests of fans and their own commercial self-interests as
fan consumption has shifted online. For example, a primary focus of the AFL Media department is to
engage fans on digital platforms (AFL, 2014a, p. 36), especially in key areas such as females, children,
multicultural fans, and non-traditional markets (AFL, 2018b, p. 100). This online engagement is then
monetised by the AFL’s Commercial team, which “has consistently found outcomes and solutions
across AFL Media assets for our partners and advertisers” (AFL, 2015, p. 116).
However, the AFL-fan relationship can be disrupted in several ways. For example, certain
types of fan behaviour are at odds with the commercial self-interests of the league. Specifically, the
lobby group for elite sporting organisations in Australia, the Coalition of Major Professional and
Participation Sports (COMPPS) have noted how piracy and user-generated content threatens the
copyright in their broadcast material, potentially limiting the revenue they can earn from their media
rights (COMPPS, 2018, p. 8-9). Similarly, inappropriate use of the league’s intellectual property in usergenerated content can cause friction, as explained by an AFL club respondent:
“[An] Instagram account might have 25,000 followers, and it’s not an official account of our football club, and I
ensure that they don’t use our IP, as in they haven’t got our logo… because we don’t want the customer thinking
it’s exactly us who are making those messages… [If they use] the logo or they use our players in a way that isn’t
great, that’s certainly looked at, and looked at really strongly, and there’s warning letters and all kinds of things
that goes with that.” (Participant 30, 5/12/18)
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However, this tension also works in the opposite direction. The commercial exploitation of fans is
essentially the league’s main source of income, with media rights, match attendances, sponsorships,
and advertising all premised on the game’s ability to attract audiences, and clearly this exploitation
can rankle the fan base. For example, many fans believe the AFL makes commercial decisions that do
not serve their public interests, as demonstrated by unreasonable seating allocations, the distribution
of Grand Final tickets, the prevalence of gambling advertising (especially around children), and
increasing food and drink pricing at games (Participant 21, 25/9/18, AFL Fans Association, 2018).
Similarly, the AFL’s assertion that fans can access games via subscription platforms when they are not
on free-to-air television does little for the fans who cannot afford a subscription, while the financial
compensation to clubs that receive poor free-to-air coverage may benefit the club, it does little for
the fans of those clubs in terms of seeing their team play.
The AFL-fan relationship is further complicated by fan heterogeneity. For example, in March
2019, an action photo of AFLW player Taylah Harris was published by Channel 7 on social media.
Shortly after, Channel 7 removed the photo because of negative user comments posted underneath
the image. However, community backlash against Channel 7’s acquiescence to online trolls resulted
in other media outlets and social media users re-publishing the photo (Koob, 2019, online).

Figure 5. Taylah Harris playing against the Western Bulldogs (Willson, 2019).
Permission to copy and communicate this image granted by Michael Willson/AFL Photos.
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Figure 6: Sample of comments posted beneath the Taylah Harris photo (admin, 2019).

The Taylah Harris example correlates with analysis of the public’s response to first Pride Game in the
AFL, which found online reactions to the game ranged from celebrating inclusion and supporting the
LGBTIQ community, through to “unsupportive, homophobic content with potential pernicious intent”
(Sherwood et al., 2020, p. 558). Despite this heterogeneity, fans are now attempting to manage their
relationship with the AFL in a more coordinated manner. Created in 2013, the AFL Fans Association
(AFLFA) aims to “represent the interests of [its] members and everyday fans,” by monitoring AFL
decisions and lobbying for fan concerns (AFL Fans Association, online). To ascertain and prioritise the
most pertinent fan issues, the AFLFA seeks feedback from fans via online polls and face-to-face
forums, while committee members have professional backgrounds and are voted in by members of
the association, adding credibility to the organisation (Participant 21, 25/9/18).
The rules of public and commercial self-interest which exist inside the AFL sometimes align
with the interests of fans, and sometimes they do not. Furthermore, while they mostly act according
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to public interests, fans also demonstrate commercial self-interests in their relationships with the AFL,
especially when they feel they are being unfairly exploited from a financial perspective. More
importantly, despite any disorganisation, heterogeneity, and perceived disempowerment, fans have
considerable agency, and therefore power, in their relationship with the AFL. Fans access to disposable
income and attention puts the league at their mercy, as fans can always choose to watch and to spend
money on other forms of entertainment. This agency gives fans the power to decide what novel
variations introduced by the AFL will be accepted into the domain, and which variations will be
rejected. For example, after just two seasons at elite level, the league abandoned the AFLX format in
2019. Officially, the format was shut down to create space in the calendar for AFLW and give AFL
players more time with clubs during pre-season (Barrett, 2019), but it’s also been suggested AFLX fell
over in part due to a negative reaction from fans (Valencich, 2019, Tyeson, 2018).

AFL-Broadcaster Relationships
The relationship between the AFL and its broadcast partners is important in terms of the financial
significance it has for both parties, and accordingly, commercial self-interest and power over the
allocative resources of money and intellectual property dominates this relationship. For example, a
subscription broadcaster said, “the AFL and NRL, it’s no secret, are the two most important properties
on pay-TV” (Participant 10, 26/10/17), while a free-to-air respondent similarly said sports rights are
“absolutely critical” to the free-to-air business model, because they attract large audiences who watch
live, which is “what advertisers are really looking to broadcasters for” (Participant 25, 5/10/18).
Meanwhile, as indicated previously, more than half of all AFL revenues come from Broadcasting (AFL,
2020b), and an AFL respondent said the league works with the broadcasters “to ensure we are
maximising the value of the rights for them” (Participant 27, 2/11/18).
The COVID-19 crisis in 2020 highlighted the commercial importance of this relationship in
many ways. For example, the AFL has indicated their “strong relationships” with broadcasters were
critical to managing the requirements needed to complete the 2020 season (AFL, 2020b, p. 50), which
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delivered much-needed income to the league during the year. Moreover, the disruption caused by
COVID-19 emphasised the co-dependency of the relationship – which delivers revenue to the AFL and
content to broadcasters – and accordingly, the AFL and their broadcast partners extended their
agreements from 2022 until 2024 to counter this disruption, with the renegotiations reflecting an
“understanding of the challenges encountered by all parties” (ibid., p. 25). Accordingly, the broadcast
agreement represents an allocative resource that embodies the shared commercial self-interests of
the AFL and the broadcasters. Specifically, not only do rights agreements represent guaranteed
revenue for both parties, but both parties can also agree to ‘contract out’ copyright exceptions in
rights agreements, which prevents footage that may usually fall under copyright exemptions from
being used for free by non-rights holders (COMPPS, 2018, p. 10). Broadcast agreements also preserve
the commercial value of rights by including an obligation to protect content from illegal streaming,
and one respondent believes such clauses are likely to become more prominent during rights
negotiations in the future as more content shifts online (Participant 31, 20/2/19). Rights agreements
can also be used to maintain the relationship in other ways. For example, while there is no
requirement for the AFL to offer the rights to a new competition – such as the AFLW of AFLX – to their
existing broadcast partners before anyone else, a respondent from the AFL indicated “we obviously
prefer to engage with them first on those new products” (Participant 27, 2/11/18).
Shared commercial self-interests are also found in how the league manages other allocative
resources in the competition. For instance, broadcasters are aligned with the AFL’s belief that
competitive balance is the best way to maximise audience interest, and therefore revenue, from the
sport, with a respondent from pay-television admitting they “are after an unpredictable and even
competition” because it draws audiences to the business (Participant 10, 26/10/17). However, the
same respondent also indicated they do not lobby the AFL about certain competitive balance
measures such as the draft and the salary cap, saying “we leave it to them to run the game”
(Participant 10, 26/10/17). Broadcasters will nonetheless lobby the AFL on how they manage the
competition in other areas, based on their commercial self-interest in the relationship. For example,
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in 2018 former CEO of Seven West Media Tim Worner stated the AFL needed to change the laws of
the game to make it more attractive (Niall, 2018, online), which improves the value of the product
from a broadcaster perspective. When asked about Mr Worner’s comments, a respondent from the
AFL admitted they “take on board their feedback,” and conceded “people are more likely to tune out”
if the game devolves into a slow-moving, heavily congested contest (Participant 27, 2/11/18).
Accordingly, the AFL has implemented rule changes aimed at opening up and increasing the speed of
gameplay, such as the ‘6-6-6’ rule preventing teams from ‘flooding’ their defence with players, and
the ‘stand the mark’ rule that creates more options for the player with the ball (AFL, online).
However, the AFL is also partially underpinned by the rule of public interest, which can create
conflict in the relationship. As will be discussed further in the section on business models and
organisational performance, this conflict is most evident in the creation of the fixture. For example, a
broadcaster revealed the fixture is one of the keys to maximising value from their rights and admitted
they lobby sports organisations on fixture decisions accordingly (Participant 33, 20/6/19), and data
indicates the AFL tends to create a fixture where teams with the largest memberships feature in
timeslots that benefit free-to-air broadcasters.5 However, because the AFL is also underpinned by
public interests, one of their priorities when negotiating the 2017-2022 broadcast agreement was to
maintain full control over the fixture (AFL, 2015, p. 20), which enabled them to create a fixture that
was fair to fans in terms of access (Participant 27, 2/11/18, AFL, 2016a, p. 48), and fair to clubs in
terms of rewarding on-field performance (AFL, 2019a). This can result in games being scheduled in
primetime broadcast slots that feature clubs with smaller followings, which does not serve the
commercial self-interest of the broadcasters. Clubs clearly understand how the fixture works, with an
AFL club respondent revealing the fixture gets discussed more than any other competitive balance
measure at the club, because it affects how many free-to-air games they receive, which in turn impacts
attendance, sponsorship, and “the return on investment for our sponsors” (Participant 30, 5/12/18).

5

See Appendix 6 for data demonstrating the correlation between club membership/supporter base/ladder
position, and free-to-air broadcast frequencies in the Melbourne and Newcastle markets.
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In this regard, agents inside the AFL have used their knowledge about the field and the domain to
create a novel variation – the AFL fixture – that is subsequently accepted by the field and added to the
domain. Furthermore, because it is underpinned by the authoritative resource of the AFL and the rules
of public and commercial self-interest, the fixture enables and constrains the agency of broadcasters
and clubs, who recreate it as a structure by acting in relation to the underpinning rules and resources.
Existing and changing dynamics in the field also potentially creates tension in the AFLbroadcasting relationship. For example, a subscription broadcaster revealed the AFL has different
contractual requirements for Fox Footy and Channel 7 in terms of the amount of branding that can be
included in coverage, with the free-to-air broadcaster allowed to include more of their own branding
in coverage than the subscription broadcaster (Participant 10, 26/10/17). This may be the result of the
greater reach of the free-to-air broadcaster, despite the subscription broadcaster paying more than
half of the rights agreement (Mason and Stensholt, 2015). A respondent from the AFL also revealed
the league is “constantly assessing our overall revenue arrangements,” and did not deny the league is
exploring where they can grow broadcast revenue (Participant 27, 2/11/18). Essentially, this attitude
suggests the AFL are open to emergent platforms becoming broadcast partners for the league.
However, avoiding tension and maintaining a healthy relationship with broadcasters is
important because it enables the AFL to achieve public interest outcomes. For example, in the context
of COVID-19, the league said the support it received from broadcasters so it could adjust to the
situation and deliver the season was “critical in ensuring fans could access our game” (AFL, 2020b, p.
27). More importantly, after signing the most recent broadcast agreement in 2015, the AFL said:
“The legacy is not in the agreement itself but in how the broadcast revenue can be put to use in the best long-term
interests of the AFL industry… Our investment strategy is based on upholding the key pillars that make up our game
– our clubs, our fans, our players and the community.” (AFL, 2015, p. 23)

The league subsequently supported the ‘key pillars’ by investing in community initiatives and
infrastructure, improving club funding arrangements, creating a capital reserve, signing a collective
bargaining agreement with the players, and acquiring Docklands Stadium (AFL, 2016a, p. 144-145).
These strategic priorities changed slightly post-COVID, with the AFL indicating their focus would be
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rebuilding financial strength, prioritising fans, and investing in community football and technology
(AFL, 2020b, p. 29).
While the AFL’s strategy of using broadcast revenues to support clubs, fans, players, and the
community reflects a commitment to public interests, as this example demonstrates, realising those
interests is often a result of commercial self-interest in the relationship with broadcasters, and as will
be revealed throughout the thesis, the AFL has increasingly prioritised commercial self-interest in its
operations. In this regard, power in the relationship between the AFL and broadcasters has steadily
shifted towards broadcasters. The AFL is not powerless in the relationship, as it chooses who to sell
its rights to and it maintains control over elements in the relationship, such as fixture decisions, while
the commercial benefits of the relationship also allow the AFL to enable the agency of other groups,
such as clubs, players, fans, and the community. Nonetheless, if it continues to depend on broadcast
income to achieve public interest outcomes, the agency of the AFL will be shaped by that dependency.

Broadcaster-Fan Relationships
AFL fans have the agency and power to decide how to use their disposable income and attention when
consuming AFL games on television, while broadcasters’ power in their relationship with fans is a
function of what sports rights they decide to acquire and how they will offer it to fans. Accordingly,
both sides of the broadcaster-fan relationship are largely premised on commercial considerations,
with agency and power in the broadcaster-fan relationship highly contingent on commercial selfinterests and control over the allocative resource of money. As they have shareholders to consider,
this is to be expected of broadcasters, and while fans may seek public benefits from consuming games,
such as socialising with other fans and curating their identity, realising those public benefits is
contingent on commercial considerations, as fans must decide if and how they should use their
disposable income and attention to access games on television.
Fans also understand that broadcasters play a role in financing the AFL (Participant 21,
25/9/18), and provided they are not unfairly exploited by unreasonable subscription costs or an
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inordinate amount of advertising, data indicates that fans are mostly content to spend their money or
attention on consuming AFL games on television so they can realise the accordant public benefits. For
example, the researcher’s blog reflects their agency and commercial self-interests in deciding how to
use their disposable income so they can access games of AFL on television. Over the course of two
years, the researcher has migrated from a satellite-based broadcast subscription of $117 a month, to
an OTT sport-based service of $25 a month, to free-to-air coverage (Reddin, 2021, online). Commercial
self-interests are also behind the researcher’s decision to change mobile phone providers:
“The lure of the free AFL Live Pass app and free data on Telstra… is a strong incentive for me to change providers.
Currently I'm with Optus, but I need a new phone, and I think this will be a major factor in the decision to change
providers.” (Reddin, 19/4/17, online, emphasis added)

Commercial self-interest also motivated the researcher to modify their Kayo subscription in early
2021. At the time, Telstra cancelled their AFL Live Pass mobile streaming service and handed their AFL
mobile streaming rights to Kayo,6 which left consumers with little option but to subscribe to Kayo if
they wanted to stream AFL games on their mobile devices (Samios, 2021, online). For Telstra
customers, this would involve an additional cost, as AFL Live Pass was included free as part of their
service, so to allay the impact of having to pay more to get AFL, the Kayo subscription was made
available to Telstra customers for $5 per month.7 Accordingly, as a Telstra customer, the researcher
cancelled their $25 per month Kayo subscription and signed up for the $5 discount subscription
through their Telstra account, saving $20 per month for 12 months (Reddin, 5/2/21, online).
However, as these examples infer, the broadcaster-fan relationship can also be challenged by
commercial self-interests. Specifically, fans need to balance the public benefit of being able to see
every AFL game live against the commercial reality of their financial means, with factors such as
employment status, other saving and spending requirements, conditions in the broadcast agreement,

6

As mentioned, Foxtel/Kayo is co-owned by News Corp (65 per cent) and Telstra (35 per cent). Accordingly, prior
to handing the AFL digital rights to Kayo, Telstra was effectively competing against itself, with stakes in both
Foxtel/Kayo and AFL Live Pass.
7
Typically, Kayo subscriptions cost either $25 per month (Basic) or $35 per month (Premium).
https://help.kayosports.com.au/s/article/What-are-my-subscription-options-on-Kayo
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and alternative entertainment options all impacting fans relationship with broadcasters (Reddin,
2021). Motivated by cost, fans can also use VPN technology to access live games of AFL without having
to pay for a Foxtel subscription (Reddin, 15/6/17, online). Accordingly, because they need fans’
disposable attention and income to survive, broadcasters strive to overcome these factors and
maintain their relationship with fans. For example, to increase flexibility and appeal to consumers,
subscription broadcasters allow their packages to easily be up- and down-graded, while many
subscription-based OTT services offer ‘no lock-in’ contracts and allow simultaneous logins on multiple
devices (Reddin, 2021). However, subscription broadcasters will likely put the most effort into
maintaining the relationship when their commercial self-interests are at risk. For example, when they
called to cancel their service, the researcher noted how Foxtel offered a range of deferred payment
plans and discounted packages in an effort to retain them as a customer (Reddin, 18/09/17, online).
Aside from price, broadcasters can also overcome challenges in their relationship with fans by
developing a finely tuned knowledge of fan values, which can be used to realise shared commercial
self-interests. For example, while they will try to get the best possible price for rights during
negotiations, a subscription broadcaster revealed they also try to get:
“the best offering for the customer and for the subscriber. And for us, that’s every game live with no ad-breaks,
siren-to-siren. They’re the sort of claims that we need to make so we can promote and try to sell the broadcast.”
(Participant 10, 26/10/17, emphasis added)

This comment indicates the subscription broadcaster believes they know what content (i.e., every AFL
game live) and features (i.e., no ad-breaks during play) fans value, which enable them to create a
broadcast product that fans are willing to pay for based on the value proposition of the service, so it
will be accepted by the field and added to the domain. Similarly, OTT platform Kayo has introduced
features which it believes will resonate with sports fans, such as a ‘no spoiler’ option, where live scores
are hidden from view when first using the service (Kayo Sports, 2018, online), and hence preventing
the viewer from finding out the score of a live game and spoiling the experience of catching up on
events. Because many sports take place simultaneously, the service also offers a split-screen feature,
allowing fans to watch multiple live games concurrently, and it has a ‘key moments’ feature for some
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sports, where fans who join a broadcast midway through coverage can go back and watch major
highlights from the coverage (ibid., online). These examples demonstrate that power in the
relationship lies with fans, as broadcasters must be attuned to fan values to create a novel variation
that fans are willing to pay for, if it is to be accepted by the field and added to the domain.
The broadcaster-fan relationship may also be adversely affected by commercial self-interests
in the AFL broadcast agreement and broadcaster strategy. For example, an AFL fan respondent
indicated fans are concerned about decreasing the number of AFL games on free-to-air television
(Participant 21, 25/9/18), an outcome from the last rights agreement. Similarly, the researcher records
their frustration that live games on the AFL Live Pass app do not take up the full screen on their iPad
(Reddin, 24/5/17, online), and later discovered this is a condition of the rights agreement (Lancaster,
2017, online). The rights agreement also means the AFL Grand Final is only available on terrestrial
free-to-air television, which is an issue for fans in areas with poor free-to-air reception, as the
broadcast agreement does not allow OTT coverage of the Grand Final on large screens (Reddin,
1/10/18, online). Due to broadcaster strategy (Turner, 2020, Hamilton, 2013), most games of AFL in
NSW and Queensland are shown on secondary digital channels, where the picture is standard
definition as opposed to high-definition, which frustrates fans (Reddin, 7/1/20, online). These
observations indicate that fans are not all-powerful in their relationship with broadcasters, as
commercial decisions made by the broadcasters in concert with the AFL constrains the agency of fans,
suggesting broadcasters have some authoritative power in the relationship.
There are also instances where the relationship is challenged by non-commercial factors. For
example, as the network infrastructure and consumption technology supporting OTT deliver is still
maturing in Australia, the researcher notes how latency (i.e., delay in the broadcast) and fidelity (i.e.,
picture quality) is sacrificed when they moved to Kayo, which erodes their relationship with the
platform (Reddin, 2021). Similarly, emergent broadcaster Telstra notes that network disruption “may
undermine [customer’s] trust in us and impact our brand and reputation” (Telstra Corporation, 2019,

102

p. 15). Emergent media must also consider user privacy concerns, with an emergent broadcaster
saying data security is a potential issue in their relationship with fans (Participant 20, 6/8/18).
While broadcasters are typically large organisations who turnover billions of dollars each year,
ultimate power in the broadcaster-fan relationship rests in the hands of the fan. Fan agency over their
disposable attention and income constrains broadcasters to a large degree. This authoritative power
is an outcome of the commercial self-interest that underpins the broadcaster business model, as fans
control the disposable income and attention that broadcasters need to survive. As they lack the
market penetration of free-to-air broadcasters, fans hold considerable power over subscription
broadcasters in Australia, who are potentially more susceptible to shifts in consumer habits.
However, this has not always been the case. Until recently Foxtel held a virtual monopoly over
paid content and was in a strong financial position (Mason, 2019a). Fans also hold power over freeto-air broadcasters, especially as they have an increasing array of consumption options available,
fragmenting the advertising market. Even so, broadcasters can assert their power by limiting fan
agency through broadcast agreements and deciding how content reaches fans. Nonetheless, given
their dependence on the monetisation of audiences for their survival, it is in broadcaster interests to
read and respond to fans values, and to develop innovations and business models that fans will
validate and accept into the field. In AFL broadcasting, fan values appear to centre around latency,
fidelity, cost, time, and integrity of the broadcast. Innovations that embody these values should have
a better chance of being accepted by fans and become the basis for new business models that reshape
the broadcaster while preserving the commercial self-interests underpinning the structure.
Power in relationships between fans, broadcasters, and the AFL is a function of the rules and
resources that underpin the relationship. Specifically, the rules of public and commercial self-interest
shape agency, while access and control over relevant allocative resources gives authoritative agents
the power to constrain and enable others. In this respect, the discussion supports Giddens’ contention
that power imbalances in relationships shape agency by enabling the powerful and constraining the
powerless, and by acting in this way in a routine fashion, both the powerful and the powerless recreate
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the rules underpinning the relationship and the social structures that the relationship takes place
within (Giddens, 1984, p. 346). However, the discussion also demonstrates how structures and agency
can change over time. Fans can increase their power by coalescing together and shifting their spending
and consumption habits. The AFL leaves the door open for emergent media platforms to become
broadcast partners. Broadcasters respond to shifting consumption habits by creating new products.
These observations suggest AFL broadcasting is a system in flux. Furthermore, the discussion reveals
that while public interests play a role in shaping relationships, commercial self-interests have a far
more prominent role in shaping relationships in and between the AFL, fans, and broadcasters. In this
consideration, power in AFL broadcasting relates to an agent’s capacity to access and utilise disposable
attention and income. The prominence of commercial self-interests in stakeholder relationships
feasibly reflects the broader neoliberal context that the AFL broadcasting system resides within, which
supports Csikszentmihalyi’s contention that “Every field is embedded in a specific social system”
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1988b, p. 331). The next section will explore this social system further by analysing
traits valued by the field and how they impact AFL broadcasting.
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5.3 Characterising Entrepreneurialism in AFL Broadcasting
During their interviews, 30 of the 37 participants were asked to identify characteristics they associated
with ‘entrepreneurs’ or ‘entrepreneurialism’. Participants were also asked if they perceived
themselves as entrepreneurial, and whether they engaged in entrepreneurial behaviour in their
workplace. Data relating to entrepreneurialism could also be gleaned from two secondary sources,
while analysis of the researcher’s blog also yielded data relating to entrepreneurial behaviour. The
purpose of the inquiry was to establish if there are any common behaviours that participants from the
field of AFL broadcasting identify as ‘entrepreneurial’, and if agents in AFL broadcasting were engaging
in this type of behaviour. If certain behaviours are consistently identified as entrepreneurial, and if
agents are engaging in entrepreneurialism and it is seen as desirable in the field of AFL broadcasting,
then the data provides an insight into the value system of the field. This information can then be used
to establish the types of behaviours agents need to be successful in AFL broadcasting. Industry
definitions of entrepreneurialism can also be compared against academic definitions of the term, with
any differences potentially revealing opportunities for industry and further study in academia.
As outlined in the literature review, entrepreneurs identify and exploit opportunities, source and
deploy resources, and address a perceived need in the market, while entrepreneurial behaviour can
take place anywhere from the individual to the organisational and macro level (Mazzarol, 2011, p. 911). Entrepreneurs are also known for finding creative and innovative ways to add value for customers
and their organisation (ibid.), and entrepreneurs are valued within the creative industries such as AFL
broadcasting, as those industries require inputs of human creativity (Davies and Sigthorsson, 2013, p.
1). Networks of exchange can further drive creativity, as being around others involved in similar
creative processes can improve efficiency and productivity (Porter, 1998), and similarly, the concept
of intrapreneurship – where corporate employees in large organisations use entrepreneurial
behaviour to generate competitive advantage – is relevant to the research (Mazzarol, 2011, p. 111).
The AFL and their broadcast partners are large, corporate organisations with significant resources.
Accordingly, facilitating and demonstrating intrapreneurial behaviour in AFL broadcasting could be
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especially important, and the discussion will now compare the entrepreneurial and intrapreneurial
traits from the research literature against the behaviours participants relate specifically to
entrepreneurialism, and the degree to which they engage in that type of behaviour or not.

Market Competition/Context
Many respondents indicated the overarching commercial context they worked in demanded they be
entrepreneurial. For example, because of increased competition in the industry and changes in
consumption, a respondent from the free-to-air sector revealed that, despite some initial resistance
to change, “the [commercial] broadcasters are now very, very focused on innovation, and it’s expected
of them” (Participant 17, 9/5/18). Another commercial free-to-air broadcaster similarly outlined how
reduced revenues have created a need to cut costs and pursue new revenue opportunities, which
encourages people to look for different ways of operating and using the assets available to them:
“everyone that works in media at the moment has had to have a shift in mindset away from ‘That’s not how we do
things here’ to ‘Well hang on, why have we always done it that way, and is there a better way that we can do it?’”
(Participant 25, 5/10/18)

With low-cost alternatives such as Netflix and Amazon Prime arriving in Australia and consumers
becoming more accustomed to paying less for subscription television (ACMA, 2018b, p. 77),
subscription broadcasters have also needed to be more entrepreneurial. For example, one
subscription broadcaster said, “if you don’t stay up with the trends of the game, everybody else will
go straight past you,” and added being innovative is “a constant part of the job” (Participant 10,
26/10/17, emphasis added). Foxtel CEO Patrick Delany has similarly said that while he advocates for
change within the company, “it’s got to reflect what the public want in terms of user experience” (Sky
News, 2018, online), including lower subscription prices. Subscription broadcasters have also needed
to be entrepreneurial as the barriers to pirating content have come down:
“There’s no playbook for trying to protect this content. We’re looking at different ways and means of doing it faster
and more efficient, and working with vendors… So just by the nature of what I do, it is entrepreneurial, trying to
continue to protect content in this environment.” (Participant 31, 20/2/19, emphasis added)
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Another broadcast respondent found the competitive nature of the industry exciting, and took
satisfaction from knowing they played a role in “developing that landscape, and playing a part in the
change of pace of how broadcasters and sports bodies deliver content to the consumer” (Participant
12, 21/2/18, emphasis added). The telecommunications industry is also subject to the forces of
increased competition, which drives entrepreneurial behaviour in emergent broadcasters, as
articulated by a respondent from a small telecommunications firm:
“I mean we are very much around trying to attack a niche if you like, and there’s no logical reason why we should
ever beat one of the bigger telcos, right? They’re literally a hundred times as big as us, they have a hundred times
the cash, the people, the talent et cetera. So, by your very nature, you better be bloody entrepreneurial or you’re
going to get smashed” (Participant 15, 6/4/18, emphasis added).

Increased competition has also driven entrepreneurial behaviour in organisations not directly involved
in broadcasting. For example, a participant who worked for a free-to-air lobby group said in the
context of increased competition, even their organisation needed to be “open to all the new ways that
our members want to provide their services,” and one of their priorities as a lobby group is achieving
policy settings that “allow those businesses to take the maximum advantage of all the opportunities
that they have” (Participant 13, 4/4/18).
Other contextual factors also motivate entrepreneurial behaviour. A sports administrator
indicated their organisation had become more entrepreneurial as sport had evolved “from being a
football business to an entertainment business” (Participant 09, 26/10/17). A telecommunications
respondent felt fear and greed drive business generally, including entrepreneurial behaviour
(Participant 15, 6/4/18), and another emergent broadcaster suggested acknowledgment from the
industry – in the form of feedback and awards – also encouraged entrepreneurial behaviour
(Participant 20, 6/8/18). Broadcast agreements can also drive entrepreneurial behaviour, as outlined
by a respondent from an elite level football club. Specifically, they said the rights agreement prevents
the club from filming the game, and so the club is always on the lookout for “access to areas and
footage that we would see as being commercial opportunities,” with these opportunities being
realised because the club is not only told what it can’t do by the broadcast agreement, but also
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because fans demand such footage (Participant 05, 10/8/17, emphasis added). A player representative
also felt they were entrepreneurial “within the framework of the legislation” that governs their
industry, such as collective bargaining agreements, to achieve the best possible commercial outcome
for players (Participant 11, 12/12/17). However, non-commercial environments can also motivate
entrepreneurialism. A respondent from the Australian government outlined how crossbenchers can
demonstrate entrepreneurial behaviour that is not necessarily motivated by commercial outcomes:
“it’s being entrepreneurial in a very right-wing or a very left-wing or a very one-minded way of thinking things,
rather than actually taking views from everywhere and then actually mixing them up and coming to a conclusion
that involves taking into consideration all of the viewpoints. It’s very ideological.” (Participant 03, 7/6/17).

Even so, in most instances, agents are operating inside organisations that are structured to realise
commercial outcomes. Accordingly, when broad changes in the field of AFL broadcasting take place,
such as new broadcast competitors arriving or consumption practices changing, the ability of the
structure to generate revenue is challenged. In this context, agents are required to find new ways to
generate revenue for their organisation. These new ways of generating revenue are recognised as
creative and valuable by the field, with validation taking the form of peer and consumer
acknowledgement, and industry awards. In performing these new revenue-raising actions, agents
recreate the structure, but in a slightly different form.

Creative/Innovative
The capacity to generate ideas or find solutions to problems is often thought to be associated with
entrepreneurism in the research literature, and data from participants was no different. More than
one respondent said entrepreneurs must have a good idea (Participant 20, 6/8/18, Participant 22,
21/10/18), and an AFL respondent said entrepreneurs need to be “prepared to innovate” (Participant
27, 2/11/18). A participant from an AFL club corroborated this sentiment, saying entrepreneurialism
is discussed inside the club, but “as innovation” (Participant 30, 5/12/18), while a broadcaster also
furthered this theme, saying entrepreneurs need to have a mindset “of invention” (Participant 31,
20/2/19). Entrepreneurs may also need the type of personality that is motivated by, and gains
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personal satisfaction from, the ability to creatively identify and solve problems. For example, one
respondent felt their personality was suited to entrepreneurialism because:
“I’m competent at directly assessing opportunities as they arise in terms of problem solving. If it’s fixing and
addressing a problem and making things better, then that’s sort of a driver for me.” (Participant 26, 12/10/18,
emphasis added)

Accordingly, the respondent identified an “inquisitive problem-solving mentality” as a key
entrepreneurial behaviour, and felt themselves to be entrepreneurial in this respect, saying they are
“a problem solver at heart” and apply their problem-solving skills when engaging with governing
bodies, which helps to drive change in the industry (Participant 26, 12/10/18, emphasis added).
Similarly, a telecommunications respondent considered themselves to be entrepreneurial but only in
an “executer” sense, saying their strength is taking “advantage of the things that are there” to identify
shortcuts or to make a business operation more optimal or efficient (Participant 15, 6/4/18). The
researcher also believes they display creative fan behaviour at times. They share their login to a
subscription platform with a friend to save them having to pay for content, while VPNs and loopholes
in the Freeview app are also creatively used to access geo-blocked content (Reddin, 18/2/20 &
15/7/19, online). This data suggests agents in AFL broadcasting must not only have an awareness of
their context and be investigative, but they also need to be creative and innovative, and bring new
ideas to the field. Agents may also be valued if they are proficient at creatively solving problems, such
as creating efficiencies within the existing workflows.

Investigative/Curiosity
A sense of curiosity or an investigative nature was often considered to be an entrepreneurial
behaviour. One participant said they saw themselves as someone who “likes to really try and think of
something that isn’t happening at the moment” and embraces change (Participant 06, 17/8/17).
Similarly, another considered themselves to be entrepreneurial because, “I’m not a business-as-usual
kind of guy – the stuff that excites me is the creating of new opportunities and new businesses”
(Participant 09, 26/10/17, emphasis added). An AFL club respondent demonstrated similar
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investigative thought, saying they like to look for “new opportunities” to grow the audience of the
club (Participant 14, 6/4/18), and another club respondent outlined how they consider an investigative
nature to be a positive trait when hiring staff, as they look for people who have “almost an
aggressiveness towards wanting an outcome in a different way” (Participant 30, 5/12/18). To be
entrepreneurial, an AFL respondent said a person needs to see opportunities (Participant 27, 2/11/18),
while a telecommunications respondent similarly identified a culture of curiosity and a “restlessness
about wanting to do something better” as the main drivers of entrepreneurial behaviour (Participant
15, 6/4/18). A subscription broadcaster also identified as entrepreneurial because they are “always
looking for what’s next and what’s new, and how to do things differently” (Participant 10, 26/10/17),
and Foxtel CEO Patrick Delany also believes himself to be investigative, calling himself a “change
agent,” with a reputation for shaking things up “pretty hard” (Sky News, 2018, online).
Respondents also felt an investigative nature assists in developing an awareness of context,
which enables entrepreneurs to identify opportunities that can be exploited. For example, one
respondent said empathy is important, because “you’ve got to understand where your idea would fit
into a market and what that market would do or need, or how they would take up that idea”
(Participant 22, 21/10/18). Similarly, an AFL club respondent said entrepreneurs need to be at the
cutting edge of technology, so that as new technologies emerge, they can reach audiences with it
(Participant 14, 6/4/18). Another said the ability to listen and be consultative are key traits, as is the
ability to take on feedback, which allows an idea to “develop and grow and evolve” (Participant 23,
3/10/18). Evidently, the field of AFL broadcasting values an investigative nature and an awareness of
context in agents. While some agents may be more predisposed to this type of behaviour than others,
it may also be a willingness on behalf of an agent to apply themselves to learning about their context,
and asking themselves how and why things are the way they are. This requires immersing oneself in
the domain and investigating the hierarchies of the field, so opportunities may be identified and
exploited.
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Risk Taking/Preparation
Research literature suggests entrepreneurs need to be willing to take risks when embarking on a new
endeavour, and respondents also felt this was an important entrepreneurial trait. For example, one
respondent said entrepreneurs tend to be adventurous, with “a certain flair and willingness to jump
into the unknown” (Participant 21. 25/9/18), and another believed themselves to be entrepreneurial
because they had regularly taken risks by changing careers and founding businesses with their own
and other people’s money (Participant 16, 8/6/18). Several AFL respondents also said entrepreneurs
need to be willing to take risks (Participant 27, 2/11/18, Participant 30, 5/12/18), with one explaining
entrepreneurs need to “know where you’re going, without really knowing where you’re going”
(Participant 35, 27/4/20). A broadcaster inferred risk-taking when they said entrepreneurs need to be
agile, be able to “move fast” and break barriers, and do “things that were previously conceived as
couldn’t be done” (Participant 31, 20/2/19), and a player representative similarly said entrepreneurs
need to be prepared to fail:
“It’s all very well and good to be sound and make good decisions and have good judgement, but if you're not
prepared to take leaps of faith and to really dive into things and be prepared to fail, then you also won’t go very
far.” (Participant 28, 2/11/18)

Risk taking also makes entrepreneurialism rare according to some respondents. For example, one said
that while most people might like to think they can turn an idea into a success, being an entrepreneur
involves a large amount of risk to personal life, financial security, and work-life balance (Participant
18, 11/5/18). Another respondent suggested entrepreneurs must be willing to take on problems that
others avoid, or who think are not important enough to fix (Participant 26, 12/10/18).
To combat the danger of embarking on a risky endeavour, entrepreneurs need to be well
prepared (Participant 20, 6/8/18), and a player representative similarly said entrepreneurs need to
make well-informed decisions, adding “you're not going to go very far if at a critical juncture… you’re
unable to fundamentally understand what you're trying to do, and make decisions based on that”
(Participant 28, 2/11/18). Another respondent said entrepreneurs need to have “precision in the way
they think” (Participant 30, 5/12/18), while a free-to-air broadcaster likewise suggested the key traits
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for entrepreneurs are the ability to identify an opportunity or idea, assess its cost and revenue
implications, and to then act accordingly based on that information (Participant 33, 20/6/19).
Risk taking may be a particularly challenging behaviour to encourage in AFL broadcasting.
Some agents may be more inherently comfortable with taking risks than others, which is contingent
on their personality, confidence, and background. Aside from developing start-up businesses, this risktaking often takes the form of decision making when investing money or implementing the
appropriate business model at the opportune moment. Furthermore, while respondents identified
risk taking as an entrepreneurial behaviour, it is less clearly known if organisations within AFL
broadcasting value risk taking, especially if it threatens existing business models and the stability of
structures. However, agents may be able to take calculated risks if they are well prepared and fully
informed about the risk, and as show elsewhere in the data, have the necessary organisational support
and resources to mitigate the inherent dangers of risk-taking.

Resilience/Persistence/Motivation
In the context of taking risks, the research literature also suggests entrepreneurs need to be resilient
(Zolli and Healy, 2012), as by definition risky behaviour will result in some failures. Entrepreneurs need
to persist in the face of such setbacks, and they must be motivated accordingly. Several respondents
corroborated these ideas, with one going so far as to say persistence and motivation may be the most
important of all entrepreneurial behaviours:
“I think 90 per cent of it is probably effort. I think everyone has got ideas, but unless you actually want to put the
effort in and do the work… then your idea will amount to nothing.” (Participant 22, 21/10/18)

Another respondent suggested entrepreneurial people are “prepared to go the extra mile to get deals
done” (Participant 19, 13/6/18), and one said having initiative and a “thick skin” are important
(Participant 01, 17/5/17). This respondent also revealed their manager advocated a ‘fail fast’ approach
when exploring new ideas within the organisation, meaning “if you’re going to fail, go big, and if it all
turns to custard, it happens quickly, and you learn from it and you then go back, redevelop and start
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again” (Participant 01, 17/5/17). Another also inferred resilience when they suggested
entrepreneurialism requires:
“an incredible amount of strength and singlemindedness to get through almost inevitably, very challenging, very
hard periods, where only a lunatic would think you’ll eventually succeed.” (Participant 18, 11/5/18)

An emerging broadcaster likewise suggested entrepreneurs need to “roll with the punches. And [they]
can’t expect everything to run smoothly either” (Participant 20, 6/8/18). The respondent added they
had grown to ignore people who told them they were doing something impossible, trusting instead
their preparation, dedication, and knowledge about the market to believe in what they were doing
(Participant 20, 6/8/18, emphasis added). More than one respondent said entrepreneurs need to be
prepared to work irregular hours and be willing to sacrifice a regular salary or engage in unpaid work
(Participant 22, 21/10/18, Participant 21, 25/9/18, Participant 20, 6/8/18). Similarly, work ethic was
also identified as an entrepreneurial behaviour, with one respondent suggesting “you don't really go
anywhere unless you’re prepared to put in a fair bit into whatever you’re doing” (Participant 28,
2/11/18). Entrepreneurs need to have the “drive to continually improve” according to one respondent
(Participant 31, 20/2/19), and another identified passion and commitment as important behaviours,
but they also said there is a fine line between being passionate and being stubborn or “pig-headed”
(Participant 23, 3/10/18). A respondent from the advertising industry likewise felt the entrepreneur
needs to be a “go-getter,” and clarified this statement by adding, “Those that go and get things will
win. Those that sit back and wait for everything to be handed to them are the ones that are going to
get left behind” (Participant 34, 26/2/20).
AFL broadcasting is not a place for the faint-hearted. Those who are unwilling to take risks and
lack the necessary drive and motivation to make things happen are unlikely to be thought of as
valuable by the field. Conversely, a strong work ethic and the ability to rebound from setbacks are
likely to improve an agent’s standing among their peers. This may be difficult for those agents not
predisposed to these types of behaviour. Alternatively, there may be opportunities for managers and
people in positions of power to motivate such behaviour through incentive and coercion.
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Workplace Culture/Internal Relationships
Data from respondents supports academic literature which suggests creativity doesn’t occur in a
vacuum (Negus and Pickering, 2004, p. 91), and many felt the immediate work environment is the
most important network in this respect. For example, one respondent felt entrepreneurs need to be
good in their working relationships (Participant 27, 2/11/18), and a broadcast specialist outlined how
a positive internal environment facilitates their entrepreneurialism, saying they get enjoyment from
working in small teams, where there is a sense of adrenaline and excitement from making new
projects happen (Participant 20, 6/8/18). Respondents also felt a strong work culture could help the
organisation respond to market challenges. Specifically, one respondent remarked how they enjoyed
the team environment at their workplace, saying “we all strive towards being at the forefront of the
evolution of the sports broadcasting industry,” and felt this attitude was necessary in an environment
experiencing significant change (Participant 12, 21/2/18, emphasis added). News Corp Executive
Chairman Rupert Murdoch similarly believes that by “nourishing a culture of creativity, candour, and
collaboration,” the organisation can create a “healthy business environment,” which allows them to
respond to the rate of change in the market (News Corporation, 2018, p. vi). A free-to-air broadcaster
also outlined how tightening fiscal pressure in the industry has required broadcasters to explore new
revenue streams, which has fostered a change in culture throughout the organisation, with the
broadcaster also developing an “ideas initiative” that encourages staff to generate new ideas for
programming and content (Participant 01, 17/5/17).
In this context, respondents also discussed the specific strategies aimed at fostering an
entrepreneurial culture inside large media organisations where there are many stakeholders, often
with conflicting interests. For example, to foster a strong workplace culture, an advertising executive
revealed their organisation “reward and recognise” staff with income bonuses based on performance
KPIs, and they have an internal training program where staff are assisted with career development,
with the respondent adding, “we like to help grow them and nurture them” (Participant 34, 26/2/20,
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emphasis added). A respondent from a free-to-air broadcaster also revealed how they take a multipronged approach to changing people’s attitude about the merits of investing in the digital space.
Firstly, “analytics and research and behavioural science” are used to support evidence-based decisionmaking, while empathy is also used to understand the requirements, experiences, and KPI’s colleagues
have worked under (Participant 16, 8/6/18). Persistence and enthusiasm are required, as “sometimes
you're simply using relentless optimism just to keep the debate front-and-centre,” while flexibility and
fallibility are also necessary:
“So, no-one is right all the time, and the biggest risk that people make in roles like mine, is thinking their idea is the
best idea, or their experiences, or even their data, is empirical. You have to un-learn and re-learn constantly,
because we are living in a period of unprecedented disruptive change. And so many people that I hear and talk to
who say, ‘Well, let’s do it my way’ or ‘Do it this way, I know what we need to do,’ is an increasingly dangerous
statement to make, when we’re living in a world of constant change.” (Participant 16, 8/6/18, emphasis added)

Accordingly, having the right leaders in place is also considered to be an important strategy in fostering
a positive work environment. Specifically, a free-to-air broadcaster said support from management
can help promote entrepreneurial behaviour and indicated the leaders in their organisation often
emphasise the importance of networks and partnerships for the business (Participant 01, 17/5/17).
Another free-to-air respondent said their CEO has fostered a strong workplace culture by encouraging
management “to have entrepreneurial focus and skills, [so] they are making decisions in the best
interests of the business,” and felt this strategy also means the CEO does not have to micro-manage
the organisation (Participant 33, 20/6/19). To support entrepreneurialism within an organisation, a
sports administrator also felt leadership needs to be open to new ideas (Participant 06, 17/8/17), and
an AFL coach similarly said entrepreneurs need to have the ability to bring people along with them as
they pursue an outcome (Participant 35, 27/4/20). One technology specialist considered leadership to
be the most important trait for entrepreneurs, qualifying their statement by saying the entrepreneur
doesn’t necessarily need to be the “ultimate leader in the company,” but they need to be able to bring
together the “right group of people to make it happen” (Participant 20, 6/8/18).
The AFL uses a number of strategies to create a positive workplace environment, where
workers model the values and purpose of the organisation, and generate “innovative ideas” to help
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drive the success and performance of the league (AFL, 2019b, p. 114). Specifically, the league assesses
its workplace culture via an annual “Vibe survey,” and incentivises positive behaviour with reward and
recognition programs that identify people “who make a ‘standout’ contribution to progress our game”
(ibid., p. 116). However, despite making a commitment to “promote a more inclusive culture” in its
workforce (AFL, 2015, p. 50), the AFL has tackled culture issues in recent years, most notably in the
treatment of several junior female staff members (Wilson and Pierik, 2017, online), and the potential
mistreatment of women and misogyny across the AFL industry more broadly (Krien, 2013). Similar
accusations emerged in 2021 following the release of The Boys’ Club, a book by News Corp journalist
Michael Warner, that alleges 14 employees left the organisation over a period of nine years due to
being made to feel harassed, bullied, or unsafe in the workplace (Halloran and Harvey, 2021, online).
Nonetheless, the AFL attempts to foster a sound working culture by treating its relationship
with employees as a partnership and remunerating them accordingly. For example, because of the
way they are paid,8 AFL players are effectively employees of the league, and during the negotiations
of the last CBA for the men’s competition, the AFL recognised that players are “a significant
shareholder in the game,” and should be financially compensated accordingly (AFL, 2016a, p. 39). A
respondent from a Players Association said treating players in such a fashion is fundamental to
establishing a healthy, trust-based relationship that benefits the game in the long run (Participant 28,
2/11/18). As a result, listed AFL players are some of the most well rewarded sports professionals in
Australia, earning on average $363,430 in 2019 (AFL, 2019b, p. 69), while AFL players have also won
more employment freedoms in recent years, such as free agency rights in 2012 that allows players to
move to a club of their choice at the end of their contract, with some restrictions (AFL, 2012, p. 54).
In this context, workplace culture in the AFL can also impact broadcasting rights. For example,
because it potentially allows the best players to move to the best clubs, free agency also has the
potential to erode competitive balance, and accordingly, the value of AFL broadcasting rights. As such,

8

The AFL’s distribution of funds to clubs each year includes a component that covers 100% of Total Player
Payments (i.e., the salary cap figure), which essentially means the AFL pays the salary of players.
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to prevent competitive balance being compromised by free agency, respondents felt clubs have an
obligation to develop a strong internal culture so players don’t move at the end of their contract
(Participant 23, 3/10/18, Participant 30, 5/12/18, 7Sport, 2018), which, according to the AFL, means
having “quality people in the right roles… making consistently good decisions” (AFL, 2016a, p. 34). In
this respect, AFL CEO Gil McLachlan has identified “the president, CEO, coach, Head of Football, Head
of Commercial, Head of List Management, [and the] captain” as key roles at clubs (Fox Sports Australia,
2018a). An AFL coach also said the football manager and the CEO are vital in helping to drive club
culture, as they make the decisions about what players fit the culture (Participant 35, 27/4/20).
However, establishing a strong internal culture can be difficult given the current dynamics of the
industry, with a player agent saying the idea of player loyalty to club is “fairly outdated,” preferring to
see the player-club relationship as “transactional” (Participant 22, 21/10/18).
These results suggest entrepreneurs may be able to realise the full potential of their
workplace if they are able to convey their vision to employees and lead them towards that goal. The
results also suggest a strong workplace culture may encourage employees to believe in and adhere to
the rules and resources that underpin the organisation, whether they be public and/or commercial
self-interest rules and resources, and to explore new entrepreneurial opportunities, which may make
it easier for the organisation to respond to challenges in the market. Similarly, if agents can create a
strong work environment, it seems other agents will also act to recreate the strong work environment.
However, this is not a perpetual arrangement, and the right agents need to make the right choices for
the strong work environment to be recreated. Nonetheless, the example of a strong and positive work
environment encouraging agents to act and make choices that benefit the organisation by adapting it
to market challenges provides a clear demonstration of structuration in action.

External Relationships/Partnerships
Aside from a strong internal workplace culture, respondents also felt it’s important for entrepreneurs
to have positive relationships with people and organisations outside of their company. For example,
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one broadcaster said entrepreneurialism goes beyond purely technical innovation and includes
developing partnerships between broadcast and telecommunication organisations (Participant 12,
21/2/18). An AFL club respondent similarly felt developing a partnership with broadcasters had
allowed both organisations to achieve mutually beneficial outcomes, such as improving the coverage
by increasing access to players and promoting club initiatives on the broadcast, with the respondent
believing more can be done to identify mutually beneficial opportunities (Participant 14, 6/4/18). A
free-to-air broadcaster also revealed part of their business strategy has been to partner with start-up
businesses by investing in their company, and then leverage their position as a broadcaster to promote
those businesses, which grows the start-up and delivers a return on investment for the broadcaster
(Participant 25, 5/10/18). The AFL also has several external relationships that deliver entrepreneurial
outcomes. As discussed further in the results and discussion section on business models and
organisational performance, the most obvious of these relationships is between the AFL and their
broadcast partners:
“While our game has a strong base, the continued support of our broadcast and corporate partners allows the AFL
to keep admission and membership prices as low as possible… while also providing the opportunities for us to
further invest at community level and develop all parts of the game.” (AFL, 2019b, p. 22)

Broadcasters similarly recognise the entrepreneurial benefit of their relationship with sports bodies,
as articulated by Seven West Media:
“We have developed significant long-term partnerships with the Australian Football League and the International
Olympic Committee ... These agreements confirm our objective: to deliver the biggest events to the biggest
audiences and drive our leadership across broadcast television.” (Seven West Media, 2016, p. 5)

Meanwhile, aside from the revenue it earned from the relationship, the AFL’s rights agreement with
Telstra also made the game available on mobile platforms, while Telstra benefited by having AFL rights
to attract customers, and being given the right to host the AFL’s digital products, such as the league
and club websites (AFL, 2016a, p. 120-123). As early as 2014, the league also explored partnerships
with emergent media platforms not included in the rights agreement. A “test relationship” between
the AFL and Facebook was established during the Finals Series that year, and the league also worked
with Twitter in 2014 to “amplify match-day highlights” (AFL, 2014a, p. 86). The league initiated a
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relationship with Google in 2018 that lead to the creation of content specifically for YouTube, and
enabled fans to vote for ‘best-on-ground’ players (AFL, 2020c, online).
Broadcasters also develop relationships with external parties to further their business
interests. A prime example is the relationship between News Corp and Telstra, and their co-ownership
of Foxtel, the subscription broadcast partner of the AFL (News Corporation, 2019). Foxtel also has
relationships with organisations which may be in competition with the AFL, such as the National Rugby
League and Cricket Australia (News Corporation, 2018), and News Corp have begun partnering with
companies such as Apple, Twitter, Google, and Facebook to better deliver and protect content (News
Corporation, 2018, News Corporation, 2019). Facebook also has partnerships with Channel 7 and
Channel 10, and like the sports partnerships, these arrangements often result in the creation of
content that extends the on-air offering with highlights and catch-up content (Blackiston, 2019, Scott,
2019). Meanwhile, all three commercial free-to-air broadcasters in Australia have combined to create
Think TV, an industry lobby group designed to “promote the effectiveness and return on investment
that TV advertising delivers” (Seven West Media, 2018, p. 12). Another common strategy for
broadcasters is to maintain relationships with policy makers to protect their commercial self-interests.
For example, Seven West Media indicate they engage in regulatory reviews via lobby groups (Seven
West Media, 2019, p. 25), and News Corp say they engage in “efforts to strengthen and update
intellectual property protection around the world,” including the enforcement of IP laws (News
Corporation, 2019, p. 17). Telstra meanwhile say they sustain relationships with regulators “to ensure
fair and balanced policy and regulatory decisions” (Telstra Corporation, 2019, p. 15).
While the external relationships mentioned thus far realise commercial benefits, the AFL and
broadcasters also have external relationships that realise public benefits. For example, Seven West
Media have said they are committed to “taking a leading role in touching the lives of all Australians”
(Seven West Media, 2017, p. 49), and accordingly, the broadcaster aims to educate and connect with
audiences through major events and by supporting charities and community groups (ibid., p. 49-50).
News Corp have similarly identified philanthropy and environmental projects as keys to their
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corporate social responsibility initiatives (News Corporation, 2019, p. x). Meanwhile, the AFL works
with local, state, and national governments to improve public infrastructure and achieve outcomes
for community leagues (AFL, 2019b, p. 126), and the league has indicated it is attempting to help clubs
find ways of reducing their reliance on revenue from gaming machines (AFL, 2018b, p. 133).
However, maintaining external relationships can be a challenge. For example, respondents
from AFL clubs indicated that moving away from gaming machine revenue is difficult because
alternative forms of revenue need to be found, and the necessary leadership and workplace culture
must be in place for such a transition to take place (Participant 23, 3/10/18, Participant 30, 5/12/18).
Meanwhile, Optus indicate there is a risk that external relationships will fail if they are not maintained
or if partners do not remain committed (Singtel Limited, 2018, p. 104). A player representative felt
entrepreneurialism in their organisation is bounded by the level of trust between players and their
representatives, with that trust being a two-way street (Participant 11, 12/12/17), and another
respondent similarly said entrepreneurs need to be vigilant when working with third parties, so their
ideas aren’t stolen (Participant 26, 12/10/18). Conversely, incumbent relationships may also prevent
optimal business outcomes, with a respondent explaining Australia is a “very relationship-based
market, which means that the best solution doesn’t always win” (Participant 26, 12/10/18).
In any event, external relationships are seen as playing an important role in supporting
entrepreneurialism, and accordingly relationship building skills are valuable for entrepreneurs in AFL
broadcasting. The data also suggests these skills are valuable across different types of organisations
and contexts, and it indicates how agency in relationships can either protect existing business models,
or develop new business models, for an organisation. The investigation of relationships also reveals
those actions deemed inappropriate by the field, such as the unethical harvesting of ideas from
competitors, and it reveals how power is exercised, as demonstrated by the AFL and broadcasters
using their authoritative and allocative resources to assert power over clubs and players. Finally, the
discussion reveals how these resources can change relationships and the system over time, as
demonstrated by the AFL initiating relationships with emergent media platforms.
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Personal Background/Education
Many respondents felt their entrepreneurial behaviour was a consequence of their background,
experience, or education. For instance, one respondent felt the diversity of their professional career
and prior experience in investing money into start-up businesses demonstrated they were
entrepreneurial (Participant 16, 8/6/18). Respondents also felt entrepreneurs must know how to
implement a business model to support an idea (Participant 26, 12/10/18, Participant 27, 2/11/18),
and have expertise within the relevant subject area (Participant 26, 12/10/18, Participant 35,
27/4/20). One respondent said knowledge about trade secrets and patents help protect their
investment in technology (Participant 20, 6/8/18), while another said their education and experience
has given them an interest in entrepreneurial behaviour, and accordingly, they like to stay informed
about where change and growth are happening (Participant 31, 20/2/19). A respondent from an AFL
club also felt a person’s upbringing may be a contributing factor, as it may affect what “they see that
other people can't see” (Participant 30, 5/12/18). Background, experience, and education are clear
examples of agents acquiring knowledge from the domain to be creative. Much of this knowledge may
be acquired from domains outside of AFL broadcasting, such as other areas of business, but this
knowledge can nevertheless be applied to AFL broadcasting, indicating the transferability of some
forms of knowledge across domains.

Intrapreneurialism
The importance of networks and relationships in entrepreneurialism is closely related to the concept
of ‘intrapreneurship’, where agents inside large organisations creatively deploy the resources at their
disposal to create a competitive advantage for their company (Mazzarol, 2011, p. 111). Many research
participants work at large organisations, and respondents frequently indicated creative behaviour is a
priority within these organisations, and accordingly, examples of intrapreneurial behaviour can be
found in the data. For example, a starting point for intrapreneurialism is for organisations to
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encourage entrepreneurial behaviour in its employees, and a subscription broadcaster revealed
innovation is one of the five core values at the organisation: the others being passion, authenticity,
team, and respect (Participant 10, 26/10/17). A respondent from an advertising agency similarly
indicated an inquisitive nature is a priority within their company, saying they are “always looking for
new ways to do things… to make sure that we are doing the best that we can be doing” (Participant
34, 26/2/20, emphasis added), and a telecommunications respondent likewise indicated enterprising
behaviour is a priority at their company (Participant 15, 6/4/18).
While encouraging intrapreneurial behaviour is one objective, realising it is another, and a
subscription broadcaster provided a specific example of how intrapreneurship is achieved in their
organisation. Firstly, they said the company improved its culture towards change and innovation since
they had begun working there, and that it specifically encouraged employees to look for new ways of
doing business (Participant 31, 20/2/19). Then, because it is a large organisation with many resources,
employees are given room to explore new products with little concern for strategy or sustainability,
developing the product by “feeling and responding to what’s happening in the environment” until a
revenue flow is established, at which point strategy becomes the focus (Participant 31, 20/2/19). As
an example, the respondent said their company continued to conduct “normal business” in the
background while employees developed their streaming services, with those streaming services now
becoming an important part of the overall business model (Participant 31, 20/2/19).
Examples of intrapreneurialism are also found in the AFL environment. One club respondent
explained how educating the football department about the value of the media team led to the
creation of engaging digital content, which increased audience numbers, created sponsorship
opportunities, and lessened barriers to player and coach access when broadcasters approached the
club (Participant 14, 6/4/18). Another club respondent revealed one of the goals in the organisation
is to be in the “top three most innovative clubs in Australian sport,” and because of how they engage
with fans, utilise digital data, promote women’s sport, and prioritise “innovation that makes sense,
not innovation for the sake of innovation,” felt the club is building a reputation that matches that goal
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(Participant 23, 3/10/18). The participant also articulated the difference between intrapreneurialism
and entrepreneurialism. Specifically, the respondent considers themselves to be an innovator rather
than an entrepreneur and clarified the distinction by saying an entrepreneur “takes all their own
money and their own risk, and puts it all on the line,” as opposed to an innovator, who makes decisions
about what to do with money inside a company (Participant 23, 3/10/18). While this comment
suggests there may be some disagreement between the field and research literature about the
conflation of ‘innovator’ with ‘intrapreneur’, it nonetheless suggests entrepreneurialism in the
organisational setting is considered different from entrepreneurialism at the individual or SME level.
One respondent from an especially large sporting organisation also explained how
intrapreneurialism is achieved in their organisation. Specifically, the club has access to an “innovations
group” that operates across several other organisations which the club is connected to, and that is led
by an academic expert in innovation (Participant 05, 10/8/17). Everyone in the organisation is
connected to the group via intranet, and employees are encouraged to share what projects they are
working on and to see what has worked and what hasn’t. While the structure of the group is open and
inclusive and less tied to seniority, it is closed off to external networks due to the proprietary nature
of information which can appear (Participant 05, 10/8/17). Accountability is maintained via
transparency: results are reported, and the reasons for continuing or not with a project are also
published, and the respondent believes the innovations group fosters a creative culture inside the
organisation because it normalises experimentation (Participant 05, 10/8/17). Furthermore, if a
project fails, the respondent said, “at least we know that that doesn't work,” which means failures are
destigmatised as much as possible and staff aren’t afraid of failing, whereas if an idea succeeds, then
obviously the organisation and the staff realise the benefits (Participant 05, 10/8/17). The group is not
always motivated by the commercial potential of ideas, and instead focuses on exploring trends and
promoting fan engagement, although the respondent also admitted some innovations were ultimately
commercialised through sponsorships (Participant 05, 10/8/17).
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Social Entrepreneurialism
Respondents almost always understood entrepreneurialism in terms of achieving a commercially
beneficial outcome, with only one respondent referring to entrepreneurialism in a non-commercial
sense in their interview. This respondent was adamant that social entrepreneurialism would become
more important for organisations in the future:
“[One] of the things that tends to be lacking is the social contract of what’s good for society. That’s certainly
something that is missing, massively, in all this. When books were first published, eventually they got to the point
where someone stepped in saying, ‘We’ve got to somehow regulate what people are reading,’ and the internet is
the same. You just need to have that understanding of what’s socially acceptable.” (Participant 31, 20/2/19)

To demonstrate how failing to consider public interests can led to a negative outcome business, the
respondent explained that, because they wanted to protect free-speech, YouTube initially resisted
pressure from the US government to remove footage of Al Qaeda beheadings on the platform, and
only relented after they were accused of being a propaganda platform for the terrorist organisation
(Participant 31, 20/2/19).
With most organisations in AFL broadcasting structured to achieve commercially beneficial
outcomes, it is unsurprising that only one respondent identified non-commercial entrepreneurialism
as a valued form of agency. Surprisingly however, this respondent operates inside one of the most
commercially-driven organisations in AFL broadcasting – a subscription broadcaster. Nonetheless, the
market challenges established broadcasters face requires agents in these organisations to look for any
creative alternatives that may give them an advantage. As such, there may be an opportunity to
explore intrapreneurialism through a frame of public interests and utilise organisational resources for
non-commercial outcomes. Nevertheless, the paucity of social considerations in AFL broadcasting
generally suggests public interest benefits are not highly valued by the field.

Limitations/Blockers
Respondents also identified factors inhibiting entrepreneurial behaviour, with the nature of the
workplace culture thought to have a primary impact on entrepreneurialism. A sports administrator
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felt their organisation to be risk-adverse, which “stands in the way of entrepreneurialism” (Participant
09, 26/10/17), and an AFL club respondent similarly felt restrictions from inside the club, or from the
AFL, may prevent them from being entrepreneurial at times (Participant 30, 5/12/18). Another club
respondent said their commercial department may be unwilling to try new ideas if there is not a
proven audience which can be commercialised, and the football department could also be resistant
to change, especially if they felt it may affect game preparation or if the team was winning on the field
(Participant 06, 17/8/17). A player representative also revealed how workplace culture can limit
entrepreneurialism in a positive fashion. Specifically, they said part of their job is to look for gaps in
regulation which they can exploit but added there is an ethical and legal limit to such behaviour,
saying, “we’re not going to cross the line and do something that’s unethical or not quite right”
(Participant 11, 12/12/17, emphasis added).
While large organisations may be able to support entrepreneurial behaviour because of their
access to resources and support networks, this may not always be the case, with some respondents
believing large companies were not conducive to supporting such behaviour. For example, despite
acknowledging that entrepreneurialism is likely to be increasingly important in the future, a
telecommunications respondent did not feel such behaviour is often found in large organisations like
telecommunications companies, because “they are not financed to make large bets and take risks!”
(Participant 29, 25/3/19). Similarly, because they worked at a very large organisation, another
respondent felt their workplace was inert, saying “It’s about as safe as you can get” (Participant 18,
11/5/18). The structure of an organisation is also thought to impact entrepreneurialism, although
these perceptions differ. A public broadcaster felt the obligations they operate under as a public
service potentially limits entrepreneurialism in the organisation (Participant 01, 17/5/17); another
respondent conversely felt that because public broadcasters are tied to accessibility rather than live
ratings, they can afford to explore innovative ways to distribute content across platforms (Participant
17, 9/5/18). The respondent contrasted this against commercial broadcasters who are required to pay
large licence fees, which restricts their ability to experiment, and because they are focused on live
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ratings, aim to protect their traditional broadcast audiences and resist making content accessible on
other platforms, as it may erode traditional broadcast revenues (Participant 17, 9/5/18).
Creative behaviour may also be prevented if an agent does not perceive themselves as being
entrepreneurial, with many respondents not identifying themselves in this way (Participant 12,
21/2/18, Participant 23, 3/10/18), often because they did not believe entrepreneurial behaviour is
necessary within their organisation (Participant 03, 7/6/17, Participant 13, 4/4/18, Participant 18,
11/5/18). Significantly, maintaining an entrepreneurial mindset may also be difficult if an agent’s job
carries negative connotations. A respondent involved in content protection specifically said their job
can be mentally challenging because there are always problems to be solved, and there is the daily
perception “that you’re taking something away from someone who wants to watch it for free,” which
carries a negative connotation (Participant 31, 20/2/19). However, the respondent countered these
negative connotations in the workplace and demonstrated a risk-reversal mindset by pointing out the
benefits of content protection, saying “if we want valuable sports to view, and a good level of
gameplay, that's got to be the focus” (Participant 31, 20/2/19).
The potential for entrepreneurialism may also be limited by how agents define it. For example,
one respondent did not believe innovation and entrepreneurialism to be related (Participant 21,
25/9/18), while another felt entrepreneurialism to be a selfish behaviour or “a one-person scenario,”
meaning it isn’t suited to large organisations (Participant 30, 5/12/18). Accordingly, the respondent
prefers to focus on innovation within their organisation, although they conceded that innovation
“sometimes brings out the entrepreneurship in people” (Participant 30, 5/12/18). Some respondents
also inferred potentially romantic concepts when discussing factors limiting entrepreneurialism. One
telecommunications respondent does not believe entrepreneurialism is “something you can read
from a textbook” and therefore cannot be learnt (Participant 15, 6/4/18), and another similarly said
entrepreneurialism “takes a set of characteristics, which you don’t tend to find in a lot of people”
(Participant 18, 11/5/18). Perhaps the most romantic understanding of entrepreneurialism is evident
in a response from an AFL club participant, who believes more boundaries and regulations are placed
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around us as we get older, which limits innovation (Participant 30, 5/12/18). To demonstrate their
point, the respondent recounted an experience with their six-year-old son, who remarked on a
particularly windy day that “the swaying trees were dancing,” and in response, the respondent then:
“went to explain to him that it was the wind. But then I stopped and went, ‘No, you’re right. They’re dancing.’ So,
what happens is we just condition our brains to forget all of that, and those less conditioned people are more
innovative and are more entrepreneurial because they haven’t got those conditions already placed into their mind.
Or they have, but they’ve been able to see around that. And they’ve got such strong personalities. That’s probably
what entrepreneurship means to me.” (Participant 30, 5/12/18)

Creative behaviour may also be limited by the largest group in the field of AFL broadcasting – the fans.
One respondent, who is responsible for the creation of digital media content inside an AFL club, felt
their capacity to be entrepreneurial is partially limited by the nature of their audience, who “probably
isn’t made up of early adopters” (Participant 14, 6/4/18). An AFL fan respondent corroborated this
observation, saying many fans are resistant to changes in how they consume the game (Participant
21, 25/9/18). Another sports administrator similarly suggested the attitude towards change inside an
organisation can be negatively impacted if the wider community is conservative and does not embrace
change (Participant 06, 17/8/17). This conservatism can be experienced on an international scale. The
Managing Director of Facebook Australia and New Zealand Will Easton has previously suggested
Australia lags behind Asia and other established markets in terms of their “hunger for innovation,”
and noted that comparatively, Asian regions are “building their future economies around technology
and innovation” (Stensholt, 2017, online). In this context, Mr Easton believes Australian CEOs need to
prioritise and invest in innovation, and establish “innovation committees” in organisations, similar to
audit and remuneration committees (ibid., online). While this may be difficult to achieve in practice,
these comments suggest that creativity takes place within broader socio-cultural contexts, which may
differ in their acceptance of change and creativity, and scale up and down in scope from local AFL fans
to pan-regional communities.
While the above discussion suggests entrepreneurialism is valuable in AFL broadcasting,
intrapreneurial agency is especially useful given the prominence of large organisations in the system.
Perhaps the biggest motivator of this type of agency is the commercial self-interests of the
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organisations which agents operate in, as the changes taking place in the field and domain demand
agents look for new ways of generating revenue for their organisation. Agents also utilise the material
and human resources at their disposal, including the networks within and between organisations, to
achieve advantageous commercial outcomes for their organisation. Furthermore, as the “innovations
group” example demonstrates, specific factors can normalise intrapreneurialism, such as sharing
ideas, recognising creativity, reporting outcomes, destigmatising failure, mitigating risk, protecting IP,
and encouraging experimentation. A strong intrapreneurial culture also limits the types of agency that
can lead to negative outcomes, such as unethical or illegal behaviour, while support from management
can also promote intrapreneurialism.
However, the above discussion also indicates the concept of ‘intrapreneurialism’ needs
further investigation for several reasons. Firstly, entrepreneurial behaviour within an organisational
setting may be different to a common understanding of entrepreneurialism, but ‘intrapreneurialism’
is still a relatively new concept. As such, further research is needed to explore if intrapreneurialism is
the best term to describe the type of behaviour taking place, what factors enable and constrain
entrepreneurial behaviour within institutional settings, and whether agents in these contexts perceive
themselves as intrapreneurial and act accordingly, or not. Secondly, the site of research for this case
study is experiencing immense change, making it difficult to establish with any degree of certainty if
intrapreneurialism is occurring, or if agents are hamstrung in their ability to be truly entrepreneurial
and are merely reacting to market forces in the system such as technology, rights agreements, and
government regulation. Finally, the issue of gender in respect to intrapreneurialism could also be
explored further. The world of AFL is unquestionably dominated by men (Krien, 2013, Warner, 2021),
meaning intrapreneurialism will inevitably be experienced differently between women and
heterosexual men, requiring different presentational and negotiating skills. Accordingly, there is an
opportunity to investigate how this structural inequality shapes women’s understanding of the term
and impacts their ability to develop and exercise intrapreneurial skills. Even so, and as demonstrated
by the innovations group example, the discussion above indicates how management becomes the
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structure of an organisation. By making allocative resources available, communicating rules, and using
their authoritative power, management enable the agency of staff, who by acting according to these
rules and resources, recreate the intrapreneurial structure of the organisation. While the implications
of these results are investigated further in the analysis and key findings chapter, the discussion will
now shift its focus from a specific type of agency in AFL broadcasting – intrapreneurialism – to changes
taking place in the field and domain as emergent media platforms arrive in the market and consumers
change their viewing habits.
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5.4 The Arrival of Emergent Media Platforms and Changes in Consumption
The previous section analysed a valuable form of agency in AFL broadcasting, and this type of agency
recreates structures in AFL broadcasting. However, agency and structures can also be impacted by
broader changes taking place in the field and domain, and in this respect, a prominent theme in the
data concerns the disruption to AFL broadcasting caused by the arrival of emergent media platforms
and changes in audience consumption. Many participants felt the changes caused by this disruption
were among the biggest they had seen during their career and would have a lasting impact on business
and consumption. These sentiments were summarised by one participant, who also suggested we are
now in a “post-OTT era”, because:
“You can now get Netflix on a set-top box, which was previously associated with cable or satellite or something
like that. So, if you can get online video services on a set-top box… and you can get pay-TV available via an internet
connection without getting a set-top box, then what is the point of trying to designate different types of services
by the distribution technology?” (Participant 18, 11/5/18).

The data also demonstrates how businesses are coming to terms with these changes. Often this
strategy involves initially resisting the change and protecting the existing business model, but over
time the results suggest sports and media organisations are pivoting to incorporate the change into
their operations, often by investing in their own digital platforms and forming partnerships with
emergent media companies.
The arrival of emergent media platforms indicates the field of AFL broadcasting is growing.
Emergent media also present novel variations to the field of AFL broadcasting, often in the form of
new consumption innovations and business models, which consumers and established broadcasters
validate by shifting their consumption habits and business operations in that direction, and
accordingly the innovations are added to the domain. These changes indicate that power in AFL
broadcasting is shifting and that the system is in a state of flux. Existing structures such as incumbent
business models are challenged and transformed, while other structures see their importance grow
or diminish. For example, the digital consumption facilitated by emergent media places increased
importance on network infrastructure, digital literacy, and access to digital devices, while other forms
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of agency enabled by digital innovations – specifically piracy and user-generated content – challenge
regulation, highlighting flaws and strengths in that structure in the process. It must also be
acknowledged that the theme of digital disruption is not contingent on the affordances of technology
alone. Supplemental forces also drive these changes, such as the government’s prevailing ideology
and accordant market settings, private investment strategies, and social and cultural conditions
particular to the market.9
Accordingly, this section begins with an investigation into the arrival of emergent media
platforms and the changes in audience consumption that relate to AFL broadcasting, and
demonstrates that with global reach, huge capital reserves, and opaque media strategies, emergent
media companies represent an existential threat to the established broadcasters in AFL broadcasting.
Meanwhile, the affordances of consumption innovations mean consumer agency is increasingly agile
and less predictable. In this context, many of the tensions in this section reveal the proven or perceived
power imbalances between established and emerging broadcasters, as the profitability and means of
preserving commercial self-interest in established broadcasters is challenged. As the AFL have an
incumbent relationship with established broadcasters and rely heavily on revenue from that
relationship, these changes also create uncertainty for the league. More importantly, as this section
will demonstrate, the fixation on financial concerns exhibited by consumers, sports leagues, and
established broadcasters in the context of these changes, and the ways each of these groups have
responded to them, indicates that commercial self-interest dominates AFL broadcasting.

The Arrival of Emergent Media Platforms
Emergent media platforms include telecommunications companies, social media platforms, and
online service providers. Each of these providers have the capacity to distribute content via OTT
broadcast portals. Over the last 20 years, the number of emergent platforms in Australia has grown

9

See Appendix 9 for analysis of the factors enabling and limiting change in emergent media and consumption
habits.
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significantly. Like many developed countries, foreign-owned platforms such as Facebook, Google,
Amazon, Netflix, Optus, Disney, and Apple have all established a place in the domestic broadcasting
market and have shown degrees of interest in live and non-live sports rights. Locally owned platforms
such as Telstra and Stan have also solidified a place in the market, in part through the acquisition of
sports rights. Telstra, meanwhile, has also frequently repeated its commitment to their partnership
with News Corp through Foxtel, given that “access to the best content is critically important to us as
demand for media continues to grow” (Telstra Corporation, 2017, p. 5). In this context, News Corp
have suggested we are in the early stages of a “tectonic transformation,” where new video content
providers deliver content often at low- or no-cost to consumers (News Corporation, 2019, p. v), while
the continued expansion of digital platforms also places increased pressure on network infrastructure
(ACMA, 2018b, p. 4-5). Each of the established broadcasters in Australia have also developed their
own OTT platforms; however, the discussion will mostly consider the impact of OTT platforms which
have no previous connection to established broadcasters.
The increasing amount of competition in the broadcasting sector brought on by the arrival of
emergent media platforms can be beneficial for sports organisations because it creates inflationary
pressure in the market for rights (Participant 19, 13/6/18). Optus have identified “premium content”
as one of their value propositions in the market, and list their stable of football rights and partnerships
with cricket, Australian Open Tennis, and the Winter Olympic Games as key components of such
content (Singtel Limited, 2018, p. 8). However, an attachment to the status quo also exists within
sports organisations. One sports administrator said that because of their reliance on television
revenues, many sports bodies are reluctant to embrace emergent media organisations and shifts in
consumption, because of the unknown impact it would have on their business model (Participant 02,
6/6/17). In this regard, perspectives about the impact of emergent media on sports broadcasting
varied. Companies such as Apple, Amazon, Netflix, and Google were thought of positively as rights
holders because of their global reach, high scalability, strong financial position, and few regulatory
burdens (Participant 32, 23/7/19, Participant 36, 10/6/20, Barton, 2018), while consumers also benefit
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from lower prices and more choice that their competition brings to the market (Participant 13,
4/4/18). One respondent felt telecommunications companies had built a reputation as legitimate
content providers by acquiring a stable of prestige sports rights, which creates an association for
consumers between the company and sport and used the association between Optus and the English
Premier League as an example to support their argument (Participant 29, 25/3/19). A sports
administrator corroborated this observation, saying the branding of a telecommunications partner is
a consideration when selling their rights, and revealed the possibility of selling their rights to an OTT
provider may depend on whether the platform has a large stable of existing rights, and “therefore had
a position in the Australian customers mindset that they were a content provider” (Participant 09,
26/10/17). Emergent media are also attractive to sports organisations because they can reach younger
audiences who are comfortable consuming content online (Participant 14, 6/4/18, Participant 19,
13/6/18), often in unconventional formats, such as highlights and cut-down replays. These
observations demonstrate how structures are changing in AFL broadcasting. For example, while the
format of sports production is well established in traditional broadcasting, the format of sports
production in emergent broadcasting is still finding its place in the AFL broadcasting domain, signifying
a system in flux. These new formats will likely become conventional over time, leading to familiar
patterns of agency and a degree of security and predictability in the structure.
The data also reflects concerns established broadcasters and sports organisations may have
about emergent media platforms, especially in relation to their market dominance, as News Corp
Executive Chairman Rupert Murdoch outlined in a statement to shareholders in 2017:
“This is an era where publishers – and the economy and society at large – are affected by the behaviour of a small
number of technology companies, who are using their dominance to the detriment of many. We continue to
contest their abuse of the marketplace wherever possible.” (News Corporation, 2017, p. vi)

This market dominance could lead to outcomes which do not benefit consumers. Specifically, one
respondent believes a history of market dominance has created entrenched attitudes within
telecommunication companies, so they are not predisposed to becoming “beautiful user-friendly
organisation[s],” and felt it wasn’t until the arrival of the iPhone that telecommunications companies
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took notice of the user experience (Participant 15, 6/4/18). Other examples exist of negative consumer
sentiment towards emergent media platforms. One respondent believes social media companies
suffer from a poor reputation in terms of data security and privacy (Participant 31, 20/2/19), and
another believes the problems Optus encountered in broadcasting the soccer World Cup in 2018 had
a negative effect on consumers’ belief that telecommunications companies can reliably provide
content (Participant 29, 25/3/19). These sentiments were supported by another respondent, who felt
telecommunications companies may not be able to reliably reach as many people as terrestrial
television, and that OTT technology may provide an inferior user experience compared with broadcast
television (Participant 14, 6/4/18). A lack of confidence in the audience metrics reported by online
platforms (Participant 18, 11/5/18, Participant 13, 4/4/18, Participant 01, 17/5/17) also leads to a lack
of trust in advertisers, which complicates the monetisation of content, and makes it incumbent on
digital platforms to work towards an agreed way of measuring, reporting, and auditing their services
(Participant 18, 11/5/18). Telstra have also identified improving the customer experience as one of
their highest priorities (Telstra Corporation, 2017, p. 10-11), and telecommunications companies can
invest in infrastructure to enhance the capacity and capability of their networks (Telstra Corporation,
2019), as network disruption has the potential to damage their reputation with consumers (Singtel
Limited, 2019, p. 97-98).
Market dominance can also lead to consolidation in emergent broadcasting which potentially
has negative outcomes, with an OTT respondent indicating telecommunications providers will often
acquire specialist technology and content companies so they can create a multi-asset offering, which
they can then “market [within] their own ecosystem,” and leaving remaining businesses “scrapping
for a smaller share of the market” (Participant 26, 12/10/18). The respondent also indicated how the
size of the competition shapes their operations, saying, “you’ve got to have a lot of time and resources
to be able to say, ‘Right, we’re going to take a Facebook on’,” and conversely, felt more success can
be found “trying to capitalise on the market outside of the Facebooks and the Googles” (Participant
26, 12/10/18). Another respondent explained how, compared with global markets, the domestic OTT
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industry is relatively sophisticated in some areas, while still maturing in others. Specifically, they said
Australia is well ahead in terms of network infrastructure, technological development, and OTT
workflow efficiencies, but added the Australian market “appears more sophisticated than it is,” and
attributed this fallacy to the underdeveloped skillsets of people in the domestic OTT industry
(Participant 26, 12/10/18). Similarly, data indicates that emergent media may lack the experience and
infrastructure needed to produce live sports broadcasts in high definition (Participant 01, 17/5/17,
Participant 10, 26/10/17, Barton, 2018), which may negatively affect consumer sentiment.
It is also uncertain whether emergent media companies have an interest in becoming sports
broadcasters. Respondents felt Australia’s modest population on a global scale may limit the desire of
emergent media platforms to enter our sports rights market (Participant 19, 13/6/18, Participant 12,
21/2/18). The AFL especially faces difficulty in this respect, due to the limited global interest in the
sport (Participant 12, 21/2/18). Sports organisations accordingly have found it difficult to generate
sustained interest from emergent media, because “they’re making a lot of money anyway without
sport” (Participant 19, 13/6/18), and effectively monetising sports rights on digital platforms is still a
work in progress, as “they can’t get the economics to work” (Participant 36, 10/6/20). A sports
administrator confirmed these observations, revealing Google and other digital businesses were
attracted to their last round of rights but said, “They don’t want to pay for it at this point… [and] it
remains to be seen what their model is” (Participant 09, 26/10/17). The appetite digital platforms have
for sports rights may have also chilled somewhat in the current Australian context, due to the conflict
between traditional broadcasters and platforms about paying for news content (Participant 36,
10/6/20). In a similar fashion, emergent media platforms are not required to provide the same
consumer protections and cultural outcomes which established broadcasters are encumbered with,
such as licensing obligations, spectrum allocations, and classification and quota requirements
(Participant 01, 17/5/17, Participant 13, 4/4/18, Participant 15, 6/4/18, Participant 25, 5/10/18,
Participant 32, 23/7/19).
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As discussed in more detail in the section on regulation, the ability of consumers to publish
their own content on some emergent platforms also creates issues in sports broadcasting. While
emergent platforms have begun to counter piracy by working with rights holders and broadcasters
(Participant 31, 20/2/19, Participant 33, 20/6/19), and by offering lower price points for content
(Fletcher, 2019), respondents were still concerned about the potential loss of control they had over
content once it appears on digital platforms, and feared for audience trust in their brand if they lost
control of the content (Participant 01, 17/5/17, Participant 34, 26/2/20). A subscription broadcaster
also pointed out some emergent media platforms have “arrangements with players to post videos
using their social channels,” and indicated such content is concerning for them as it reduces the
exclusive access to players they pay for when purchasing sports rights (Participant 10, 26/10/17).
Nevertheless, while they have only “dipped their toe” into sports rights to date (Participant
36, 10/6/20), there is little doubt among respondents that emergent media platforms will ultimately
enter the sports broadcasting market more purposefully (Participant 02, 6/6/17, Participant 14,
6/4/18, Participant 23, 3/10/18). This is because emergent platforms have immense financial reserves
and access to large audiences against which to monetise sports rights (Participant 18, 11/5/18),
meaning they can “operate services at negative margins” (Barton, 2018, p. 13) and essentially price
the competition out of the market. Another respondent believes emergent media will eventually enter
the rights market so they can attract customers and funnel them towards another part of their
business (Participant 36, 10/6/20). This financial strength and the ability to dominate the market could
ultimately lead to the consolidation of established and emerging media – such as News Corp and
Telstra combining to form Foxtel – which can create “new players, new business dynamics, new
services, and new revenue models across the value chain,” and in the process, disrupt traditional
broadcast activities such as content creation and distribution (Participant 32, 23/7/19).
Emergent media platforms alter the field and domain of AFL broadcasting in several ways. At
a fundamental level, they grow the field simply by their arrival, and they add new innovations to the
domain, such as OTT technology and new business models. These changes in the field and domain
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challenge existing structures, such as business models and regulation, because these pre-existing
structures do not constrain and enable the agency of the new agents in the field, and so are not being
recreated by the actions of those new agents. The innovations emergent media introduce into the
domain such as OTT broadcasting similarly change the importance of other pre-existing structures in
the domain, such as network infrastructure. These changes, along with their immense allocative
resources (i.e., financial reserves), shift power in the field toward the emergent platforms, with some
of these shifts and concentrations in power causing concern among other agents in the field.

Changes in Consumption
Aside from the increase in competition and lack of regulatory oversight, another reason why AFL
broadcasting faces uncertainty in the context of emergent media, is because emergent media facilitate
changes in consumption habits, which complicates broadcasting business models. Australians are
increasingly watching streaming subscription services and are connected to the internet, while
traditional broadcast consumption is decreasing, which combine to disrupt the revenue streams for
both commercial free-to-air and subscription broadcasters (Participant 36, 10/6/20, ACMA, 2019a,
ACMA, 2018b). Live sport is no exception, with 29 per cent of live sport viewers indicating they have
used a “website or app to stream live sport” (ACMA, 2019b, p. 28). In this context, because it
fragments audiences and erodes revenue, News Corp identifies “higher consumer engagement with
other forms of digital media,” as a major risk to the company (News Corporation, 2017, p. 17).
Changing consumption habits have a direct impact on the value of rights. Specifically, the price
of a rights package is determined by a broadcaster ascertaining what size audience the content will
attract on a particular platform, and then establishing how much advertising or how many
subscriptions they can sell around the content, plus the additional advertising or subscriptions needed
to cover the cost of production (Participant 36, 10/6/20). However, if the broadcaster experiences
greater than anticipated audience numbers on the platform on which they purchased rights, they
generate greater returns than they estimated, meaning the package was under-valued when it went
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to market (Participant 36, 10/6/20). In this example, the broadcaster carried the risk of the investment
but received a positive return, which suggests agents inside the broadcaster – either through research
or an innate understanding of the field – knew audiences would track in this direction. In the context
of the AFL, a possible example of under-valued rights are the digital rights, which in 2015 Telstra paid
approximately $300 million for the 2017-2022 period (Mason and Stensholt, 2015). As mentioned in
the literature review, with audiences increasingly consuming content online, the total number of
subscribers to the Telstra AFL Live Pass doubled from approximately 1 million in 2017 to more than 2
million by 2019 (AFL, 2017, p. 131, AFL, 2019b, p. 105). While Telstra have recently handed their digital
AFL rights to a subsidiary (Samios, 2021), one respondent nevertheless felt Telstra had been the major
beneficiary of the last rights agreement because of changes in consumption (Participant 30, 5/12/18).
The simultaneous shift away from established platforms also represents a parallel concern for
traditional broadcasters, as their rights are devalued. In 2018, the AFL noted their television audiences
had declined by 12.7 per cent, in part due to “an increase in the consumption of AFL via digital
platforms” (AFL, 2018b, p. 56); Seven West Media and News Corp have subsequently both written
down the value of their rights in financial reports to reflect these market conditions (Seven West
Media, 2017, News Corporation, 2019). As such, changing consumption motivates change in the sports
broadcasting market, because if the critical mass of audiences needed to fund the purchase of rights
evaporates, then traditional broadcasters may no longer be able to purchase rights without a
significant change to their own business model or investment strategy (Participant 02, 6/6/17,
Participant 36, 10/6/20). In that context, and without any form of adequate government intervention,
sports rights may migrate towards other, better resourced media organisations (Barton, 2018).
Consumer lifestyle changes, such as demands on one’s time, can also motivate change, with
one respondent suggesting the consumption of highlights packages on mobile devices is increasing
because of its convenience (Participant 06, 17/8/17). Another respondent made a similar case, saying
there is less time to watch television in the traditional sense, and accordingly sports organisations
need to find a way of monetising the fragmented distribution and consumption of sport (Participant
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02, 6/6/17). The nature of consumption itself changes in the digital environment, which also
complicates business models. As one sports administrator explained, digital consumption, especially
on mobile devices, tends to be reduced to “5- or 10-minute blocks, maybe two or three times during
a game,” and indicated monetising that type of behaviour through the sale of advertising is difficult
(Participant 02, 6/6/17). Digital consumption is also characterised by mobility and multiple screen
consumption, further complicating established business models. An AFL club respondent said it was
now rare to sit down and watch a football game without simultaneously checking on another screen
such as a phone, tablet, or laptop (Participant 14, 6/4/18), and Facebook Australia’s Head of Media
Partnerships Karren Rogers has suggested “Consuming video content on the move, in any location, is
now the norm” (Rogers, 2017, online).
Compared with terrestrial broadcast consumption, digital consumption is also typically
demarcated by younger demographics. In 2018, ACMA reported that Australians aged 18–34 are
spending 75 per cent “of their total time watching online video content,” compared to 16 per cent of
Australians aged 55–74 (ACMA, 2018b, p. 85). Another sports administrator corroborated this data,
noting that short form viewing on digital platforms is especially pronounced in the under 20-25 age
bracket (Participant 09, 26/10/17). Younger demographics are also more likely to stream content from
a variety of sources and are less likely to engage in appointment viewing, making their consumption
far less predictable than older generations (Participant 17, 9/5/18, Barton, 2018). Digital audiences
are also less likely to follow typical seasonal consumption patterns. An advertising executive indicated
that historically the summer period was the cheapest time to buy television advertising because
people’s viewing habits “are thrown out the window,” but revealed that audiences on some digital
platforms now increase over the Christmas period because people are not working and have more
time to spend on those platforms (Participant 34, 26/2/20). Furthermore, because the barriers to
entry are lower than ever for pirates, their number has increased, which creates a sense of
competition between pirates. This escalates the overall level of infringement, while pirates will also
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constantly test content protection systems for flaws and drive a spike in piracy numbers if one is
discovered (Participant 31, 20/2/19).
Entrenched audience preferences may limit the potential for change. As one respondent
pointed out, “people are still watching an awful lot of free-to-air television” (Participant 13, 4/4/18),
and another argued it’s difficult for broadcasters to innovate and accommodate changing
consumption patterns, because “a) [audiences] don't like that, and b) they really don’t know what
they want until they try it out” (Participant 08, 22/9/17). Similarly, while traditional free-to-air
television consumption is declining, free-to-air programs remain the most watched type of content in
Australia (ACMA, 2018b, p. 75). One respondent further noted that “video consumption has increased
overall,” meaning free-to-air television is not necessarily being cannibalised by emergent media
(Participant 17, 9/5/18). Seven West Media also suggest the rhetoric about the demise of traditional
media may be overblown, noting that the 20 most watched programs in 2018 were locally produced
(of which 11 were sporting events), and in that context, “TV remains the best place [for advertisers]
to deliver their message” due to its reach and return on investment (Seven West Media, 2018, p. 10).
Another barrier to change often neglected by those in sports broadcasting is that not all
Australians have the need or the means to access digital media. Of the people who do not access
online video, more than half say they have no need or interest in online video content, or believe freeto-air television is sufficient, while 48 per cent say they did not want to pay extra for the content, and
32 per cent suggest it is too expensive (ACMA, 2018b, p. 80). In a similar fashion, the appetite for
consumption on digital platforms is mediated by cost. A telecommunications respondent believes
there is a limit of “perhaps $30-40 a month,” which people are willing to pay for digital entertainment
subscriptions, and doubted if there is an “enormous, long-tail of meaningful, desirable content at mass
scale” to sustain more than this level of spending (Participant 29, 25/3/19). Similarly, while
telecommunications companies can incentivise consumption changes by offering sports content for
free as part of a data plan (Participant 14, 6/4/18, Participant 09, 26/10/17), some audiences may be
reluctant to access content on digital platforms (Carp, 2019), and the cost of changing providers to
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access sport may be a deterrent for consumers (Participant 29, 25/3/19). In the wake of events such
as the Cambridge Analytica scandal, consumers may also have become sceptical about the safety and
exchange value of their information on such platforms, which erodes consumer confidence in digital
systems (Participant 16, 8/6/18, Seven West Media, 2018).
Nevertheless, online video consumption is now commonplace for many Australians. More
than 80 per cent of Australian internet users watched online video content in the first half of 2018,
and Australians are watching an average of 13.5 hours of streamed content per week, while 91 per
cent report using second screens while watching television (ACMA, 2018b, p. 78-79). Data also reveals
the unique characteristics of online audiences in Australia which distinguishes it from the rest of the
world. For example, a global OTT market analyst said Australia’s market is small compared with the
US and the UK, but our audiences are willing to pay “a relatively large amount of money for
entertainment on an ongoing basis,” with Australia only trailing the US when it comes to how much
we pay for television subscriptions (Participant 18, 11/5/18). Australia is also comparatively strong in
the Asian context in terms of the amount of time and money spent on streaming and the rate of
growth in consumption, with the respondent attributing this to the fact that many streaming services
primarily feature English-language, Hollywood-style content (Participant 18, 11/5/18).
Changing habits are also catalogued by consumers themselves. Taking a cue from an article
by James Messe (2017), the researcher reflects on their video consumption practices as OTT becomes
their primary means of video consumption in the home. Specifically, the researcher notes that
switching between OTT and free-to-air as the primary means of consumption impacts the nature of
information gathering, as following the switch to OTT, the researcher becomes more interested in
other OTT services, such as Amazon Prime and the free-to-air OTT portals (Reddin, 23/8/19, online).
The researcher also records a change in consumption on the day they return their Foxtel Set-Top Unit
(STU). While at the parcel delivery point, they ask the attendant if many Foxtel STUs are now being
returned, and she responds, “‘Yeah, we get heaps. Probably 6 to 7 a week, ever since Netflix and all
the other ones came along’” (Reddin/12/17, online). The researcher believes this is an informal
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indicator of churn which Foxtel are experiencing because of shifting consumption, and a search on
Twitter to see if other users are noting similar consumer behaviour reveals:

Figure 7: Sample of Twitter posts from users returning Foxtel STUs

The data presented above suggests consumers in the field of broadcasting are exerting their power
and agency through their consumption preferences. This agency is enabled and constrained by
emerging and existing structures in the domain, such as technology innovations and broadcast and
digital network infrastructure, and furthermore, this agency in turn reinforces or erodes the relevance
of those structures. Consumers are also validating various innovations introduced by emerging and
established broadcasters, which are subsequently added to the domain, and furthermore, the
validation of these innovations often reflects the commercial self-interest of consumers via their
preference for lower price options when it comes to consuming digital content.

Broadcaster Responses
A free-to-air broadcaster revealed the increase in video-on-demand and mobile consumption is a
major topic of discussion within the organisation (Participant 01, 17/5/17), and as these changes have
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the potential to challenge their business model and commercial self-interests, established
broadcasters have a range of responses to the arrival of emergent media and changes in consumption.
One of the most common strategies is for established broadcasters to develop their own digital
platforms. All established broadcasters in Australia now have their own OTT portals, and a significant
amount of time is spent making sure these platforms deliver the best possible user experience
(Participant 01, 17/5/17, Participant 17, 9/5/18, Mediaweek, 2018a). For example, broadcasters can
build consumer confidence in their OTT platforms by improving data security (Participant 31, 20/2/19),
and by offering benefits to those who voluntarily provide their email address when using the platform,
such as “lighter commercial loading or relevant advertising, and features that allow you to take your
favourites and continue watching across devices” (Participant 16, 8/6/18). This respondent also
suggested it was “essential” broadcasters adopt an organisational digital strategy, rather than having
a separate digital strategy within the business, because it better reflects the reality of the consumer:
“[Consumers] don’t live in the physical world and then all of a sudden delve into the digital world. They don’t go,
‘Alright, I’m now going to be analogue, and now I’m going to be digital.’ They just live in the world. And they have
experiences, and some of those experiences happen to them physically… [and] some of them happen digitally.”
(Participant 16, 8/6/18)

Broadcasters are also cognisant of the need to monetise and control their digital platforms. Seven
West Media for example have incorporated advertising into their VOD, subscription, and social media
platforms, which increases their total advertising inventory and creates advertising synergies across
their digital and traditional platforms (Seven West Media, 2018, p. 27). Seven West Media also
divested from their digital partnership with Yahoo, which allowed the company to make their OTT
portal available on platforms such as “Chromecast, Android TV, Telstra TV, Fetch, Samsung,
PlayStation and Apple TV” (ibid., p. 27).
Broadcasters also invest in new content formats to cater to changing consumption habits. For
example, a subscription broadcaster indicated they have invested in podcasts and Facebook Live
events because “you’ve got to fish where the fish are” (Participant 10, 26/10/17). However, these
responses may be designed to protect the existing business model, with the respondent adding this
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content is often designed to capture younger demographics and steer them towards the traditional
broadcast (Participant 10, 26/10/17). A free-to-air respondent corroborated this idea, saying the point
of investing in digital and OTT is because “you don’t want to lock [millennials] out… because of the
lack of availability of your content” on those platforms, which is where those audiences consume
content (Participant 17, 9/5/18). Another respondent similarly noted that while younger generations
are interested in sport, they are less likely to watch long-form linear television, and accordingly, felt
broadcasters need to develop production formats for sport that align with their consumption habits:
“What I think broadcasters need to look at is creating a separate broadcast for millennials, which is like near-live
highlights. But you don’t get that for free. You will have to pay. That will be behind a paywall and you’ll pay for
that. It won’t be a lot of money, but you’ll still pay for it.” (Participant 36, 10/6/20)

While there may be sanctity around the “whistle-to-whistle” production of sport, another broadcaster
similarly felt aspects of production may need to change so they align with new consumption habits:
“I think [changes in consumption] does have an impact on how you segment the sport, how you present it, how
you preview it or review it. I think there are changes there, because often the way you present that information,
and the pace at which you produce or present that information, I think has changed because of the scale tipping
more towards second screen consumption.” (Participant 12, 21/2/18)

Another strategy is to invest in new products and services that address changing consumer
expectations. Respondents felt audiences are more discerning about what they pay for in their content
since the advent of low-cost services like Netflix and YouTube, (Participant 08, 22/9/17), and the idea
of paying for “150 channels” is no longer consistent “with the way we’re behaving anywhere else in
our choices” (Participant 13, 4/4/18). In response, subscription broadcasters have created the ‘skinny
bundle’, a low-cost no-contract subscription product that features a specialist genre of content, such
as the sport-only offering from Foxtel, Kayo (Participant 18, 11/5/18). However, the channels included
in skinny bundles do not drop what they charge the service provider to be included in a service, and
as such, skinny bundles have far narrower profit margins compared with traditional subscription
products, making them less profitable (Participant 18, 11/5/18).
Broadcasters can also respond to the challenges of the market by investing in premium
content that attracts audiences. For example, Foxtel has invested in “high-quality differentiated
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content… to retain and grow its audiences” (News Corporation, 2019, p. 19), and one form of content
that broadcasters find especially effective in addressing changing consumption habits are sports
rights. For example, Seven West Media acquired Australian cricket rights in 2018 (Seven West Media,
2018) as part of their “content-led growth strategy” (Duke, 2019, online). News Corp similarly suggest
they are focused on purchasing sports rights “tailored to the Australian market” (News Corporation,
2018, p. 12), which accordingly drove their acquisition of Cricket Australia rights in 2018 (ibid.). While
a stable of premium sports can give a broadcaster a branding edge in the market (Participant 16,
8/6/18), the primary value of live sport rights is that they deliver high ratings (Seven West Media,
2018, p. 7-9), which are also relatively predictable compared with many other genres of content:
“There was a good quote from Time Worner, the Channel 7 boss, after they came through and got the cricket
rights. He said he knows what the AFL will rate, he knows pretty much what the cricket will rate, so you’ve got that
degree of certainty. You don’t know whether the next season of MasterChef or whatever drama series you come
up with, will rate. Sport gives that certainty to broadcasters, and therefore to what they can get from advertisers.”
(Participant 19, 13/6/18)

As discussed, and as will be analysed further in the section on regulation, the ability of sport to attract
large, consistent audiences also drives anti-siphoning regulation, and explains why many tensions
emerge in applying that regulation. A respondent from advertising also explained that live sport is
especially desirable to advertisers because the audience is highly engaged and “more likely to take
note of the advertising that is featured in it,” which builds the reach and awareness of the brand
(Participant 34, 26/2/20). Another respondent also indicated that live sport audiences are attractive
to advertisers because they have very high levels of commitment to the broadcast, are composed of
desirable demographics, and consume the content simultaneously, which is:
“what brand advertisers really love about TV advertising, and why it has such high valuation and why it makes so
much money: Brand advertisers still want a big, fat audience to watch their ad at the same time. They want to have
2 million people watching the ad at half time in the footy on a Thursday night, rather than have those same 2
million people watch their ad over seven days on an online video site.” (Participant 18, 11/5/18)

This scale in reach also allows broadcasters to leverage their sports rights into other parts of the
business. Specifically, sports content can have a ‘halo effect’, in that:
“It gives [broadcasters] the big numbers in terms of audiences to be able to cross-promote their upcoming season
of general entertainment programs ... None of these sports, inevitably I can't think of any, would be profitable in
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isolation unless you take into consideration the ’halo’ effect they have on the rest of that broadcasters’ channels
and audiences.” (Participant 17, 9/5/18)

However, the unique contours of the Australian sports landscape also shapes how broadcasters
acquire rights. For example, compared with many foreign markets where only one or two football
codes dominate, respondents noted Australia has four major football codes (Participant 12, 21/2/18,
Participant 33, 20/6/19), with the two largest codes having limited appeal beyond their traditional
home states (Participant 36, 10/6/20, Participant 33, 20/6/19. Accordingly, without a clear
understanding of the domestic market and a suitable rights acquisition strategy, broadcasters risk
losing cultural relevancy and market share, as happened to Channel 10 when it lost the AFL rights
(Participant 36, 10/6/20). Additionally, while audiences of live sports are relatively predictable, ratings
can be adversely affected by which teams are playing, the margin of the game, and what is happening
on other networks (Participant 34, 26/2/20), and the engaging nature of live sport also creates a
problem for advertisers:
“The issue that news and sport programmes have is that the content is so engaging that they don’t drive direct
response, whereas if you’re watching a drama or comedy, then you’re more likely to see an ad, and if that is
relevant to you, then you’ll pick up your phone or start searching straight away.” (Participant 34, 26/2/20)

The researcher confirmed these observations to some extent when they logged their experience of
watching a Swans game on television during the 2019 season. Specifically, they stated “During the
game, I visited almost no social media, except maybe at half time” (Reddin, 9/5/18, online), although
this behaviour is not uniform, as their social media use if far more frequent during games not involving
the Swans (Reddin, 2021, online).
Moreover, despite premium sports rights being among the largest operating expenses for
broadcasters, they are susceptible to changing market conditions such as shifting consumption habits
(News Corporation, 2019, p. 46), with Seven West Media and News Corp both writing down the value
of their sports rights to reflect current market conditions (ibid., p. 69, Seven West Media, 2017, p. 14).
In this context, an OTT market report from 2018 predicted there will be an “uncomfortable period” as
broadcasters try to bridge the gap between the declines in traditional consumption and growth on
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their digital platforms, which may never be fully recovered, resulting in “the first serious downwards
pressure on premium content valuations, especially sport, in decades” (Barton, 2018, p. 8). This
prediction has been realised in some respects. In 2019, Telstra revealed the revenues generated from
Foxtel10 had fallen due to a “broader industry transition from Broadcast to IPTV” (Telstra Corporation,
2019, p. 23), and in response, Foxtel has shown less interest in renewing some sports rights, especially
Rugby Union, A-League football, and the V8 Supercars (McCullagh, 2020, online).
In a similar respect, with sports rights being so expensive, one respondent could understand
why commercial free-to-air broadcasters have sought to monetise rights by putting some content
behind a digital paywall, as Channel 7 has done with the Olympic and Commonwealth Games
(Participant 17, 9/5/18). Equally, and as will be discussed in the section on broadcast rights value, a
analogous response by established broadcasters has been to use sports rights to drive audiences
toward their new OTT platforms (Seven West Media, 2016, p. 5), while established broadcasters are
also attempting to secure streaming rights in addition to broadcast rights (Participant 36, 10/6/20) to
transition their business model. Much like the AFL’s control over fixture decisions mentioned
previously, these examples demonstrate how the agency of authoritative resources in broadcasting
organisations has the capacity to reshape structures. Specifically, by using their authoritative agency
to decide what rights agreements to acquire and how they will be used, broadcast executives enable
and constrain the agency of consumers in new ways. Subsequently, by using their disposable income
and attention in these new ways, consumer agency reshapes the structure of the broadcaster so that
it better suits the current market conditions, while preserving the rule of commercial self-interest at
the core of the structure.
Competition in the marketplace has also driven a range of mergers and consolidations in
broadcasting. For example, in response to increasing market pressure, News Corp and Telstra merged
Foxtel and Fox Sports Australia in 2017, so they could “unlock value for News Corp shareholders”
(News Corporation, 2017, p. viii) by leveraging synergies across their media operations (News
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Telstra owns 35 per cent of Foxtel, with News Corp owning the other 65 per cent.
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Corporation, 2018, p. vii). Similarly, Seven West Media has not ruled out the possibility of merging
with other media companies (7News Australia, 2019, online), and a free-to-air respondent revealed
established broadcasters are united in their belief they face more competition from emergent
broadcasters than from each other, and had consolidated their attitudes about working together to
build a stronger presence (Participant 13, 4/4/18). Accordingly, free-to-air broadcasters in Australia
have developed the Freeview TV OTT platform, which serves as a single point of entry for consumers
to access all free-to-air OTT portals (Participant 17, 9/5/18). Even so, not all consolidation efforts by
established broadcasters have been successful, with the OTT platform Presto (co-owned by Seven
West Media and Foxtel) closed in 2017 due to insufficient subscriber numbers (Seven West Media,
2017, News Corporation, 2017).
Established broadcasters may also respond to the challenges of increased competition and
changing consumption habits by fostering partnerships with emergent media organisations. In 2018,
News Corp initiated conversations “with Google, YouTube and Facebook to recognize provenance,
counteract piracy and share the permissioned data that was generated by our journalism” (News
Corporation, 2018, p. vii), and the following year they announced similar partnerships with Twitter
and Apple (News Corporation, 2019, p. vii). Seven West Media meanwhile have made their content
available on Apple TV, Telstra TV, and Google Chromecast, so they can “deliver its content to viewers
when, where, and how they want it” (Seven West Media, 2018, p. 27). A free-to-air respondent said
the benefit of building relationships with emergent platforms is that it ensures established
broadcasters can generate a commercial return from sharing their content on those platforms, and
because it allows them to see digital disruption as an enabler rather than a constraint, they can focus
their efforts on storytelling and user experiences, rather than the nature of the delivery (Participant
16, 8/6/18). One respondent summarised the situation by saying, “there is an opportunity for
broadcasters to think about them being ‘frienemies’, as opposed to wholesale enemies,” and felt
traditional broadcasters needed to explore partnerships with emerging platforms, because they would
“have [their] lunch” if they didn’t (Participant 36, 10/6/20).
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The features of emergent media have also made it relatively easy for users to pirate
livestreams by re-publishing them online, which causes concern among established broadcasters
(Participant 13, 4/4/18, Participant 17, 9/5/18, Participant 31, 20/2/19). This is especially true for live
sport, which “literally loses all value once it’s time-shifted” (Participant 18, 11/5/18). Established
broadcasters have responded to the threat of piracy by working with emergent platforms to detect
piracy on their platforms (Participant 33, 20/6/19), and by employing global third-party vendors for
events where their own detection and takedown systems are inadequate (Participant 31, 20/2/19).
Established broadcasters have also developed encryption software to protect content and
technological systems which allow large numbers of takedown notices to be issued quickly (News
Corporation, 2019, p. 17), and subscription broadcasters can also discourage piracy by allowing for
duplicate concurrent logins on their streaming portals (Participant 31, 20/2/19). Broadcasters can also
employ non-technological solutions to fight piracy, such as differently priced streaming products,
public education campaigns, broader access to encrypted security systems (Participant 31, 20/2/19),
and a combination of IP laws, contract provisions, and site-blocking legislation (Participant 13, 4/4/18,
News Corporation, 2019, p. 17).
However, some respondents felt there will always be sections of the audience who will
attempt to access content for free, making it difficult to eliminate piracy (Participant 19, 13/6/18,
Participant 15, 6/4/18), and another respondent felt site-blocking legislation is not as effective as it
could be in Australia, because it does not prevent internet-service providers from being sued for
pirated content that is transmitted on their network (Participant 31, 20/2/19). The respondent also
felt the scale and growth of piracy is unappreciated by industry and legislators, and offered an honest
appraisal about whether media organisations are effectively combating piracy:
“We’re certainly not winning.… We’re in a position where we’re vigilant, and we’re trying to prevent and protect
as best we can. It becomes a game of ‘Whack-a-Mole’; of trying to just go after the biggest fish and working your
way through. But there is a massive amount of work that needs to be done at the government level. I think across
the board – on internet, online security, and social media – the government has been lacking in their legislation,
their knowledge, their understanding of what's occurring. It’s just not there.” (Participant 31, 20/2/19)
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The battle against piracy also has its own issues. For example, one free-to-air respondent pointed out
that platforms such as Google make money from pirates who pay for advertising and promoted search
results (Participant 13, 4/4/18), while another free-to-air broadcaster said tension emerges in their
relationship with digital platforms because of what the platforms do with their content:
“[We] would look at some of the things that Google and Facebook and YouTube do, with a degree of, ‘Well, you’re
getting close to the definition of [piracy], because you’re not offering a share of the revenue that you’re deriving
from the content that we pay rights to’ … [and] up until recently they’ve consistently showed a reluctance to pay
for content up-front.” (Participant 33, 20/6/19)

However, this conflict can also be seen from the perspective of emergent broadcasters. Using Apple
Music and Netflix as examples, one respondent said the threat of piracy should motivate established
broadcasters to deliver affordable content securely on reliable technology, so fans are not motivated
to consume pirated content (Participant 23, 3/10/18). Several respondents indicated broadcasters
have also improved their consumer relations to retain customers in a competitive marketplace
(Participant 26, 12/10/18, Participant 15, 6/4/18, Participant 31, 20/2/19, Participant 17, 9/5/18), and
Foxtel have similarly moved from offering “just so many channels” to focusing on big event
programming that attracts audiences (Participant 08, 22/9/17). Accordingly, established broadcasters
are investing in getting to know their audience. A free-to-air broadcaster indicated their organisation
had created an ‘Engagement Division’, tasked with focussing on community engagement (Participant
01, 17/5/17). Furthermore, as will be demonstrated in the next results and discussion section,
broadcasters also lobby for legislation reform that suits their interests, such as changes to media
ownership laws, license fees, content rules, spectrum allocation, anti-siphoning, and regulatory
compliance (Participant 13, 4/4/18, Seven West Media, 2019, Telstra Corporation, 2019).
These observations demonstrate the types of agency undertaken by broadcasters in response
to the arrival of emergent media and changing consumption habits. However, what is most notable
about this agency, is that almost without fail it is underpinned by the rule of commercial self-interest.
Actions are designed to either protect the existing means of generating revenue or adapting to secure
new forms of revenue. This should come as no surprise. These agents operate inside institutions
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structured to generate revenue, and accordingly recognise and reward actions that accomplish this
outcome. Instances where broadcasters act according to something other than commercial selfinterest are rare. For example, a public broadcaster felt part of their role in the changing broadcasting
environment is to bridge the gap between the decrease in linear audiences and the increase in digital
consumption (Participant 01, 17/5/17). However, this comment comes from an agent inside a public
broadcaster, where the rule of public benefit dominates, and moreover, public broadcasters are only
bit-players in the field of AFL broadcasting.

Sports Organisations Responses
The AFL has previously stated we are “living in a period of great change, shaped by technological and
demographic shifts” (AFL, 2017, p. 38), where Australia is part of a “globalised world,” and it can no
longer be taken for granted that new generations will grow up as AFL fans (AFL, 2015, p. 32). In this
respect, the arrival of emergent media and changing consumption habits that accompany these
developments can disrupt the public and commercial self-interests of the league, who accordingly
have developed a range of strategies in response. For example, as demonstrated above, these changes
threaten the value of rights agreements which drive the business model of sports organisations as well
as broadcasters. As such, the AFL has implemented a series of policies designed to protect the existing
rights agreement and defend the existing business model, such as the AFL’s ‘Conditions of Entry to an
AFL Venue’ that prohibits the unauthorised use of cameras to capture match vision at venues for
commercial publication (AFL, 2019f, online). In 2020, the AFL also introduced a ‘Non-Broadcast Rights
Holder Camera Access Policy,’ preventing fans and non-broadcast partners from bringing “any
broadcast or recording equipment” into venues (AFL, 2020a, p. 1).
The current business model is also defended by recommitting to existing broadcast
partnerships. For example, in 2016 the AFL essentially rolled over the existing Digital Rights Agreement
with incumbent partner Telstra for the 2017-2022 period (AFL, 2016a, p. 120). Signing multi-year
agreements also defends the business model by guaranteeing revenue flows during periods of market
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uncertainty, with an AFL administrator saying the six-year agreement signed in 2017 gives them “a
great level of commitment” with their broadcaster partners (Participant 27, 2/11/18). Extending the
current rights agreement for two years amid the coronavirus pandemic further reflects the strength
of this approach (Browne, 2021, p. 96-97). In concert with established broadcasters, sports
organisations can also add conditions to the rights agreement that defends the existing business
model. For example, to protect the rights of established media partners, the current AFL broadcasting
agreement limits the streaming of live games on mobile devices to screens 7-inches in size or less
(Lancaster, 2017, online), and non-Telstra customers previously faced additional data charges if they
wanted to watch AFL games on mobile devices (AFL, 2018b, p. 103). While they can extract more
revenue from rights by dividing them into smaller, less exclusive packages (Barton, 2018, p. 12-13),
sports can also defend the existing business model by awarding rights on an exclusive basis, and by
bundling streaming rights in with free-to-air and subscription rights, which increases the value of rights
and solidifies the relationship with established broadcasters (Participant 36, 10/6/20, Samios and
Chammas, 2020). The AFL has also defended their existing business model by lobbying against certain
law reforms. As will be discussed in the section on regulation, the AFL pushed against the introduction
of fair use copyright exceptions or the extension of safe harbour to digital intermediaries, on the
grounds it would erode the value of their live broadcast rights (COMPPS, 2018, p. 5-8).
However, the AFL also stands to miss out on opportunities if they don’t engage with emergent
media and have deployed a range of responses accordingly. For example, sports organisations can
benefit from partnering with platforms such as Facebook because they often reach younger
demographics and engage fans in ways that traditional media cannot easily replicate (SportsPro, 2019,
online), while simultaneously driving those audiences towards the main broadcast offering
(Participant 09, 26/10/17, Participant 02, 6/6/17). Facebook specifically has partnerships with the AFL,
NRL, and Cricket Australia, which results in the creation of unique content designed to complement
live TV consumption, such as match highlights, archival footage, and behind the scenes content
(Mediaweek, 2019, online). Emergent media also offer large financial reserves, enormous distribution,
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and audience scale (Participant 29, 25/3/19), and they are attractive as broadcast partners because
they generate remarkable consumer insights, with one emergent broadcaster saying they use
consumer “data in a far more intelligent way than [established] broadcasters” (Participant 15, 6/4/18).
The AFL has explored other partnerships with emergent platforms, selling non-live rights to
Amazon (Browne, 2021, p. 97), and partnering with Google to create highlights specifically for
YouTube (AFL, 2020b, p. 88). Like broadcasters, sports can also develop partnerships with emergent
media to counter piracy and protect the value of their rights (Participant 27, 2/11/18, Participant 23,
3/10/18, Connolly, 2019). A content protection expert felt the AFL is the leading federation at
protecting content in Australia, saying the AFL understood the importance of content protection early
on because they had invested in their own digital platforms, and because they market their game well
(Participant 31, 20/2/19), which creates an awareness inside the AFL of the value of their content.
Another felt the AFL’s strong stance on content protection amplified in the context of COVID-19
because of how it simultaneously disrupted broadcast revenues and changed consumption habits
leading to a rise in piracy (Participant 36, 10/6/20).
In any event, there are many reasons emergent platforms are not attractive as rights partners.
For example, consumption on emergent platforms is typified by younger demographics who watch for
short periods, and this consumption is difficult to monetise using traditional business models:
“One of the big challenges for the AFL and the NRL… is how do we capture millennials and younger, and get them
to pay as well? We want you to watch it, but we also want you to watch it [for long enough] so the advertisers can
sell more stuff, or you’ll pay money for subscriptions.” (Participant 36, 10/6/20)

Many emergent media platforms also often have no clear strategy around acquiring sports rights
(Participant 29, 25/3/19), and have only shown limited interest in acquiring rights because “they are
making a lot of money anyway without sport” (Participant 19, 13/6/18), while building and
maintaining a relationship with the audience must also be weighed against the premium revenues on
offer from emerging broadcasters:
“Content owners must learn to effectively evaluate the viability of new types of licensee, particularly from digital
media… This is a tricky balancing act because licensors like to establish long-term relationships to build audiences
over time and to simplify discovery. Also, balancing reach and revenue in markets where the content is trying to
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build an audience poses challenges, predominantly in determining whether to sacrifice reach (much loved by
sponsors and advertisers too) for revenue” (Barton, 2018, p. 3).

A more radical response to changing consumption habits for sports organisations is to shorten the
length of the season and/or create abbreviated formats of the game. A player agent argued that “with
a shorter broadcast, you might get a more engaged audience,” and given that media rights are
essentially a vehicle for advertisers to get in front of an audience, “the more engaged that audience
is, then the more valuable those rights are” (Participant 22, 21/10/18). They also felt shorter seasons
may be better for player longevity and welfare, and by using the Twenty20 version of cricket as an
example, suggested an abbreviated game could improve match attendance, memberships,
sponsorships, and better directed media rights deal (Participant 22, 21/10/18). One respondent
similarly understood the reasoning behind the creation of AFLX – the shortened version of the game
designed to appeal to families, television audiences, and non-traditional AFL markets – saying sports
and broadcasters “are all competing for the consumer’s dollar… and it’s a very congested
marketplace” (Participant 12, 21/2/18). However, one respondent was doubtful if shortened versions
of sport would address the problem of changing consumption habits, saying “there is only one
commercially successful short-form sport in the world: Twenty-20,” with the remainder being
“commercially break-even to being non-viable” (Participant 36, 10/6/20). In this context, even though
it is no longer part of the contemporary AFL broadcasting landscape and therefore goes beyond the
remit of this research project, AFLX is a potential example of a “black swan” case study, where an
observation that falsifies a proposition can “stimulate further investigations and theory-building”
(Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 77). In this case, the proposition that an investigation into AFLX would test is that
the AFL governs successful elite-level formats of Australian football, with any findings potentially
placing the management of the AFL and AFLW competitions under closer examination (ibid., p. 77),
especially if the AFLX case study involved comparison against the successful adoption of the T20
format in cricket.
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However, like broadcasters, the AFL also has responded to changing consumption habits by
investing in their own digital platforms. In 2012, the league established the AFL Media department to
“analyse and report on the game,” primarily via the AFL’s website (AFL, 2012, p. 38), and in 2013, the
league committed to improving their online user experience with a “diet of text, video, photography,
and radio streamed services” (AFL, 2013a, p. 77). In addition, by investing in their own platforms, the
AFL can harvest consumer data so it knows “more about our users and supporters” (AFL, 2014a, p.
85), which can be used to drive strategy. The league has also invested in its own broadcast and
production facilities, and in 2015 produced and streamed an AFLW game and six pre-season AFL games
when their broadcast partners were unable to cover the games (AFL, 2015, p. 114). Similarly, in
partnership with Fox Sports, the AFL has also created its own direct-to-consumer OTT platform
specifically for international audiences (AFL, 2017, p. 131), and in 2020 the league launched AFL
OnDemand, a free video portal on the AFL website and app that provides access to archival games,
short films, documentaries, and panel shows, and that uses AI technology to generate video highlight
packages (AFL, 2020b, p. 97).
Recently, the league has also developed an ‘Earned Media’ strategy. Unlike paid or owned
media, earned media is content created and published by third parties such as fan blogs and social
media users (Garman, online), and represents the development of relationships with “key nontraditional media outlets” to grow new audiences (AFL, 2019b, p. 106). Respondents also saw value in
the NBA approach which promotes the league and increases fan engagement by allowing fans to share
broadcast content online relatively freely (Participant 23, 3/10/18, Participant 33, 20/6/19). A
subscription broadcaster similarly believes there are opportunities for rights owners to enter revenue
sharing agreements with fan creators for the content they post online, which would promote the
sport, monetise the content, and support and acknowledge the fan base (Participant 31, 20/2/19). The
next section will also show how respondents see merit in a ‘soft law’ approach, where rights holders
establish a set of criteria for acceptable fan use of broadcast content (Participant 21, 25/9/18,
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Participant 33, 20/6/19), and one broadcaster indicated they want fans to use material in a ‘fair’ way
because “that’s where some of your entrepreneurial-style work gets done” (Participant 31, 20/2/19).
At the same time, developing a relationship with non-traditional media outlets such as social
media users can be problematic. Specifically, the league admits it “sits more towards the conservative
side” when it comes to fans sharing broadcast content on social media, because of the need to protect
existing rights agreements (Participant 27, 2/11/18). This conservatism is further reflected in the AFL’s
policy on any user-generated content submitted to the league, which assigns all ownership in the
material, including intellectual and proprietary rights, to the AFL (AFL, 2019c, online). The direct-toconsumer OTT broadcast model for sports organisations is also approached with some scepticism.
More than one participant pointed out that amassing the audience in Australia required to make the
model work is problematic (Participant 02, 6/6/17, Participant 19, 13/6/18, Participant 36, 10/6/20).
Furthermore, production costs are expensive, and sports organisations may lack the technical
proficiency to implement a user-friendly service, which could harm user experience (Participant 26,
12/10/18). Direct-to-consumer models may also draw a negative response from viewers if they lack
the editorial independence of a traditional media organisation (Participant 10, 26/10/17), and another
respondent felt sports organisations should be cautious when considering the direct-to-consumer
broadcast model because of the potential for subscriber fatigue (Participant 36, 10/6/20).
The AFL also takes a conservative approach in attributing video views, given “how video is
counted and viewed via social media” (AFL, 2016a, p. 122), while another sports administrator
revealed their sponsors have little interest in ‘engagement’ metrics on social and digital media,
preferring to look at traditional broadcast metrics to assess the value of being involved in the sport
(Participant 02, 6/6/17). Developing an internal media department to create news content also
invokes questions about bias and impartiality (Participant 12, 21/2/18), and a focus on emergent
media by the AFL may also underserve or neglect some sections of society, given their inability to
access it (Participant 29, 25/3/19, ACMA, 2018b, p. 80).
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Nonetheless, the discussion above indicates the rule of commercial self-interest is a strong
influence on agent behaviour inside the AFL when responding to the arrival of emergent media and
changes in consumption. Most actions are taken to realise a financial benefit, either by protecting the
existing broadcast agreement and business model or by exploring new forms of revenue. The
acquisition of consumer data is also seen as a way of driving strategy to develop commercial
opportunities. Similarly, while fans may realise a public benefit in being able to access content on the
AFL’s digital platforms, the investment in platforms, development of engaging content, and analysis
of consumer data by the AFL would in the long term seem to be motivated by the prospect of realising
commercial self-interests through those actions.

AFL Fan Responses
Sports fans respond in their own way to the arrival of emergent media platforms and changes in
consumption, and these responses are often governed by commercial self-interest. For example, an
AFL fan representative said for those who can afford it, the number of fans watching games online,
primarily through the AFL Live Pass app, is growing significantly (Participant 21, 25/9/18). AFL annual
reports corroborate this observation, with the number of people subscribing to the service essentially
doubling from approximately one million in 2017 to more than two million by 2019 (AFL, 2017, p. 131,
AFL, 2019b, p. 105). ACMA has similarly indicated that the increase in Australian households
consuming SVOD services is partly attributable to “Australians’ love for sport” (ACMA, 2018b, p. 77).
The commercial self-interest in fan responses to emergent media is also reflected in the researcher’s
blog, with a large portion of the blog recording the reasoning behind their shift from satellite to OTT
consumption. As it impacts the social and immersive aspect of consuming live sport, the fidelity and
latency of the broadcast are important to the researcher, and they are initially apprehensive about
‘cutting the cord’ because of the accordant loss of picture quality and liveness (Reddin, 18/09/17,
online). However, as also demonstrated in the results and discussion of stakeholder relationships,
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commercial self-interest ultimately motivates the switch to OTT because they can save a significant
amount of money by changing platforms (Reddin, 19/9/17, online).
The blog captures how commercial self-interests motivate other fan responses. For example,
the AFL’s streaming app for overseas consumers – Watch AFL – has geo-blocking restrictions that
prevent consumers within Australia from accessing the service. However, using a Virtual Private
Network, the researcher circumvents the geo-blocking restrictions, and accesses games not shown on
free-to-air in their local market for less than the cost of a Foxtel subscription (Reddin, 18/6/18 &
15/7/19, online). Similarly, the researcher records observations from an online forum, where fans
“seem to share ideas about getting AFL without having to pay for it” (Reddin, 7/3/18, online), and the
researcher avoids having to pay to access to some OTT portals by taking advantage of their duplicate
login allowance and swapping login credentials with a friend (Reddin, 22/8/17, online). Provisions like
the duplicate login allowance permit industry to set “limitations around informal activities, thus
allowing them to be controlled while also permitting a certain scope of informality” (Lobato and
Thomas, 2015, p. 36), while consumers also improve their purchasing power and access by exploiting
these economic and technological opportunities (Makos, 2015). Login-sharing is also indicative of
‘trickster’ behaviour, where users “have no respect for boundaries or for neat and tidy categories”
(McArthur, 2000, cited in Burroughs, 2017, p. 67), and willingly subvert “the boundaries of popular
culture and copyright” (ibid., p. 67).
Other ‘trickster’ responses to emergent media can raise legal and commercial issues.
Platforms such as YouTube and Facebook allow consumers to post their own content, and when
combined with technology that makes it easier for users to copy and edit broadcast material, usergenerated content is becoming increasingly common in the digital media environment (Participant 31,
20/2/19). Respondents generally felt positive about UGC created by AFL fans, saying it essentially
amounts to free publicity for the league (Participant 05, 10/8/17, Participant 25, 5/10/18, Participant
14, 6/4/18) which achieves public and commercial benefits, as articulated by an AFL fan respondent:
“[W]hen fans make these packages online, such as ‘biggest hits’, or ‘greatest marks’, they’re essentially providing
a free marketing service for the AFL, which a lot of fans that are being introduced to the game look at when they’re
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first becoming familiar with the game. I don’t think television channels tend to really go after people that are
making these highlights packages, and probably because they recognise that it’s not threatening the commercial
viability of broadcasting the game. These home-made highlight reels are probably making people more likely to
watch the game on the weekend.” (Participant 21, 25/9/18)

However, respondent attitudes changed if their commercial self-interests were challenged by UGC.
For example, several club respondents felt UGC can be a problem if it is used to make money and isn’t
regulated (Participant 14, 6/4/18, Participant 05, 10/8/17). The most concerning form of UGC in this
regard is the pirating of live games, with several respondents indicating they felt piracy to be a
legitimate threat to the value of rights (Participant 09, 26/10/17, Participant 31, 20/2/19). This
sentiment was not universal, however. Another respondent argued piracy does not affect the value
of broadcasting rights “to a huge extent,” especially in Australia where most people still consume live
sport on free-to-air television (Participant 19, 13/6/18). Pirate behaviour also reflects the commercial
self-interest of fans. One respondent specifically felt the pirating of live sport is increasing because
popular sport is often behind paywalls (Participant 31, 20/2/19), while others agreed that if content
rights become too fragmented, consumers may become frustrated with needing to pay for multiple
subscriptions, and use pirate services instead (Participant 18, 11/5/18, Participant 36, 10/6/20).
Fans appear to respond to the arrival of emergent media and changes in consumption in noncommercial ways. For example, club administrators indicated that fan demands for ‘behind-thescenes’ style content is common (Participant 5, 10/8/17, Participant 14, 6/4/18), but more
concerningly, non-commercial responses by fans are not always positive. An AFL player specifically
revealed they had been attacked on social media about how they looked, how they played, and by
gamblers who had lost a bet because of their playing performance, and added they knew players who
had received death threats on social media (Participant 37, 24/8/20). Pirates who are intent on
breaking content protection measures to make broadcast material freely available (Participant 31,
20/2/19) are also conceivably acting according to ‘public interests’, but this behaviour does not serve
the overall ecosystem of AFL broadcasting and is illegal under the current copyright system.
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Several factors also limit fan responses to the arrival of emergent media and changes in
consumption. Despite Australians consuming more online content, sport is still predominantly
watched at home on free-to-air television, and parents and their children watch live sport on television
together more than any other type of content (ACMA, 2019b, p. 27). Furthermore, while AFL fans may
pirate games when they are broadcast on-delay or not shown on free-to-air coverage (Participant 31,
20/2/19), interest in AFL is mostly limited to our domestic market where much of the content is
available for free, meaning AFL games are less frequently pirated compared with sports with global
appeal (Participant 04, 21/6/17, Participant 31, 20/2/19). An AFL fan advocate essentially confirmed
these observations, saying that even though pirate streams of AFL exist online, their consumption is
not commonplace among fans (Participant 21, 25/9/18). A content protection expert also indicated
that sport audiences are becoming more wary of pirated material, saying it is now a common practice
for fans to post comments around pirate streams, asking, “‘Is this site legit? Is it for real? Am I going
to get a virus?’” (Participant 31, 20/2/19).
Nonetheless, fans mostly operate according to the rule of commercial self-interest in response
to the arrival of emergent media platforms and changes in consumption. They are guided by a desire
to find the lowest possible cost needed to access content and make decisions accordingly. Commercial
self-interest guiding fan agency is not completely unexpected. While there are exceptions, AFL
broadcasting is dominated by structures predisposed to realising commercial benefit, and accordingly,
an agent’s power and value in AFL broadcasting is mostly determined by their access to and control
over the allocative resource of economic capital, which in the case of consumers is their disposable
income and attention. AFL and broadcaster responses to the arrival of emergent media and changing
consumption habits also foreground the extent to which commercial self-interest motivates agency.
The arrival of emergent media and changing consumption habits have also disrupted power
dynamics in AFL broadcasting. Specifically, emergent media accrue power in the field because of their
access to allocative resources and because regulatory structures that constrain other agents in the
field do not apply to them. Due to their access to the allocative resources of disposable income and
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attention, fan power has also increased in the context of increased competition and more
entertainment options. While sports organisations have been able to hold onto power due to their
control over the allocative resource of broadcast rights, established broadcasters are faced with a loss
of power in the field, as their business model is not structured to deliver commercial benefit and
therefore allocative resources from the changes taking place. As audiences migrate to online
platforms and consumption becomes shorter in length, a business model based on selling 30-second
ads or expensive subscriptions to audiences via terrestrial broadcasting may become less sustainable,
while a business model based on selling short-format ads or micro-subscriptions to digital audiences
conversely becomes increasingly attractive.
As demonstrated by the ultimate withdrawal from the premium sports rights market by public
broadcasters, not all business models will survive changes to the field and domain unless they are
reshaped by agents inside those organisations, so they are fit for purpose. The AFL is not exempt from
these forces, and agents inside the organisation may need to review the business model if the
organisation is to be recreated as a structure based on the rules of commercial and public interests in
the future. Accordingly, these changes to the domain and field of AFL broadcasting shape agency in
several ways. Specifically, by developing and awareness of their context and the rate of change taking
place, agents invest in new personnel, technologies, and systems, and develop new relationships with
established and emerging media partners. This agency reshapes the business model, which
subsequently enables and constrains other agents, such as consumers and other employees in the
organisation, demonstrating the interdependency of agency and structure, or structuration. The
following results and discussion section will further investigate how a major structure in AFL
broadcasting – regulation – is similarly subject to changing market forces, yet still constrains and
enables forms of agency which recreate it as a structure.
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5.5 Regulation
The previous results and discussion section broadly investigated changes taking place in the field and
domain of AFL broadcasting. It also examined how these changes have reshaped agency and
structures in AFL broadcasting, and how these changes have affected power relations in the system.
This section will investigate another element of the domain in the AFL broadcasting system, and how
it is also affected by changes taking place. The discussion will also demonstrate how agents in the
system internalise the codes and conventions in this element of the domain to create novel variations,
and it will similarly demonstrate how structures shape procedures of operation by limiting and
enabling agency, with agents recreating the structure when they act in relation to it. On this point, the
discussion of broadcasting regulation provides some of the strongest examples of structuration and a
creative system in action.
Lunt and Livingston (2012) provide a starting point for understanding the rules underpinning
the structure of broadcasting regulation. They argue that contemporary political debates about the
role of the state have typically swung between two normative positions, which are:
“whether the state is best when [it] is small in scope, focused on creating the conditions in which people can live
without constraint and allowing commerce to innovate and develop according to its own logic, or whether a strong
state is necessary to counter the extreme effects of modernisation and capitalism so as to enable citizens
themselves to further their interests and realise their potential.” (ibid., p. 4)

These two normative positions are embodied in Australian media regulation. For instance, the purpose
statement of the broadcasting regulator, the Australian Communications and Media Authority
(ACMA), indicates the regulator needs to strike a balance between creating an environment that
supports the commercial self-interests of private industry, while simultaneously protecting the public
interests of consumers:
“[Our purpose] is to maximise the economic and social benefits of communications and media for Australia. We
do this by fostering a communications and media environment that balances the needs of industry and the
Australian community through regulation, education, and advice. [And] We provide consumer and audience
safeguards.” (ACMA, 2019a, p. 2)

However, since the 1980s, respective Australian governments have shown a preference for small state
governance, foregrounding unfettered capitalism and individual freedoms in their neoliberal approach
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to policy (Redden et al., 2020). Accordingly, while elements of public interest can still be found in
Australian broadcasting regulation, the government’s belief in the ability of private enterprise to solve
market inefficiencies means commercial self-interests feature prominently in broadcasting regulation
and its application in Australia.
The results and discussion also support the observation that contemporary media regulation
is challenged by globalisation and increased connectivity, often facilitated by the digital media systems
western society depends on (Lunt and Livingstone, 2012). For example, the government has
recognised competition from global platforms is increasing, and that Australians are consuming
“content on a wider variety of platforms” (Dept. of Communications and the Arts, 2018b, p. 4-5). In
response, the government has introduced media reforms to “strengthen Australian media
organisations to help ensure their future viability” (Fifield, 2017, online), but established broadcasters
have continued to argue that emergent platforms are not encumbered with the same regulatory
burdens as traditional broadcasters (Seven West Media, 2018, p. 10). In this context, ACMA has
acknowledged the government is still coming to terms with regulating digital content and the
platforms it is delivered on (ACMA, 2019a, p. 8-9), with further challenges “on the horizon as
Australians consume content on a wider variety of platforms” (Dept. of Communications and the Arts,
2018b, p. 5). Accordingly, by focusing on the major articles of government legislation that impact AFL
broadcasting, the discussion will demonstrate that not only is regulation shaped by the rules of public
and commercial self-interests, but also that regulation in AFL broadcasting is complicated by
globalisation and changing consumption habits.

The Broadcast Services Act 1992 and the Broadcasting Services (Events) Notice (No. 1) 2010
Broadly, the objective of the Broadcasting Services Act 1992 is to develop a broadcast industry that is
efficient and competitive, and that reflects “a sense of Australian identity, character and cultural
diversity,” while also protecting consumer interests (Australian Government, 1992a, p. 2). These
objectives reflect the rules of public and commercial self-interest that underpin the Act, so it behaves
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as a structure against which agents can act. The structuring nature of the legislation is also reflected
by its authoritative resources, who have power over others in the field. Specifically, the Act grants
ACMA the power to regulate the industry so public interest considerations are addressed without
imposing unnecessary financial burden on broadcasters (Australian Government, 1992a, p. 3-4).
The ability of the Act to enable and constrain agency applies specifically to the broadcasting
of sport. Section 115 of the Act gives the minister responsible a power to create a list of events which
they believe should “be available free to the general public” on television (ibid., p. 281), because of
their “national importance and cultural significance” (Dept. of Broadband Communications and the
Digital Economy, 2010b, p. 5). To enforce this requirement, the Act applies a condition to subscription
broadcast licenses, with subscription licensees prevented from acquiring the rights to events on the
list, until such time that a free-to-air broadcaster has had a reasonable chance of acquiring those rights
(Australian Government, 1992a, ACMA, 2019c, Dept. of Infrastructure). In this regard, anti-siphoning
acts as a market protection that benefits free-to-air broadcasters and limits subscription broadcasters
when the rights to a listed event go to market (ACMA, 2019c, online). For example, Foxtel CEO Patrick
Delany has acknowledged the company has only penetrated about 30 per cent of Australian
households (Sky News, 2018, online), and given Australians’ love for sport, one respondent attributed
this lack of penetration to anti-siphoning regulation (Participant 19, 13/6/18).
The specific events subject to this regulation are listed under the Broadcasting Services
(Events) Notice (No. 1) 2010, or what is commonly referred to as the anti-siphoning list. The Act also
grants ACMA the power to investigate any anti-siphoning infringements (ACMA, 2018a, p. 87), and
the list is unique to Australia as the number of events on the list is far greater compared with similar
regulation in other countries, and while other countries have also listed non-sport events, Australia
has only ever included sporting events on its list (Rowe, 2014a, Hennessy, 2021). Currently, the list
includes every match of the AFL Premiership competition, including the Finals Series (Australian
Government, 2010). A detailed history of how the list was created in Australia goes beyond the remit
of this thesis, but in summary the Hawke labour government implemented the legislation in 1994 to
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protect free-to-air broadcasters from subscription television when it first arrived in the early 1990s
(Jolly, 2010, Rowe, 2014a). This outcome was achieved in part because of lobbying from powerful freeto-air broadcasters such as Kerry Packer (Jolly, 2010, p. 4), and the connection between the list and
politics persists. For example, one media commentator felt the government is nervous about upsetting
broadcasters by listing or de-listing events (Participant 08, 22/9/17), and the political function of the
list was also evident when media reforms were passed in 2017. Specifically, to get other media reforms
through parliament, such as a reduction in licence fees and changes to ownership laws (Dept. of
Communications and the Arts, 2017a), a free-to-air respondent said their sector acquiesced to some
events being delisted, saying “sometimes that’s the price of change. You don’t get everything you
want” (Participant 13, 4/4/18).
More importantly, the history of the list accounts for many of the issues it faces today.
Specifically, when the list was created, there was no way of foreseeing the scale of globalisation and
technological development which has taken place, and consequently, as it only applies to subscription
broadcasters, the legislation does not prevent emergent broadcasters from acquiring listed rights and
moving them behind a paywall (Participant 36, 10/6/20, Dept. of Communications and the Arts, 2016),
even if the platform is foreign owned (Participant 32, 23/7/19). Furthermore, because the scheme
currently only regulates the acquisition of rights and not broadcast coverage outcomes, it could not
regulate the quality of coverage or the nature of the distribution technology if an emergent media
platform acquired rights to a listed event (Participant 32, 23/7/19, Dept. of Communications and the
Arts, 2016). One respondent also felt anti-siphoning is becoming less relevant because free-to-air
viewership is declining, which erodes its importance in a political context, while the “ministerial
prerogative” that allows the relevant minister to circumvent the “true rules” of the Act also reduces
its effectiveness (Participant 36, 10/6/20).
In this context, an almost universal theme among participants is that extensive reform is
needed if the scheme is to keep events of cultural significance freely available on television in the
contemporary media environment, and furthermore, respondent attitudes towards anti-siphoning
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and their suggestions for reform often align with the rules that underpin their organisation. For
example, a subscription broadcaster appealed to commercial self-interests when they said the scheme
prevents them from competing equally for listed events, and accordingly were in favour of a major
reduction of events on the list, saying only major events such as the AFL Grand Final need protection
(Participant 07, 31/8/17).
These sentiments were supported by another subscription broadcaster, who said the
regulation provides an unnecessary protection to free-to-air broadcasters, and that instead the
market should find the balance between free and paid coverage (Participant 04, 21/6/17). Commercial
self-interest is also found in responses from free-to-air broadcasters, with one saying anti-siphoning
needs to include emergent media, who they compete with for rights (Participant 13, 4/4/18), while
another free-to-air respondent said the government was justified in preserving anti-siphoning because
it keeps many critical and important sports on free-to-air television (Participant 25, 5/10/18). A
government respondent was especially forthright when discussing broadcaster interests in relation to
anti-siphoning. Specifically, when asked how broadcasters perceive the legislation, they claimed the
attitudes of both subscription and free-to-air broadcasters are ultimately shaped by money, and not
what was morally right or wrong for the culture (Participant 03, 7/6/17).
Attitudes towards regulation from inside the AFL also reflect commercial self-interests. An AFL
club participant felt only major events such as the Grand Final need protection, and believes the AFL
see anti-siphoning as a market protection that prevents them from gaining full value for their rights:
“I think there’s a strong point of view from many rights owners… that anti-siphoning is, at the end of the day,
maybe restrictive in terms of what return they can get for sport” (Participant 23, 3/10/18).

Similarly, one respondent felt sports organisations like the AFL have shown little interest in protecting
free access when it comes to selling their rights:
“I always say you don't want to stand between a sports rights holder and a bucket of money. They will tell you all
sorts of things about how important it is that they have this free audience, and that they could never not have it,
and all those kinds of things, but history has shown that when the money is there, those things don’t seem to
outweigh the money.” (Participant 13, 4/4/18)
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Other sports administrators showed even stronger commercial self-interest in their attitude towards
regulation, with a soccer official indicating they would not like to see any of their sport covered by
anti-siphoning, saying, “I think we’re adults who can make the right decision about where our content
is broadcast” (Participant 09, 26/10/17). However, the public interests that also underpin the AFL can
be found in relation to regulation. More than one respondent said the extra revenues sports such as
the AFL would earn in a deregulated environment could be invested back into grassroots programs
(Participant 07, 31/8/17, Participant 03, 7/6/17), although one of the respondents also doubted if this
would happen in practice:
“From what I’ve looked at in research … [it’s] very difficult to tell if that’s actually true, because their annual reports
don’t really give you that much detail. But I don’t think they put all that much into grassroots sport; it’s all about
elite sport.” (Participant 03, 7/6/17)

Government attitudes towards anti-siphoning and anti-siphoning reform typically reflect a balance of
public and commercial self-interests. A government respondent specifically inferred public interests
when they said the anti-siphoning list “helps us to feel Australian,” although this respondent tempered
their position by saying the list favours sports that represent white, male, Anglo-Saxon culture
(Participant 03, 7/6/17). The same respondent also agreed that if listed events can end up behind
paywalls, as happened during the 2016 Olympics (Mitchell, 2016, online), then the scheme needs to
be reformed by either preventing free-to-air broadcasters from circumventing the rules in such a
fashion (i.e., public interests), or by making it easier for subscription television to compete for rights
(i.e., commercial self-interests) (Participant 03, 7/6/17).
A government document also reflects the government trying to balance public and
commercial self-interests when considering two strategies for anti-siphoning reform. The first
approach would be relatively uncontroversial and simply involve reducing the number of events on
the list, but it would not address the underlying problem of an emergent media platform acquiring
rights to listed events and placing them behind a paywall, or on a platform that is not readily accessible
or reliable (Dept. of Communications and the Arts, 2016, p. 2). The second approach requires a
fundamental change to the scheme so it can account for emergent media, but such a change would
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require a radical rethink of the scheme (ibid., p. 2-4), as articulated by a rights expert who suggested
the regulation could be re-written so it is platform neutral, meaning listed events will be available for
free, just not necessarily on free-to-air television (Participant 36, 10/6/20). Implementing such
fundamental change will be difficult however, because legislating coverage outcomes, such as
requiring events to be “live, free, and broadcast quality” regardless of platform, would involve
regulating “the entity that acquires the rights, stipulating minimum standards they must achieve”
(Dept. of Communications and the Arts, 2016, p. 3), which may be difficult in practice given network
variability. Similarly, regulating coverage outcomes in this way may require consumers to buy
additional broadcast equipment:
“If policy objectives are determined which have [broad] definitions of ‘free’ and ‘universally available’, then a more
equal treatment of different media technologies could be pursued. The Government would need to be comfortable
with the desired high-level outcomes (for example, live, free, and broadcasting quality) being delivered over other
platforms and user equipment (for example, would it be acceptable for Foxtel to deliver a sports channel free to
view, but over satellite which requires the householder to obtain a satellite dish and receivers).” (ibid., p. 3)

Alternatively, rather than regulating the acquisition of rights, as the scheme currently does, antisiphoning could regulate the offer of rights, which would limit what sports bodies can do with their
rights and how they are offered to media entities, but either way, reforming the scheme so it regulates
emergent media “will be complex and very difficult” (ibid., p. 3). A more extreme reform would be to
abandon the list entirely, but many respondents outlined why they felt this outcome is unlikely. For
example, one respondent felt the government needs to retain the list to stay “on-side with the voters”
(Participant 08, 22/9/17), with a government official expressing a similar sentiment:
“I think that the government still has to remain committed to at least some sort of ‘Grand Finals-Melbourne CupsOpening of the Olympic Games’ mega-event list. I don't think they can move away from that because the uproar
would be tremendous ... No government wants to make itself totally unpopular when it’s unnecessary.”
(Participant 03, 7/6/17)

Another respondent felt removing anti-siphoning entirely may be politically challenging while 20 per
cent of the population are still not using the internet (Participant 15, 6/4/18), while a media
commentator said without the legislation “most Australian sport would be behind a paywall by now”
(Participant 19, 13/6/18). A government respondent also felt getting rid of the list is not a viable option
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when some people cannot afford pay television regardless of how cheap it is, and believes the
government is committed to the scheme as it gives both free-to-air and subscription broadcasters a
chance of acquiring rights and therefore a degree of financial surety (Participant 03, 7/6/17). The
respondent also advocated for innovative policy change – such as providing specific funding for types
of coverage – rather than “changing the list per se and going with hard letter law” reforms (Participant
03, 7/6/17). An example of this type of policy approach may be the government grant awarded to
Foxtel to produce niche, women’s, and emerging sport (Dept. of Communications and the Arts, 2018c),
although many respondents also took issue with this policy approach. One noted the grant is “not
contestable by others and [it’s] unclear why [Foxtel] are more deserving than other players”
(Participant 04, 27/10/20), and a public broadcaster made a strikingly similar observation, saying they
found it interesting when the government announced:
“they would be funding pay-TV with $30 million to provide additional broadcasting of niche and women's sports,
when perhaps that was an area that the public broadcaster would see as potentially something it could provide.”
(Participant 01, 17/5/17)

While public interests are evident in government efforts to increase the coverage of niche, women’s,
and emerging sports by subsidising their production and rights acquisition cost, the fact this taxpayerfunded subsidy went to a subscription broadcaster (Dept. of Communications and the Arts, 2017b)
effectively means consumers pay twice to access these sports. Furthermore, the subsidy suggests the
government has prioritised the commercial self-interests of broadcasters ahead of the community’s
public interests, especially given the subsidy was increased in 2020 (Meade, 2020).
Interestingly, while respondent attitudes towards anti-siphoning typically aligned with the
rules that underpin their organisation, agents would occasionally invoke arguments for anti-siphoning
reform which reflect rules not aligned with their organisation, but which nonetheless serve to defend
their organisation from changes taking place in their industry. While free-to-air broadcasters are
typically underpinned by commercial self-interest, a free-to-air broadcaster invoked a public interest
argument when discussing anti-siphoning reforms, saying if they are competing against emergent
media for rights, then emergent media should also be subject to anti-siphoning, because “audiences
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should be able to expect the same level of protection” (Participant 25, 5/10/18). Another free-to-air
respondent cited public interests when they argued that the delisting of English cricket rights in 2005
led to the sport migrating behind a broadcast paywall, which in turn resulted in a decline in grassroots
participation11 (Participant 13, 4/4/18). The same respondent further appealed to public interests
when they said anti-siphoning enables people “to have these conversations across all socioeconomic
divides” (Participant 13, 4/4/18). A subscription broadcaster was also willing to defend anti-siphoning
if it meant the continued existence of their company, saying both subscription and free-to-air media
will lose if anti-siphoning is not reformed to account for emergent media (Participant 07, 31/8/17).
While these observations demonstrate how the rules underpinning a structure mostly shape
agent attitudes and actions, the discussion of anti-siphoning regulation also demonstrates how agents
recreate and reshape structures through their agency. Specifically, in 2018, the rights to certain
Australian cricket matches ended up with subscription broadcaster Foxtel, despite those rights being
on the anti-siphoning list (Duke, 2018), which would seemingly be in violation of the legislation. Foxtel
CEO Patrick Delany explained away the seeming infringement, saying “as long as the free-to-air
broadcaster is happy with that to happen, then it is completely within the regulations for what we are
going to do” (Manning, 2018, online). The government also absolved itself of any responsibility for
preventing the rights to a listed event from migrating behind a subscription paywall, as demonstrated
in comments by the Minister of Communications and the Arts shortly after the deal was announced:
“The anti-siphoning list, it gives the free to air broadcasters the first right to negotiate. It doesn’t mandate that free
to air broadcasters have to purchase events. It doesn’t mandate that if they do purchase events, that they’ve got
to show them. And it doesn’t mandate that if they do purchase events, that they can’t then on-sell them to other
platforms… it is not possible for any government to mandate that free to air broadcasters have to purchase certain
events.” (Fifield, 2018a, online)

A government respondent also revealed ACMA – the organisation responsible for enforcing antisiphoning – made inquiries to the broadcasters and Cricket Australia “to gain a clearer understanding
of the negotiation process” that led to such an agreement, but “following these inquiries, ACMA

11

See statista.com (2017) “Number of people participating in cricket in England from 2007/2008 to 2015/2016”
in https://www.statista.com/statistics/490227/cricket-participation-uk/
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concluded that there had been no breach of the anti-siphoning scheme” (Participant 32, 23/7/19). The
respondent also pointed out that the level of government involvement in the negotiation of rights
extends only to determining what events are of ‘national significance’ and therefore included on the
anti-siphoning list, and that any consumer protections in agreements are to be decided by the sport
and the broadcaster, rather than the government:
“These rights are held by each individual sporting organisation, who manage them on trust for the benefit of their
sport, their fans and participants. It remains the responsibility of those sporting bodies to achieve a proper balance
between pursuing commercial opportunities from the sale of their rights and their broader responsibilities as
stewards of their respective sports for the benefit of all fans and participants. The negotiation of these rights are
therefore commercial decisions for the sporting organisations and broadcasters concerned. The Government does
not seek to intervene in such matters.” (Participant 32, 23/7/19)

These observations provide important insights into the structure of anti-siphoning regulation. By
deliberately choosing to not observe anti-siphoning requirements, agents from broadcasting and
Cricket Australia chose not to recreate the anti-siphoning structure in its current form, and
furthermore, by not acting to imposing any penalties for the circumvention of the legislation,
government agents have accelerated the reshaping of the structure, as they also chose not to recreate
the structure in its current form. More importantly, by not acting to recreate the structure in its
current form, the actions of government suggest the rule of public interest underpinning the
regulation is less of a concern than it once was and has been replaced by a desire to support the
commercial self-interests of industry. In many respects, this is also a demonstration of entrepreneurial
behaviour by agents inside Cricket Australia and the broadcasters. They identified an opportunity to
exploit the regulation and bore the risk of agreeing to a deal they knew may be blocked by the
government, but their knowledge of the domain and field meant that when they presented the novel
variation (i.e., the rights agreement) to the field, there was a strong chance it would be accepted by
those in the field who mattered (i.e., gatekeepers inside the government).
The discussion of anti-siphoning also demonstrates power in the system. The minister is
granted the power to choose what events to list, and ACMA is granted the power to investigate antisiphoning infringements. Free-to-air broadcasters are given priority access to acquiring rights to listed
events, while a subscription broadcaster indicated how the list limits their behaviour, saying they
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would happily buy the rights to smaller events if they were removed from the list (Participant 10,
26/10/17). From a sports administration perspective, a government respondent revealed powerful
sports bodies such as the AFL, NRL, and Cricket Australia often lobby and advise the minister about
what events they wanted to be retained or removed from the list and doubted if sports such as
basketball or hockey would have the same level of access to the minister (Participant 03, 7/6/17). An
AFL respondent confirmed this insight, saying they have conversations with the government “from
time to time on anti-siphoning and other legislation relevant to our industry” (Participant 27, 2/11/18).
However, a club administrator whose sport is not listed demonstrated how the regulation enables
their behaviour, saying subscription television had invested heavily in their sport because subscription
broadcasters were not prevented from buying their rights (Participant 05, 10/8/17).
While the rules and resources underpinning the regulation are simultaneously recreated when
the minister, ACMA, sports organisations, and broadcasters act in relation to anti-siphoning, the
Cricket Australia episode demonstrates how a structure can be challenged and reshaped when agents
do not follow the rules underpinning the structure. As discussed, an unwillingness to adhere to or
enforce anti-siphoning requirements suggests the public interests underpinning the structure are
becoming less of a priority, meaning the rule of public interest is no longer being recreated by agents
in relation to the structure. Instead, a rule of commercial interest has taken its place. This continues a
long-term trend within government from when the legislation was first developed in the early 1990s.
At that time, the list was much longer, and placed more onerous conditions on subscription television.
The slow but consistent reduction of free-to-air protections suggests the field and domain of
broadcasting – especially in the government – recognise and reward creative activity that benefits
commercial rather than public interests. These erosions on the structure have been accentuated by
advances in technology. Specifically, because it does not address emergent media, there is nothing
stopping agents inside those organisations from acquiring the rights to listed events and moving them
behind a paywall. While it is yet to happen in Australia, such agency would not be guided by the rules
and resources underpinning the regulation, and so would not recreate the structure of anti-siphoning.
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Anti-siphoning also demonstrates how parts of the domain are so accepted and inculcated by
agents that it becomes part of their practical consciousness and helps creative work take place. For
instance, a free-to-air respondent indicated the government plays a limited role during rights
negotiations because their negotiating team comes from a legal background, where already “everyone
is very mindful of what can and can’t be done under the anti-siphoning regime” (Participant 25,
5/10/18, emphasis added). This observation is corroborated by another research participant, who said
discussion about anti-siphoning does not occur during the negotiation process because:
“It’s the context that you’re negotiating in… you know exactly what the legislation is. So, you’ve got to account for
that in the way that you try and offer that [rights] package, because you know that if you offer it to somebody who
is not a free-to-air, they are going to have an obligation to abide by the anti-siphoning laws in making some of that
available. So, what that does, is that it automatically impacts the way in which you conduct the negotiations.”
(Participant 4, 21/6/17, emphasis added)

The agents’ implicit knowledge of anti-siphoning law and resulting behaviour recreates the structure
of anti-siphoning. Backed up with the implicit threat of fines and other penalties, it becomes an
agreed-upon standard when negotiations take place, in such a way that the law (mostly) isn’t broken,
and the law, as a structure, persists. This observation validates structuration theory. Furthermore, as
it represents an archive of knowledge which agents learn from and inculcate to generate creative
innovations such as new rights deals, anti-siphoning forms part of the domain of AFL broadcasting. It
becomes part of their practical consciousness (Giddens, 1984, p. 90), or in Bourdieuian terms, part of
their habitus (Johnson, 1993, p. 5). These new deals are ultimately accepted (or rejected) by a series
of gatekeepers in the field, such as media executives and sports administrators who approve the terms
of the deal, government officials who decide if any infringement has taken place, media commentators
who assess the agreement, and the audience who consume the content (or choose not to and reject
the innovation). These observations validate the systems model of creativity and point to potential
areas for future research. Specifically, through the systems model of creativity, research could
investigate the gatekeeping role of media commentators, and further previous studies into the shifting
values in sports newsrooms (Sherwood, 2017), the power of citizen journalists as cultural gatekeepers

173

(Sherwood, 2019), and the role of public relations staff in shaping the production of news (Sherwood,
2016). The AFL Media department potentially emerges as compelling case study in this regard.

The Copyright Act 1968
The basic tenet of any copyright system is the need to balance the benefit of information being freely
available to the public, against the need to reward creators for their efforts (Flew, 2014, Australian
Government, 2018b). In this respect, the principles underlying copyright mimic the rules of public and
commercial self-interest found elsewhere in media regulation. Copyright relates to sport on television
because at the heart of any broadcast agreement is control over the copyright in the images that are
transmitted (Bond, 2013), and in Australia, AFL broadcasting is affected by the Copyright Act 1968.
Accordingly, as demonstrated by sporting industry lobby group the Coalition of Major Professional
and Participation Sports (COMPPS), the copyright in broadcasts is fundamental to the business model
of many elite sports such as the AFL
“These media rights are exploited and/or licensed by COMPPS members across a range of platforms including freeto-air television, subscription television, radio, online and mobile technology. The revenue derived from the
licensing of these rights is a very significant revenue stream for most COMPPS members. In particular, live
broadcasts and communications of sports events are very popular and constitute valuable rights for COMPPS
members.” (COMPPS, 2018, p. 2-3)

Moreover, like other forms of media regulation, copyright is also challenged by technological change
and globalisation, as these processes complicate copyright enforcement that protects the commercial
self-interests of rights holders and the provisioning for reasonable use of copyright material that is in
the public interest (Participant 24, 3/10/18, Participant 32, 23/7/19).
In this context, considerable effort has gone into reforming copyright to address these
challenges in recent years, such as the government’s Copyright Modernisation Review in 2018, where
stakeholders were asked to consider ways that “Australian copyright law could be reformed to
maintain the requisite balance in the digital age” (Participant 32, 23/7/19). 99 submissions from
stakeholders were made public, with submissions representing a range of views on the public to
commercial self-interest spectrum. However, the submission by COMPPS, which represents the AFL
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in such discussions, is heavily weighted in favour of commercial self-interests. Specifically, COMPPS
argued against a proposed ‘fair use’ copyright exception, saying it will favour consumers too heavily
and “lead to an increased culture of infringement in Australia” (COMPPS, 2018, p. 6). COMPPS also
argued that under the existing framework, their members have certainty about their ownership of
copyright in the content they create which incentivises content creation, and any change to copyright
would reduce this certainty and discourage content creation by COMPPS members (ibid., p. 7).
The Copyright Modernisation Review also explored the proposed extension of safe harbour
to digital intermediaries. Provided they take steps to remove infringing material, safe harbour limits
the liability of an organisation where infringing material is found and was developed to ensure
organisations who provide a legitimate service can work with copyright owners “to help tackle
copyright infringement” (Participant 32, 23/7/19). Safe harbour concerns AFL broadcasting because it
potentially limits the league’s ability to prevent pirated content from appearing on platforms such as
Facebook and Google. Typically, digital intermediaries want to be covered by safe harbour so they are
not held completely liable for copyright infringement by users on their platform, while rights holders
such as the AFL, do not want safe harbour extended to digital intermediaries, as it “could allow
platforms to benefit from hosting infringing material” (Participant 24, 3/10/18). Accordingly, the AFL
has successfully lobbied against the extension of safe harbour to digital intermediaries in the past
(Davidson, 2017), and the COMPPS submission again argued against an extension of safe harbour
(COMPPS, 2018, p. 8-9). Following the consultation, limited copyright reforms were introduced that
allowed rights owners to “fight copyright infringement through injunctions issued by the Federal
Court” (Fifield, 2018b, online), while safe harbour was limited to educational institutions and key
cultural institutions, and not extended to digital intermediaries (Australian Government, 2018a).
A copyright lawyer who looked at the COMPPS submission said the lobby group’s conservative
position on safe harbour and copyright reform was to be expected, given the reliance of COMPPS
members on the exploitation of copyright to generate revenue, especially from live broadcasts
(Participant 24, 3/10/18). However, COMPPS’ arguments against copyright reform fail to acknowledge
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that non-rights holders can generate original types of innovative content if they have access to
copyright material. This was discussed with one respondent in relation to the Optus TV Now case,
where a technological innovation was quashed by rights holders on the grounds that the technology
did not fall under the time-shifting copyright exception, with the respondent saying, “that case
essentially closed the door on applying that exception in practice at all” (Participant 24, 3/10/18). The
conservatism towards copyright demonstrated by the AFL in the Copyright Modernisation Review, and
in the successful litigation against Optus in the TV Now case is further evidenced in the AFL’s
submission to the 2009 Senate Inquiry into The Reporting of Sports News and the Emergence of Digital
Media. In the context of increasing online consumption of still and moving images at the time, the AFL
and other sports organisations felt they were losing control over their rights leading to a potential loss
of income, and accordingly sought legislative guidance on “how the fair dealing exception for the
reporting of news in the Copyright Act should operate online” (Hutchins and Rowe, 2009a, p. 165).
Prior to the enquiry, the AFL had already litigated against News Ltd over what it felt was unreasonable
use of their content online and made it difficult for personnel from such agencies to access venues
(ibid.), but the Inquiry also revealed how sporting organisations like the AFL will use public interests
to defend their position, even though they are motivated by commercial self-interest in such debates.
Referring to statements made to the Inquiry by the AFL and Cricket Australia that highlighted their
demands to be able to defend their rights, Hutchins and Rowe (2009a) assert that:
“[Such statements]… are also part of a contentious set of claims put forward by major sports organisations that,
despite making healthy annual profits and exercising considerable power in the sports market via media rights
deals, stressed repeatedly that many operate on a not-for-profit basis, thereby problematising the status of sport
as a ‘public good’.” (ibid., p. 170)

While the government ultimately released a Code of Practice for Sports News Reporting (Dept. of
Infrastructure, 2019), the Inquiry otherwise made little impact, recommending “sports should pursue
litigation if they believed their rights are being infringed”, thereby diverted responsibility from “the
legislature to the judiciary” (Hutchins and Rowe, 2009a, p. 172). More importantly however, the
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example again demonstrates the AFL’s determination to control anything even remotely linked to its
intellectual property.
Consumers are similarly implicated in copyright regulation. As it often involves creative
repurposing of broadcast content, user-generated content (UGC) can blur the line between acceptable
and unacceptable use of copyrighted material. For example, a respondent from a free-to-air
broadcaster said they have no problem with consumers using their material to create content such as
fan pages on social media as it markets their programming and creates community engagement, but
indicated they take issue with other types of content, particularly if it is used to attract sponsors or is
in some way derogatory (Participant 25, 5/10/18).
One solution to addressing the uncertainty in copyright caused by UGC in other genres has
been the implementation of ‘soft laws’, where copyright owners set down guidelines for acceptable
use of their content by fans (Participant 24, 3/10/18). Soft laws are easier to modify than enshrined
laws and industries tend to comply with them because they are involved in their creation, and if all
interests are represented in their creation – including users – they tend to reflect a positive agreement
between stakeholders (Participant 24, 3/10/18). As such, if they represent mutually accepted rules
between industry and users, soft laws can also provide the basis for legislation reform, because if
industry adopts the soft laws as a code, it can lead lawmakers to say, “If you comply with the code, it
means you [can] comply with the law” (Participant 24, 3/10/18).
However, participants also identified potential issues with the soft law approach. For example,
one free-to-air respondent felt soft laws for sport rights may need to be tailored on a case-by-case
basis, because each licensee holds different rights (Participant 25, 5/10/18). Specifically, they
explained that “If all we have is the right to broadcast, then we don’t necessarily have the right to be
able to tell someone else what they can do with [the content]” after the broadcast, and accordingly,
the respondent felt soft laws for a particular sport would need to be discussed collectively with all the
rights holders of that sport (Participant 25, 5/10/18). Another respondent said the weakness of soft
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laws is they are not legally binding and therefore are difficult to enforce, and unless they are
developed with users, they may only reflect industry interests (Participant 24, 3/10/18).
Sport broadcasts are unlike many other forms of content, in that most of the commercial value
is extracted during the live broadcast of the event, after which the commercial value of the content
drops significantly (Bond, 2013). In this context, respondents were asked about a hypothetical reform
where the term of copyright in sport broadcasts is limited to a relatively short window, such as a week
or a month, after which time the content could be used freely by fans without fear of infringing on
copyright. A free-to-air respondent expressed cautious interest when presented with the hypothetical
reform (Participant 33, 20/6/19), and a copyright lawyer also admitted the idea of limiting exclusivity
over an AFL broadcast to a week is “an interesting idea,” and could be feasible if “rights holders agree
that it’s enough for them to have exclusivity” (Participant 24, 3/10/18).
However, respondents also identified several issues with this idea. One free-to-air respondent
said there is increasing value in “the longer tail of digital rights,” and accordingly felt such a proposition
would come down to a question of valuing the rights, saying “Where does the value fall and how do
you price that accordingly?” (Participant 33, 20/6/19). Another free-to-air respondent echoed these
sentiments, saying sporting organisations would need to determine the commercial value of postbroadcast rights and decide what they are willing to let people do with the content (Participant 25,
5/10/18). Furthermore, while nothing prevents rights holders from “making alternative commercial
arrangements and exclusively licensing copyright for shorter durations” (Participant 32, 23/7/19),
respondents also indicated this type of proposal is not possible under international copyright
obligations (Participant 24, 3/10/18, Participant 32, 23/7/19). Another was against the idea of limiting
the exclusivity of sports rights to a period of a week, because of the potential unintended
consequences it could have:
“I would not want to introduce this construct, as it is hard to say what new viewing behaviours could drive value
in sport. E.g., 10 years ago, library drama and comedy content were considered low value, then Netflix monetised
this library content and built an enormous content empire. I wouldn’t want to allow YouTube to do the same with
sport.” (Participant 29, 25/3/19)
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These results highlight the complexity of the AFL broadcasting system. Firstly, AFL broadcasting sits
within a broader system of regulation, with AFL broadcasting comprising just a small component of
the domain and field within that larger system. More importantly, the discussion demonstrates the
danger in perceiving public and commercial self-interests as a binary. For example, copyright can
realise public interests by making content freely available to the public. However, too much support
of public interests and copyright would decriminalise the theft of content, discouraging creators from
producing content and undermining the entire ecosystem of content creation that provides cultural
benefit in the first place. Conversely, if copyright is too much in favour of commercial self-interests,
access to content becomes a function of affluence, and cultural participation and public interests are
emaciated. Copyright must also balance competing commercial self-interests. Specifically, safe
harbour can support the commercial self-interests of rights holders by making digital intermediaries
liable for infringing content which appears on their platforms, and conversely, safe harbour can
support the commercial self-interests of digital intermediaries by removing their liability for such
content when it appears on their platforms.
The discussion also reveals moments where agents may not act according to the rules that
underpin their organisation. For example, while regulators act according to the rules of public and
commercial self-interests, by choosing not to introduce user-based copyright exceptions, such as fair
use, the government has not prioritised public interests in their actions. A preference for commercial
self-interests by government agents also potentially slows the reform process. As one respondent
explained, because it would prefer reform to be led by the market, the government is reluctant to
take assertive action and “set the rule,” resulting in a consultation process that only addresses the
most basic issues, such as extensions to fair dealing (Participant 24, 3/10/18). Similarly, despite the
AFL being underpinned by the rules of public and commercial self-interests, the COMPPS submission
to the Copyright Modernisation Review, the AFL’s submission to the Senate Inquiry into Sports News
and the Emergence of Digital Media, and the AFL’s litigation against Optus in the TV Now case, all
demonstrate how commercial self-interests are prioritised in the organisation.
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Copyright represents another structure in the domain of AFL broadcasting that simultaneously
constrains and enables agency. For example, copyright constrains infringers and pirates, while
enabling rights holders by rewarding them for their efforts, and consumers who use copyright material
in acceptable ways. The discussion also highlights how agents can reshape the structure of regulation
by changing their agency. For example, government agents changed their behaviour by calling for
submissions to the Copyright Modernisation Review and the Senate Inquiry into Sports News and the
Emergence of Digital Media, hoping to reform regulation so that it is better suited to the needs of
consumers and industry in the context of a challenging media environment. By tendering submissions
that advocated for reforms that aligned with the rules of their organisation, non-government agents
also changed their behaviour. Reforms were then introduced that reflect these changes in behaviour,
while preserving the rules of public and commercial self-interest in the regulation. However, while it
attempts to balance public and commercial self-interests, these results suggest there has been a trend
in recent years for agents to observe and recreate the rule of commercial self-interest in the structure
of copyright at the expense of the public interest rule, at least in the Australian context. Nevertheless,
consumers are also more involved in the recreation of copyright as a structure through UGC, and the
prospect of consumers working with industry to recreate the structure in new ways, such as the codevelopment of soft laws, suggest public interests can be restored under the right conditions.
The reforms introduced following the Copyright Modernisation Review also potentially reveal
interesting power dynamics in the system. By not extending safe harbour to digital intermediaries, the
government has essentially sided with the interests of rights holders, potentially reflecting the power
they have over the government and consumers. This power dynamic may be unique to the Australian
context. One respondent noted that in foreign jurisdictions such as the US and Europe where safe
harbour has been extended to digital intermediaries, rights holders are no less protected in practice,
and accordingly doubted if the extension of safe harbour in Australia would have a negative effect on
industry (Participant 24, 3/10/18). The respondent similarly argued that if some uses of copyright
material by consumers demonstrate they cause no harm to rights holders and are not for commercial

180

benefit, then those uses could be introduced as copyright exemptions, as occurred in Canada
(Participant 24, 3/10/18). More importantly, the respondent felt debates about the extent of limited
liability in safe harbour slows copyright reform in Australia:
“the discussion should be not about whether we should require this notice and take down procedure to be
complied with, but rather whether the intermediaries should be imposed with additional monitoring duties,
because technology has evolved. Technology now enables intermediaries to control content much more and filter
out the content they host on their platforms. For rights holders, it’s simply not feasible to constantly monitor, and
so both parties need to collaborate. So, I think the discussion has to reach in Australia… this second generation of
safe harbours.” (Participant 24, 3/10/18)

This respondent felt a ‘second generation’ debate on safe harbour would shift the requirement on
digital intermediaries from ‘take-down’ to ‘take-and-keep-down’ (Participant 24, 3/10/18). Similar
ideas about shared responsibilities between rights holders and service providers are found in
Copyright Modernisation Review submissions by the Arts Law Centre Australia and Google Australia
(Environment and Communications Legislation Committee, 2018).
The overall investigation into regulation in the domain of AFL broadcasting yields several
important observations. The types of regulation examined in this case study indicate they are partly
underpinned by a rule of public interest, as they provide protection for consumers and can improve
society by, in the case of copyright, providing free access to information. However, regulation in
Australian also reflects a rule of commercial self-interest, as it attempts to foster an environment
where industry can compete efficiently. Commercial self-interests are also identified in how these
regulations are applied. For example, the government failed to introduce a fair use copyright
exemption that would advance public interests, and more importantly, government agents expressly
stated that the protection of public interests in the sale of broadcasting rights is not their
responsibility. These examples provide strong evidence that agents inside the government are
consistently prioritising commercial self-interests at the expense of public interests.12 As will be
explored in the key findings, there may accordingly be opportunities for agents in AFL broadcasting to
restore some balance between public and commercial self-interests in how regulation is applied.

12

See Appendix 10 for participant perspectives on the normative function of regulation.
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The investigation of regulation further validates the systems model of creativity and
structuration theory. Regulation is identifiable as a structure by the rules and authoritative resources
that underpin it, and it clearly enables and constrains agency. Furthermore, by being part of an agent’s
innate knowledge system and the context agents operate in during rights negotiations, regulation is
recreated by agents during rights negotiations and in interactions with other agents in relation to
regulation. This innate knowledge enables creative work to be achieved in the form of new rights
agreements. These results also demonstrate the scalability of the system, as regulation applied at the
level of sports rights negotiations is susceptible to broad contextual changes taking place at the
societal and cultural level. How organisations in AFL broadcasting assess their performance in the
context of such broad contextual changes is the focus of the next results and discussion section.
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5.6 Business Models and Organisational Performance
Previous results and discussion sections investigated how changes to the field and domain have
disrupted AFL broadcasting, and how broadcasters, fans, regulators, and the AFL have responded to
those disruptions. The discussion has also demonstrated that stakeholder relationships in the field,
and media regulation in the domain of AFL broadcasting, are similarly being challenged by the changes
taking place around it. In this context, the large organisations that dominate AFL broadcasting need
to continually assess their performance and adjust their operations, so they can respond to these
market challenges and ensure their survival. As many of them worked in these large organisations,
research participants often discussed the need to assess and improve the business model and
performance of their organisation, and these concerns are the focus of this section.
Almost without exception, agents act according to the interests of their organisation. These
actions are largely unquestioned and often aimed at achieving a positive financial outcome, whether
it’s for a commercial enterprise such as an established broadcaster or to support the operations of a
not-for-profit organisation like the AFL. For example, agents typically demonstrate a strong belief in
continued business growth, open competition, and appropriate or minimal regulation. This
unquestioned belief in the need to secure positive financial outcomes is not surprising, as these
organisations are mostly structured to recognise and reward behaviour that delivers profitable
outcomes. Through these actions and outcomes, those structures are simultaneously recreated as ongoing concerns. It’s also unsurprising these structures are created to recognise and reward behaviour
that realise commercial self-interests, given the broader economic and political contexts these
organisations operate within. As discussed previously, Australia’s current political and economic
environment could be characterised as a wealthy western industrialised democratic capitalist system,
where neoliberal ideology shapes market intervention (Walsh, 2014, Western et al., 2007).
Consequently, the organisations analysed in this section can be thought of as agents responding to
these broader political and economic structures, who themselves recreate the broader political and
economic structures by acting to generate profits.
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Importantly, the business model of these organisations is often created using a set of rules
and resources that sets the organisation off on a path it becomes bound to, or dependant on, which
makes it difficult to perceive and pursue alternative modes of operation. The concept of path
dependency therefore becomes important when attempting to understand an organisation’s ability –
or lack thereof – to change business models and adapt to an evolving AFL broadcasting environment.
As discussed in the literature review, the basic premise of path dependency is that “history matters in
organisational decision making” (Sydow et al., 2011, p. 82), and the theory can be used to explain how
a “process or system… evolves as a consequence of the process’s or system’s own history” (Arestis
and Sawyer, 2009, p. 6). Furthermore, business models and the means of assessing their performance
represent conventions and knowledges in the domain which agents immerse themselves in, and that
are passed on to subsequent generations. Accordingly, the discussion of business models and their
performance represents an investigation into the domain and allocative resources of AFL
broadcasting. This section will also highlight gatekeepers and authoritative resources in the field who
drive a mentality of commercial self-interest by recognising and rewarding behaviour that delivers
financial benefit. Many elements already analysed in the thesis will bleed into the data relating to
business models and organisational performance, further demonstrating the complexity of the
system. Stakeholder relationships, entrepreneurialism, regulation, and the challenges of the media
environment are often overlaid onto agent concerns about the performance of their organisation.

The AFL Business Model and Strategy
The primary objective of the Australian Football League is to manage AFL competitions, build strong
relationships with supporters, ensure clubs are financially secure, and provide the best possible
benefits to AFL players (AFL, 2020b, p. 154). To perform these functions effectively, the league is
governed by the AFL Commission, a collection of eight individuals – plus a Chairman and the CEO of
the AFL – who are nominated and elected by the 18 clubs, but ostensibly removed from club
interference. Prior to the creation of the AFL Commission in 1985, the league was governed by an AFL
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Board of Directors which consisted of club representatives who struggled to separate their club
interests from the league’s, resulting in a poorly managed competition characterised by lopsided
results and financial precariousness in some clubs (Cartledge, 2018, Linnell, 1995). The AFL
Commission was subsequently given responsibility of managing the strategic direction of the league
independently from clubs, especially on matters such as league expansion, competition management,
and revenue sharing (AFL, 2014a, p. 23). This mandate enabled the AFL Commission to make:
“far-reaching decisions on behalf of all of the competition. The independence of the decision-making in our
governance structure is at its best when making financial decisions on behalf of, but not beholden to, any one
stakeholder in our game. It has allowed our game to grow and invest and make the right decisions for the future.”
(AFL, 2016a, p. 21)

In this context, when the AFL Commission took strategic control of the competition in 1985, it adopted
a competition management ideology it believed would deliver the greatest possible public and
commercial self-interest outcomes: an equalised competition where all teams are evenly matched,
and the outcomes of games is uncertain. This form of competition management is often referred to
as ‘competitive balance’ and is a key to achieving public and commercial self-interests inside the AFL:
“We have pursued a managed competition with [competitive balance] policies instead of one left to free market
forces, so that every club has the opportunity to be successful on-field and to give their members and supporters
hope. Having a competition in which there are uncertain outcomes… is fundamental to driving interest in our game
and building attendances, club memberships and national television and digital media audiences” (AFL, 2016a, p.
34).

Specifically, and as discussed early in the thesis, competitive balance achieves public benefits because
the supporters at every club believe their team has a legitimate chance to win each week (AFL, 2014b,
AFL, 2019b), and because people are compelled to watch when the outcome of games are uncertain,
an even competition also delivers commercial benefits, with greater audience interest maximising
advertising, sponsorships, ticket sales, and broadcast rights (AFL, 2014a, p. 23). Conversely, in an
unequalised competition, the AFL believe market forces would result in a competition where only
financially superior clubs can win games, and this lack of balance would diminish overall spectator
interest – and therefore the commercial value of games – as fans of uncompetitive clubs would not
be compelled to watch their teams play (AFL, 2014a, AFL, 2016a, AFL, 2014b).
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While the AFL has a series of policies designed to achieve competitive balance,13 perhaps the
most important competitive balance mechanism is the unequalised fixture. In an unequalised fixture,
teams do not play each other the same number of times, and accordingly the schedule can be
managed so that poor performing teams play lower-ranked teams more often, while high performing
teams will face higher ranked opponents more often. Conversely, in an equalised fixture, each team
plays every other team the same number of times, which removes the ability of the league to even
out the competition by manipulating the strength of schedule for each team. With 18 teams and 22
games, the AFL has an unequalised fixture that gives the league discretion over which opponents each
club will face for a second time in their five additional games, and means poorer on-field teams from
one season will have an easier draw the following season, while conversely, strong on-field teams will
have a tougher draw the following season. An AFL respondent confirmed the league attempts to
achieve competitive balance through the unequalised fixture, saying it allows them to give struggling
teams “at least on paper, an easier draw” (Participant 27, 2/11/18).
The investigation into how the fixture is created demonstrates it is underpinned by the rules
of public and commercial self-interest that enable agency. However, because of the number and
nature of agents and organisations involved, the fixture also significantly restricts this agency:
“There aren’t many sporting schedules in world sport more complicated than that of the AFL. Think of all the
preconditions that need to be considered, such as Victorian clubs ostensibly sharing just two venues, a minimum
of five-day breaks, no back-to-back travel, no same-day scheduling of clashes featuring the Eagles and the Dockers,
the Crows and the Power, the Lions and the Suns and the Swans and the Giants, the strong demand to play
Thursday- and Friday-night games, as well as the various one-off requests to play games on certain dates and times
to mark a milestone or an anniversary. Add the competitive balance requirement that teams play more games
against those that finished in a similar ladder position the season before, and of course, every team wanting a
commercially lucrative home game against the high-drawing Richmond, Essendon and Collingwood.” (Browne,
2021, p. 133)

Logistical factors also need to be taken into consideration. For example, some clubs and venues may
not request many Friday night home games because traffic and public transport issues make it difficult
for fans to get to venues (Participant 27, 2/11/18, Participant 23, 3/10/18). Furthermore, while COVID-

13

See Appendix 11 for an analysis of non-fixture related competitive balance mechanisms.
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19 reduced the 2020 season to 17 games and removed some of these limitations, it added others,
such as differing state government policies and reduced flight availability (Browne, 2021, p. 133-135).
An AFL respondent revealed that creating the fixture starts around June each year, with the
league contacting stakeholders such as “the clubs, the AFL Players Association, venues, governments,
[and] broadcasters,” seeking their fixture requests for the following season (Participant 27, 2/11/18).
However, the investigation into the fixture also indicates the power each of these groups has in its
creation. For example, a free-to-air broadcaster confirmed they try to influence fixture decisions by
lobbying for the larger, well-supported clubs to appear in the prime-time television slots, saying, “a
lot of the value in those rights is in the detail, and the detail is in the match fixtures” (Participant 33,
20/6/19). The AFL respondent corroborated this information, saying they vary fixture elements such
as start times to “optimise the broadcast schedule for the season,” and while they cautioned against
overstating how much impact the size of a club’s supporter base can affect scheduling decisions, they
nonetheless admitted this can be a consideration:
“If [Collingwood are] going well, you can probably go a little bit harder on them in the prime-time slots than what
you might say for a St Kilda. I think if St Kilda were to finish runner-up, they might end up with six prime-time slots,
which is a great result for them. But their maximum, if you look at it as a range, their maximum is perhaps slightly
less than Collingwood’s, because of their supporter base.” (Participant 27, 2/11/18)

Data on the number of free-to-air games each team receives every year supports this observation.
Specifically, as demonstrated in Figure 7, analysis of the Melbourne free-to-air market suggests the
size of a club’s membership has historically had the strongest correlation with free-to-air coverage the
following year,14 although the correlation nosedived in 2020 as the league instituted a rolling fixture
to give it flexibility in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.

14

See Appendix 6 for data demonstrating the correlation between club membership/supporter base/ladder
position, and free-to-air broadcast frequencies in the Melbourne and Newcastle markets. The correlation
between free-to-air coverage and memberships in non-Melbourne markets may not be as strong, as it can be
impacted by conditions in the rights agreement, such as the requirement for teams from non-Victorian states to
be shown live on free-to-air regardless of which broadcaster produces the coverage.
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Figure 8: Select factors and their correlation to free-to-air AFL coverage in Melbourne.

The respondent also revealed there is a contractual requirement for the league to consult with the
broadcasters on any fixture changes during the season, but they also stressed that ultimately, “the
discretion in the fixture rests with us, which it has to as the organisation that runs the sport”
(Participant 27, 2/11/18). This discretion is important for the league in terms of its relationship with
fans, as it means the league can achieve public benefits through fixture decisions, such as ensuring
fans have reasonable access to venues and that rival teams play against each other regardless of
ladder position (Participant 27, 2/11/18). Control over the fixture also means the AFL can reward clubs
that have a strong on-field performance one year with “a very strong FTA fixture the following year,”
which benefits fans and incentivises clubs to improve on-field performance (Participant 27, 2/11/18).
Not all sports have prioritised control over their fixture to the same degree. In 2005, when the
NRL signed their broadcast agreement with Channel 9 and Fox Sports, it gave the broadcasters control
over the sequence of games each weekend (Participant 12, 21/2/18), thereby allowing the
broadcasters to schedule games featuring the largest teams into their most commercially attractive
timeslots. Specifically, Channel 9 would first select the two Friday night games, followed by Fox Sports
selecting the Monday night 7pm game, Channel 9 would then select the Sunday afternoon 4pm game,
with all remaining games going to Fox Sports (Participant 12, 21/2/18). Predictably, given the
commercial self-interests of broadcasters, this arrangement led to well-supported teams dominating
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the free-to-air timeslots, while fans of smaller teams needed to subscribe to Foxtel to see their team
play live (Brady, 2012, online). Perhaps needing to restore public interest benefits to the schedule,
under the terms of the rights agreement signed in 2015, the NRL boasted they had regained “control
of the season schedule to deliver a better deal for supporters” (NRL.com, 2015, online), with an NRL
spokesman adding “the priority will be giving the fans the games they want to see at the right venues
and the right times” (cited in Cleary, 2015, online).
Importantly, the discussion of AFL fixture decisions highlights the flaw in asserting that
problems of interpretation are confined to qualitative data. While the danger of data
misinterpretation exists in any research (Lull, 1990), this caveat has primarily been levelled at
qualitative research (Jankowski and Wester, 1991, p. 59), but as this investigation into free-to-air
coverage demonstrates, and as Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) have shown, the risk of data
misinterpretation applies equally to quantitative research, and that only by synthesising quantitative
and qualitative data together can a “creative construction of meaning” be established (Thompson,
1990, p. 289). Specifically, quantitative data in this example revealed that over several years, AFL
teams with larger memberships regularly received greater coverage on free-to-air television in
Melbourne. This data provided the context for qualitative data to be collected from participants, as to
why this correlation exists. While such interpretations can be risky, conflict-laden, and only
ameliorated with more research (ibid., p. 289), the research nonetheless found that by synthesising
quantitative and qualitative data together, the correlation exists because of a mix of public and
(predominantly) commercial self-interests within the AFL and their broadcast partners.
Furthermore, investigation into fixture decisions also demonstrates how agents will acquire
knowledge about the domain and field in a system, and then utilise this knowledge to achieve creative
outcomes. For example, the respondent from the AFL indicated how feedback from clubs and venues
contributes to the knowledge utilised for fixture decisions:
“Take [Greater Western Sydney] as an example. The reason they’re not in more prime-time slots is not so much
because of their [small] member base, but because of venue issues that they have ... Now, the feedback from the
club and the venue is that Spotless is not a good Friday night venue because of a lack of public transport out there,
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and also a lot of traffic. When you’ve got a club and a venue saying that, you sort of listen, because normally it’s
the opposite.” (Respondent 27, 2/11/18, emphasis added)

Similar examples of AFL agents acquiring knowledge about the domain and field to make creative
decisions can also be found in the league’s response to COVID-19 in 2020. Specifically, AFL CEO Gil
McLachlan has said that while he can’t remember the exact moment when they decided to resume
the competition after it was postponed because of COVID-19, the decision came about from a
combination of “negotiations with state and federal governments, their chief health officers, and
health authorities, along with some good old-fashioned gut-feel” (Browne, 2021, p. 95). As such,
investigation into the fixture demonstrates how agents will use innate knowledge about the field and
domain to make creative decisions that are not “always calculated and… simply a question of
conscious obedience to rules,” but are more likely a “set of dispositions which generates practices and
perceptions” (Johnson, 1993, p. 5). For example, while they admitted the league does not contact fans
directly when seeking fixture requests for the following season, the respondent from the AFL said fan
attendance is their primary objective in fixture decisions and added “we also take fans into account
when we’re thinking about TV audience” (Participant 27, 2/11/18, emphasis added). These examples
demonstrate not only that agents from the AFL use their innate knowledge about fan values to make
creative decisions in the fixture, but also how those decisions attempt to balance public and
commercial self-interests, reflecting the rules of the AFL organisation.
These results also reveal the complexity of the field. For example, several respondents voiced
their displeasure about the league using an unequalised fixture to achieve competitive balance. One
said other competitive balance mechanisms such as the draft and salary cap work exceptionally well
in equalising the competition and accordingly felt it was “absolutely crazy” to have an unequalised
fixture, adding an equalised fixture can deliver commercial outcomes if prime-time games feature
larger drawing teams (Participant 30, 5/12/18). A former coach also believed the unequalised fixture
unfairly skewed the competition:
“You could finish in the eight because you played two games against the bottom team. And you can miss out on
the eight because you only play one game [against a bottom team] (Participant 35, 27/4/20)
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Mr McLachlan has previously conceded that “in an ideal world, everyone would play each other once
or twice,” but also explained why instituting an equalised fixture may not be as easy as it sounds:
“We’ve got broadcast deals, sponsorship deals, membership deals set up on 22 [games], and it would be a binary
amount of reduction in the money you would get. And clubs don’t want less money. Players don’t want less
money, so we’re working with 22.” (Fox Sports Australia, 2018a)

The AFL CEO has also suggested changing to an equalised fixture would require clubs, players, state
administrators, and development programs to agree to accepting less revenue (ibid.), while AFL
General Manager of Clubs and Operations Travis Auld has said the fixture “drives the industry from
grassroots through to the elite,” adding it plays a role in “growing the game across states, territories,
and communities” (AFL, 2019a, online). Accordingly, the AFL has previously called the fixture “the
single most important year-to-year document in our game” (AFL, 2013a, p. 41).
Even so, the adoption of competitive balance as a competition management strategy appears
to have worked, as games of AFL are some the most watched and commercially valuable sports
properties in Australia. In 2017, the league suggested competitive balance accounted for a record
number of games decided by 4-points or less, with television ratings for AFL games resisting the trend
of declining ratings across television overall (AFL, 2017, p. 26 & 133). In 2019, the AFL noted that
almost half of all games were decided by less than four goals, and that nearly 4 million people tuned
in each week to watch AFL games on free-to-air and subscription television, with more that 91 million
people watching for the season (AFL, 2019b, p. 30 & 54). From a commercial perspective, the rights
agreement signed in 2015 for the 2017-2022 period was worth $2.508 billion (AFL, 2015, p. 20), a
record for rights agreements in Australia (Mason and Stensholt, 2015). While other forms of nonbroadcast income exist for the AFL, revenue from Broadcasting and AFL Media easily contributes the
most income to the league:
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Consolidated
2020
$’000

2019
$’000

Broadcasting and AFL media

352,670

397,439

Commercial operations

194,481

290,338

Football operations

15,793

17,337

Game development

22,282

38,367

Other revenue

39,826

34,458

Revenue from JobKeeper

33,764

-

Contra advertising revenue

16,000

16,000

674,816

793,939

Revenue from operating activities

Table 3: 2020 AFL Consolidated Revenues (adapted from AFL, 2020b, p. 158).

As the AFL generates considerable amounts of revenue from broadcasting, another key to the AFL
business model is maintaining control over the rights in broadcasts of live games. This control over
rights is enshrined in AFL Regulations, which state the league retains “all rights in relation to the
broadcast of AFL Spectacles” (AFL, 2019d, p. 95), and as demonstrated in the results and discussion
section on regulation, the AFL – via their industry lobby group – has argued against any softening of
copyright laws that would weaken their control over the rights (COMPPS, 2018). Also as previously
discussed, these industry-level efforts are supported by league policies designed to protect broadcasts
rights, such as the Non-Broadcast Rights Holder Camera Access Policy and the Conditions of Entry to
an AFL Venue (AFL, 2020a, AFL, 2019f). Because it retains control over the rights in broadcasts of
games, the AFL also extracts value from broadcast material by licensing out footage to businesses for
advertising and promotional purposes (AFL, 2018c).15

15

Aside from extracting value from the rights in AFL broadcasts, the AFL claims ownership and control over the
rights in user-generated content submitted to the league (AFL, 2019b), and it claims ownership and control over
the rights in club logos and uniforms, while by agreeing to the CBA, players consent to the AFL using the rights
to their image on a range of products, such as trading cards, posters, books, clothes, figurines, and computer
games (AFL and AFLPA Inc., 2016).
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Furthermore, the league’s control over rights means it can dictate what broadcasters do with
them. For example, a requirement in the current broadcast agreement is that “All matches for the
NSW/Queensland teams… be shown live on free-to-air television,” increasing the coverage of AFL in
those states (AFL, 2015, p. 22). As it potentially grows AFL participation in those states, this
requirement reflects the public interests of the league, but because it also has the potential to grow
the television market for AFL in those states (Participant 27, 2/11/18), it also reflects the commercial
self-interest of the league. Similarly, the revenues secured by controlling the rights in broadcast
content not only drive the AFL business model, but also allow the league to implement a range of
strategies that realise additional public and commercial self-interests. Specifically, after signing the
2017-2022 rights agreement, the AFL developed an Industry Investment Model, where funds from the
agreement are used to “sustain and grow the game” for the next 20 years “based on justified
investment,” with the AFL attributing the acquisition of Docklands Stadium, the player’s Collective
Bargaining Agreement, and the establishment of a Capital Reserve, to the model (AFL, 2016a, p. 144).
The league can also enhance the value of their rights by improving the aesthetic appeal of AFL
games, and accordingly the league has a Game Analysis team that reviews the quality of gameplay and
proposes rule changes to promote a visually attractive game with “free-flowing passages of play, oneon-one contests, and players having space to play on instinct” (AFL, 2018b, p. 28). The relationship
between the value and control of broadcast rights, the spectacle of Australian Football, and the AFL
business model is spelt out in AFL Regulations, which state:
“(b) The sale of broadcast rights is a critically important means of generating income for the AFL.
(c) The promotion and development of Australian football is significantly assisted by the high quality and extensive
broadcast of AFL Spectacles.
(d) Income from the sale of broadcast rights and the quality and extent of the broadcast of AFL Spectacles is
maximised by the AFL dealing exclusively in the right to broadcast AFL Spectacles.” (AFL, 2019d, p. 94, emphasis
added)

The AFL also attempts to maximise the value in the ‘spectacle’ of AFL games by obliging players – via
their Collective Bargaining Agreement (CBA) – to cooperate with broadcast rights holders “for the
purposes of enhancing the broadcast of AFL Matches” (AFL and AFLPA Inc., 2016, p. 97). Accordingly,
players must make themselves available for media interviews, while clubs must ensure players attend
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arranged media conferences and that accredited media have reasonable access to dressing rooms
after games (AFL, 2019d, p. 98-99).
However, perhaps the most audacious effort by the AFL to increase the value of their
broadcast rights over the last 20 years has been the creation of two new teams in the ‘northern’
markets of New South Wales and Queensland. In 2005, the league began exploring the long-term
structure of the competition and subsequently identified the Gold Coast and Greater Western Sydney
regions as “priority growth regions,” because of the anticipated population growth in those markets:
“Western Sydney has a population of two million which is expected to reach three million by 2036… One in 11
Australians currently live in the region. Of the 4.6 million people currently living in Queensland, more than three
million are located in south-east Queensland with the populations of Brisbane and Gold Coast accounting for 90
per cent of the total ... During the next 10-15 years, more than four million people are expected to live in southeast Queensland, second only to the population of Sydney.” (AFL, 2012, p. 25)

The addition of two teams also meant an AFL round increased from eight to nine matches, and former
AFL Chairman Mike Fitzpatrick is adamant this extra match increased the value of AFL broadcasting
rights, saying in 2018 “when you look at the $2.6 billion media rights deal, that [extra game] is where
the money came from” (Fox Sports Australia, 2018b). Respondents had mixed reactions to the
expansion of the competition. For example, one questioned the financial sustainability of expansion,
pointing out that the AFL continues to sink millions of dollars into the Gold Coast Suns and GWS Giants
despite the clubs continuing to operate at a loss (Participant 35, 27/4/20), which reflects a lack of local
financial support for the clubs. Conversely, another outlined how the AFL’s increased presence in New
South Wales and the funding of grassroots programs in that state had led to participation rates
“growing very rapidly” in that market, although they also admitted the growth occurred from a low
base (Participant 23, 3/10/18). The positive impact grassroots development programs can have on the
AFL business model should not be underestimated, however. For example, the AFL’s Auskick program
– designed for children aged 5-12 – is currently sponsored by the National Australia Bank, and one
respondent suggested the Auskick program is “probably one of the best sponsorship assets in our
country. If NAB gave that up, imagine the line up to pick up that asset. It would be incredible”
(Participant 30, 5/12/18).
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More recently, the AFL has increased the number of rights they have by developing new
formats of the game. Founded in September 2016, the Australian Football League Women’s (AFLW)
competition attempted to capitalise on the burgeoning growth of women’s participation in Australian
football, with the number of females playing the sport doubling in the five year’s leading up to 2016
(AFL, 2016a, p. 78). The format has captured audience interest, as demonstrated by the recordbreaking match attendance at the 2019 Grand Final (AFL, 2019b, p. 8), solid television ratings, and the
securing of a broadcast rights deal for 2019-2022 (AFL, 2018b, p. 49). The league has also credited
AFLW for driving further growth in women’s participation, especially at junior levels. In 2018, female
participation in Auskick and overall female participation both grew by approximately 14 per cent, with
the AFL saying, “The introduction of the elite AFLW competition in 2017 has undoubtedly provided
the inspiration” for such growth (ibid., p. 27).
However, running the AFLW also comes with significant financial cost. In 2019, the league
reportedly invested $16.4 million into the competition, and expected this amount to increase by a
further $6 million in 2020 as the competition expanded to 14 teams (AFL, 2019b, p. 154). Furthermore,
two respondents felt the rate of expansion – from 8 teams in 2017 to 14 teams by 2019 – was too
rapid and diluted the standard of the competition (Participant 23, 3/10/18, Participant 35, 27/4/20),
with one participant indicating these concerns were shared by the players:
“The women that I speak to… think the AFL have expanded it far too quickly… because they’re mindful of the brand,
and making sure they’re putting out a good product, and generating funds.” (Participant 35, 27/4/20)

Despite these criticisms, respondents from AFL clubs were adamant the women’s competition was a
positive social outcome for the league, their club, and the community (Participant 23, 3/10/18,
Participant 30, 5/12/18, Participant 35, 27/4/20). The AFL also experimented with a shortened version
of the game to capture audiences in non-traditional markets. As discussed in the results and discussion
section on stakeholder relationships, in 2018 the AFL introduced AFLX at professional level, with
shortened games played on rectangular fields under modified rules designed to “showcase some of
the most thrilling elements of Australian Football” (AFL, 2017, p. 137). Crowd pleasing elements such
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as LED-lit goal posts, roving performers, and DJs were also introduced, and respondents revealed the
game was designed particularly to capture markets in NSW and Queensland, where ovals are in
comparatively short supply during winter months (Participant 27, 2/11/18, Participant 23, 3/10/18).
However, the competition attracted only moderate interest from the public (Tyeson, 2018), and
during 2019 the league announced it would abandon the professional AFLX tournament (AFL, 2019b,
p. 103), with one respondent also putting the competition’s failure down to a similar format – AFL 9s
– already existing in northern states (Participant 23, 3/10/18).
Major business decisions such as those listed above are handled by the AFL’s Strategy
Department, which is responsible for implementing the league’s strategic plan and ensuring the longterm sustainability and growth of the game, in part by researching stakeholder issues, brand health,
and the social and economic impact of the league (AFL, 2020b, AFL, 2019b). In this context, a focus of
the department in 2019 was using “data and analytics in the industry” to drive strategic decisions and
improve fan experiences (2019b, p. 111), while in 2020 the focus was similarly on undertaking
“extensive fan and community research… to guide decision-making” (AFL, 2020b, p. 102). Accordingly,
data collection is clearly an increasing priority inside the AFL, and aside from basic contact information
such as name, age, phone number, and email address, the AFL can collect information about a
member’s game attendance history, subscriptions to AFL services, credit card information and
purchase history, and their opinions and beliefs provided via surveys and questionnaires (AFL, 2018a,
online). The AFL can also collect user information from third parties such as Facebook, and the AFL
also collects user data from the AFL website, including date and time of access, user preferences and
“visiting patterns,” details of the “information downloaded,” and the user’s IP address (ibid., online).
Moreover, any user data collected by third parties such as Facebook is subject to the privacy
policies of those platforms and can be shared “with other third parties”, while the league also admits
it can use “aggregated demographic information” for marketing and research, and “to manage AFL
and AFL Club’s relationship(s) with you” (ibid., online). AFL and club members consent to such data
being collected under the terms and conditions of their membership, which also require members to
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“agree to the recording of your likeness and/or voice … [and to] the use of such images by the Club
and its commercial partners without compensation” (Sydney Swans Football Club, 2021, online). The
emphasis on data collection within sports organisations is not unique to the AFL, with another sports
administrator indicating a lack of immediacy when accessing data from emergent platforms hampers
their ability to make strategic decisions:
“I talked about doing some research to validate this concept that people are watching highlights [instead of] longform – we kind of know that’s the case but I don’t have the data. I’d like the data yesterday, so I can start to act on
it. It doesn't do me much good after the fact, or too long after the fact. So that’s the greatest frustration.”
(Participant 09, 26/10/17)

User data evidently plays a key role in measuring the AFL’s performance and shaping its strategy, and
the value attached to data should not be underestimated, with the league indicating data and analytics
will increasingly feature in strategic decisions (AFL, 2019b, p. 111-112). While exceptions exist, this
data is mostly quantitative in nature and reflects the public and commercial self-interests of the
organisation. For example, to assess competitive balance, the AFL use unique metrics such as the
closeness of games, the number of upsets in a season, and how late in the season before the
composition of the finals series is known (AFL, 2017, AFL, 2019b), with these metrics reflecting the
public benefit of unpredictable outcomes in games. Furthermore, while an AFL respondent admitted
they use “attendance and TV audience” to measure the success of the fixture, they were eager to
emphasise the fan-centric nature of these metrics, saying “both [attendance and TV audience] play
into fans if you think about it” (Participant 27, 2/11/18). Public interests are also evident in AFL metrics
which report on accessibility and participation. In 2019 the league noted ticket prices had increased
for the first time in five years, inferring the affordability of attending games, while the league also
reported 6.95 million people attended AFL games that year (AFL, 2019b, p. 96 & 102). The qualitative
data the league gathers also reflects public interests, with the AFL collecting subjective data about the
quality of online content it produces, the quality of relationships it has with clubs and corporate
partners, and the quality of support the AFL industry has from the public (AFL, 2016a, p. 123).
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However, the connection between the ‘fan-centric’ or public interest nature of these metrics
and the financial performance of the organisation is never far below the surface, and if data is used to
improve the business model and generate revenues in this way, it further reflects the monetisation of
a social institution and an emphasis on commercial self-interests within the organisation. The league
often highlights the strong television ratings and therefore commercial return it delivers for its
broadcast partners, and annual reports also highlight club membership numbers, which directly
represent revenue flow for clubs (AFL, 2019b, p. 16). Commercial self-interests are also evident in the
data the league collects via its Fan Data Program and Member Engagement Survey, which assess
matters such as brand recognition, with the insights shared with clubs so they can better extract value
from their fans and members (Participant 23, 3/10/18, Participant 30, 5/12/18, AFL, 2019b, p. 110112). More importantly, because many stakeholders rely on the AFL for their own business operations
and employment, the league must operate in a profitable manner, and accordingly perhaps the most
important metric for the AFL is their financial performance. The opening passage of the 2019 AFL
Financial Report articulates the relationship between the financial performance of the organisation,
broadcast rights, and the commercial self-interests of stakeholders in the industry:
“The AFL’s strategy for this broadcast rights cycle is to strengthen the financial position of the industry. In this
period, it is a key focus for the AFL to reduce the debt of the League and clubs, allowing us to focus our investment
on the future of the game at all levels.” (AFL, 2019b, p. 154)

AFL agents have chosen a business model they believe delivers both public and commercial selfinterest. Specifically, the league believes competitive balance and control over broadcast rights deliver
public benefits – as supporters believe their team has a chance to win and they can see them play on
television – and commercial benefits – as an evenly matched competition will compel the maximum
audience interest which can be monetised via the exploitation of broadcast rights. Investigation of the
AFL’s business model also highlights the points of alignment and conflict in the rules that underpin the
structure of the AFL. Specifically, the belief that every team should be able to compete regardless of
their financial resources is steeped in egalitarianism and reflects the rule of public interest and means
teams like Gold Coast and Greater Western Sydney are financially supported. However, the rule of
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commercial self-interest also underpins the AFL, which motivates agents inside the AFL to make
decisions that maximise the financial value of the fixture for the league and their commercial partners,
specifically the broadcasters.
Additionally, by selecting competitive balance as their competition management strategy, and
by signing a broadcast rights agreement for $2.508 billion in 2015, the AFL has chosen a business
model heavily reliant on controlling the competition and protecting their broadcasting rights to
generate revenue. Once this course of action was chosen, path dependency explains why AFL agents
are so fervent in the defence of an unequalised fixture and copyright protections, as shown by the
tone of their submission to the Copyright Modernisation Consultation Process (COMPPS, 2018). By
acting in this way, these agents recreate the structures of competitive balance, rights agreements, and
copyright protections. This choice of path also explains the AFL’s behaviour in the Optus TV Now
litigation case, where the AFL squashed an innovation by Optus that threated Telstra’s exclusivity of
AFL rights (Giblin, 2012), and in its submissions to the 2009 Senate Inquiry into Sports News and the
Emergence of Digital Media, where it argued for more control over the intellectual property in online
news coverage of AFL (Hutchins and Rowe, 2009a). This choice of path also explains the AFL’s hiring
strategy. Specifically, Robin Bishop was appointed to the AFL Commission in 2017, based in part
because he “advised the AFL on its $2.5 billion broadcast rights agreement” two years earlier (AFL,
2017, p. 23). A business path premised on the protection of rights also shapes agency in other AFL
broadcasting organisations, as an executive from subscription broadcasting revealed:
“If the big domestic sporting federations don’t start to put a bit of thought, time, and effort into the policing of
piracy, then we are not going to be able to justify the money that we pay for different sporting events. So again,
the big losers if that isn’t looked after will be the federations.” (Participant 07, 31/8/17)

However, the context the AFL made its initial business model decision in – a relatively stable media
landscape, with a small number of strong established broadcasters, reliable broadcast technology, a
developing digital network, and predictable consumer habits – no longer exists, and this creates
tension for the AFL if it is to remain on its current business path. For example, the AFL has argued
against any increase in the flexibility of copyright exemptions for “private and domestic use,” such as
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time shifting exceptions (COMPPS, 2018, p. 9), despite the fact consumers no longer use media in ways
that are easily defined as private or domestic, and where asynchronous viewing is the norm rather
than the exception. The AFL similarly defend their ability to ‘contract out’ fair dealing exemptions,
despite the fact consumers may be able to create new material that promotes the AFL if they were
ordinarily covered by the exemptions that have been contracted out. Accordingly, the AFL may find a
business model premised on the control and protection of rights is undermined if it continues to act
in such a way that it recreates a structure of copyright that is no longer suited to an era of increasing
competition, technological evolution, and unpredictable consumption habits.
Changing path is not clear nor easy, but it can be done, and the AFL may have already taken
tentative steps in this direction. In 2017, the AFL Media and AFL Broadcasting departments merged to
create a new Growth, Digital and Audience division (AFL, 2017, p. 131), possibly signalling a shift
towards emergent media business models. Similarly, if a new path is taken, structures and agency
within an organisation will also change, resulting in a revaluation of existing resources. It may be
unrelated, but when the above mentioned departmental restructure took place, the General Manger
of AFL Media and Broadcasting Peter Campbell left the organisation (ibid., p. 131). These newly
adapted structures and forms of agency will better respond to the realities of the contemporary media
environment and ensure the survival of the organisation.
However, changing path is also not entirely dependent on agents inside the AFL, as structures
and agents in other organisations – such as emergent media platforms and the government – must
also adapt and respond to agency within the AFL, so that new business paths can be pursued. For
example, copyright reform implemented by government agents could reduce the AFL’s ability to
derive revenues from the control and protection over their rights, forcing the AFL to explore other
forms of revenue and alternative business paths. Emergent media must similarly demonstrate an
interest in AFL rights for those platforms to become a viable alternative to established broadcasters.
As will be discussed in further detail below, the AFL also faces challenges because of the coronavirus
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pandemic, with COVID-19 bringing forward many difficult conversations about how the league should
be managed from a financial perspective:
“The virus allows the AFL to potentially look at the competition. Are 18 clubs too many? It probably is under the
current environment, but what are the clubs that go, and where do they go, and what happens to them ... And
you’re going to have cost-cutting. You’re going to have millions of dollars taken out of your football departments.
And what’s the next TV rights look like? Who knows? So, there’s a lot of unknown for the league.” (Participant 35,
27/4/20)

These observations suggest the AFL system exists within larger social and cultural systems, which have
an impact on the AFL system, supporting the idea that creative systems are scalable and contextual.
These results also support the path dependency hypothesis, and it also demonstrates the
interdependency of structure and agency, or structuration, where “the rules and resources drawn
upon in the production and reproduction of social action are at the same time the means of system
reproduction” (Giddens, 1984, p. 19).

Commercial Broadcaster Business Models and Strategies
The business model of established commercial broadcasters is largely premised on an ability to
accumulate audiences who can be monetised, either through the sale of advertising around the
broadcast content (Participant 33, 20/6/19, Seven West Media, 2019), or by restricting access to the
content by placing it behind a paywall (News Corporation, 2018). In this context, both subscription
and free-to-air broadcasters identify compelling, entertaining content as one of the keys to attracting
audiences and generating revenue (Seven West Media, 2019, News Corporation, 2019). As mentioned
in the section on emergent media and changing consumption habits, one form of compelling content
that attracts audiences to established broadcasters is sports rights (Participant 19, 13/6/18). Seven
West Media have said, “Live sport is a key pillar” in their content strategy (Seven West Media, 2017,
p. 29), as a stable of sports rights can deliver broadcasters a branding edge, and deliver ratings and
revenue certainty (Seven West Media, 2018). This is because audiences for sport are stable,
predictable, feature desirable demographics, and highly engaged in the content (Participant 18,
11/5/18, Participant 34, 26/2/20).
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However, sports rights are exceptionally expensive, and established broadcasters have
identified they may need to move away from sports rights to generate revenue and diversify their
business model instead. A free-to-air broadcaster specifically argued they have not seen value in their
recent rights deals, and accordingly indicated their organisation has invested in creating their own
low-cost but engaging content which they own exclusively, so they can “potentially walk away from
sport if we need to” (Participant 33, 20/6/19). Another free-to-air broadcaster similarly indicated they
focus on creating original content, which means they own the intellectual property in the content and
can control how it is distributed and monetised on other platforms such as YouTube and Netflix
(Participant 16, 8/6/18).
Conversely, because they can attract such large and valuable audiences, sports rights can help
established broadcasters accelerate their transition into becoming digitally based broadcasters. Seven
West media has specifically suggested their stable of sports rights provide “major launch platforms for
future products,” with the network attributing increased consumption on their OTT portals to its Rio
Olympics and Australian Open Tennis coverage (Seven West Media, 2017, p. 30). In a similar fashion,
News Corp has indicated they need to develop an OTT strategy and migrate subscribers “to satellite
or internet delivery” (News Corporation, 2019, p. 19), and accordingly, Foxtel have used sports rights
to drive new OTT product launches such as Foxtel Now and Kayo that are aimed at reaching “new
segments of the Australian population” (News Corporation, 2019, p. 10). Foxtel CEO Patrick Delany
now considers the organisation to be in part “a streaming company” which is focusing more on
consumers “who maybe want an individual service” (Manning, 2018, online). In this context, these
low-budget OTT products appeal to “cord-never” consumers, a “largely value-conscious demographic
who are promiscuous with their suppliers,” who leapfrog the traditional subscription television service
and consume primarily via OTT platforms instead (Barton, 2018, p. 7). Importantly, ‘cord-nevers’
potentially represent ‘innovators’ and ‘early adopters’ in the OTT market (Rogers, 2003), and play an
important gatekeeper role in determining whether the OTT innovation is widely accepted by the
broader field and added to the domain (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988b).
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As mentioned previously however, the issue for this type of product is that it operates at
“neutral-to-negative” profit margins (Barton, 2018, p. 6), and the OTT market is characterised by low
barriers to entry and intense competition (Singtel Limited, 2019, p. 45), which creates problems for
advertisers as “audiences are split between multiple platforms and services” (Barton, 2018, p. 8). In
this context, one respondent speculated that a proliferation of low-cost OTT platforms in the market
could lead to the re-aggregation and consolidation of services in the market, or subscription fatigue in
consumers, possibly motivating the consumption of pirate content (Participant 18, 11/5/18). As such,
cord-nevers may not be the only agents who determine if an innovation will be accepted into a
domain, as executives and shareholders also need to be convinced about the profitability of the
innovation before making it widely available for use. In some respects, this leaves established
broadcasters with a difficult decision: do they bear the cost of paying for expensive sports rights which
are known to attract large audiences and will accelerate their transition to becoming a digital business,
or do they abandon sport and focus on creating low-cost content that is more financially sustainable,
but less proven at attracting audiences?
The emergent broadcaster business model is not markedly different from that of established
broadcasters, as it is predominantly based on accruing an audience that can be monetised through
advertising or subscriptions. Like established broadcasters, it can also involve acquiring premium
content to attract those audiences. Optus for example believe “content is king in a digital world and
we are investing to bring premium content to our customers” (Singtel Limited, 2019, p. 36) and suggest
their content offerings – such as exclusive rights to football competitions – differentiates them in the
OTT market and connects them with the “sports-loving Australian community” (Singtel Limited, 2017,
p. 36). Telstra meanwhile have similarly suggested “access to the best content is critically important
to us as demand for media continues to grow” (Telstra Corporation, 2017, p. 5), and have partnered
with several major sports such as the AFL to attract customers, who are then monetised through
subscription to their telecommunication services (Telstra Corporation, 2019). However, Telstra has
also been criticised recently for their lack of an established media strategy (Samios, 2020, online), and
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in early 2021 they stopped streaming AFL games on their Live Pass app, indicating a potential shift
away from sports rights as part of their content strategy (Samios, 2021, online).
Nonetheless, like established broadcasters, emergent broadcasters have reformed their
business to cope with changing market conditions. Specifically, given the predicted growth in online
consumption, Telstra and Optus have invested in their digital networks (Telstra Corporation, 2019,
Singtel Limited, 2018), while Telstra has also appointed executives with “skills and experience”
relevant to the current media landscape (Telstra Corporation, 2018, p. 6), and are extracting more
value from their core business (Telstra Corporation, 2017, p. 8-9). Meanwhile, Optus “no longer see
[themselves] as just a telco,” and accordingly now offer customers a range of entertainment options,
such as a dedicated sports channel, and access to Netflix and Stan (Singtel Limited, 2017, p. 14). Both
Telstra and Optus have also identified customer service and experience as a key to their future
strategies and both organisations are investing in getting to know their audience (Telstra Corporation,
2018, p. 14, Singtel Limited, 2019, p. 35).
Established and emerging broadcasters share other similarities. Both types of broadcasters
can leverage the customers of their core business to grow peripheral investments. A free-to-air
respondent revealed they use their strength as a broadcaster to promote new companies they invest
in (Participant 25, 5/10/18), while Singtel are leveraging their knowledge about their customers to
drive their OTT business (Singtel Limited, 2019, p. 5). More importantly however, both types of
broadcasters are accountable to shareholders, who have significant power within these organisations.
Seven West Media CEO James Warburton has indicated that adding “accretion to… shareholders” is a
key consideration when transforming the company’s strategy (7News Australia, 2019, online). A freeto-air broadcaster also pointed out that Channel 7 and Channel 9 are no longer owned by “rich
proprietors with deep pockets,” and instead are now public companies “who are accountable to
Boards, who are accountable to shareholders,” which can make it difficult to justify spending money
on a rights deal if “[it’s] going to lose $30- or $40-million a year” (Participant 33, 20/6/19). News Corp
have similarly identified the need to leverage synergies within the company “for the benefit of our
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shareholders” (News Corporation, 2019, p. viii), and returning value for shareholders is expressly
stated as a reason behind Telstra’s strategy transformation:
“Our vision is to become a world class technology company that empowers people to connect. Our strategy to
achieve this is unchanged and remains the right one to deliver for our customers and shareholders. We are
determined to maintain our network superiority, to improve our service interactions and the value we offer our
customers, to pursue growth opportunities and to create long-term shareholder value.” (Telstra Corporation, 2016,
p. 19, emphasis added)

Where emergent and established broadcasters differ however, is that for many emergent platforms,
broadcasting is not the core of their business model. Instead, broadcast content is employed to attract
customers and support another part of the business, with one respondent using Amazon as an
example of how an emergent platform can use rights as a ‘honey pot’ to service the core business:
“The key driver for [Amazon’s] business is now a commercial model, basically as a retailer. Now, if they can use
their platform with AFL or NRL content… and that increases their share of retail revenue in Australia, well that’s a
completely different economic model. So, it’s not advertising-led, it’s not subscriber-led – of course, there’s a little
bit of that with Amazon Prime – but it is all about being commerce-led. It’s a new type of commercial model.”
(Participant 36, 10/6/20)

This may partially explain why emergent media have only shown lukewarm interest in acquiring rights,
a fact noted by many respondents (Participant 19, 13/6/18, Participant 36, 10/6/20, Participant 09,
26/10/17). The tepid interest in sports rights from emergent broadcasters may also be because
historically they have not had to pay for the content that appears on their platforms, which supports
their existing business model. Many emergent platforms accordingly prefer to take a partnership
approach to rights acquisition. For example, Twitter has stressed they do not want to compete directly
against “the guys who have these big rights agreements,” and instead aim to partner with traditional
broadcasters and sporting bodies (Mediaweek, 2017b, online). As a complementary partner, Twitter
can work with any potential rights holder – regardless of their nature – to develop the best
broadcasting approach across multiple platforms (Canning, 2016, online), and accordingly, some
sports such as Cricket Australia have begun holding onto their digital rights, so they can partner with
platforms such as Twitter and amplify their audience:
“The more people who are watching the live content [on the platform], … the more people start tweeting about it.
The more people who start tweeting about it, the more of their followers can actually sort of follow the path and
come back and start watching the content live on Twitter.” (Mediaweek, 2017b, online)
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These partnerships deliver revenues for Twitter in several ways. Specifically, broadcast partners can
include the video inventory on Twitter when selling advertising packages to clients, with Twitter and
the broadcaster splitting the revenue from any advertising sold on their platform (Mason, 2019d,
online). Similarly, because of their relationships with advertisers and content providers, Twitter can
act as an intermediary and bring the two groups together based on shared audience interests, with
Twitter earning income by entering a revenue sharing agreement with the content provider
(Mediaweek, 2017b, online). Because the platform also collects data on fans and their behaviour,
Twitter can “deliver really interesting insights into what fans want” (Canning, 2016, online), improving
the advertising targeting and monetisation process.
Much like Twitter, Facebook have also indicated they prefer to collaborate with partners
across the sports ecosystem – including broadcasters, publishers, leagues, athletes, and teams –
rather than compete with these entities for rights (SportsPro, 2019). However, based on the
knowledge they acquire from these partnerships and their consumer data, the platform will
occasionally acquire niche rights, such as highlight rights, which can be monetised with advertising,
and Facebook believe this type of content “sits so much better on a platform such as Facebook than
let’s say traditional TV” (Connolly, 2019, online). This type of niche content is suited to platforms such
as Facebook because the consumption of sport on digital devices tends to be short in nature, often
takes place on mobile devices, and skews towards younger demographics (Participant 36, 10/6/20,
Participant 02, 6/6/17, ACMA, 2018b, ACMA, 2019b).
Assessing the performance of the broadcaster business model involves the collection,
analysis, and reporting of metric information, and like the AFL, these metrics reflect the rules
underpinning the organisation. However, unlike the AFL, the metrics used to assess the business
model and performance of established and emerging broadcasters almost exclusively reflect a rule of
commercial self-interest. For example, television ratings have long been the industry standard in
assessing established broadcaster performance, and a free-to-air respondent was resolute the quality,
reliability, and representativeness of OzTAM metrics meant the sector had confidence in being able
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to monetise content with advertising sales (Participant 13, 4/4/18). Another respondent indicated
OzTAM numbers had been improved by mechanisms that require panel members to regularly checkin with their device to establish audience engagement (Participant 07, 31/8/17), and OzTAM have also
begun integrating OTT data into their reporting (Participant 26, 12/10/18).
Respondents also discussed the limitations of television ratings as a reliable performance
indicator for free-to-air broadcasters. Specifically, while OzTAM are addressing the methodological
and de-duplication issues that arise with the addition of free-to-air OTT portals (Participant 13, 4/4/18,
Participant 07, 31/8/17), these issues persist, making it difficult to generate an accurate net ratings
figure which can be used to monetise content (Participant 13, 4/4/18, Participant 17, 9/5/18,
Participant 26, 12/10/18). Furthermore, if their ads are successful in the Sydney and Melbourne
markets, then advertisers have little to no interest in buying ads in other regions (Participant 08,
22/9/17), creating a hierarchy between different ratings markets. Television ratings may also not fully
capture broadcaster performance. For example, in their 2019 annual report, the key metrics for Seven
West Media included not only their ratings highlights, but also the performance of their digital
platforms, the number of partnerships with emergent media, and the size of their investment in
content (Seven West Media, 2019, p. 8-9).
In this context, free-to-air broadcasters use data from several sources in innovative ways to
get a clearer picture of their business performance and drive strategy. For instance, one respondent
revealed advertising agencies and broadcasters can overlay demographic and usage information onto
device maps, which allows them to better understand the complexity of audience behaviour across
multiple devices (Participant 26, 12/10/18). A free-to-air broadcaster indicated that in combination
with traditional metrics, basic OTT data such as how many people stream on devices and what features
they use means they can promote content on OTT platforms and provide a better service (Participant
17, 9/5/18). An advertising respondent similarly said the amount of data generated by digital
platforms made advertising on those platforms attractive to clients, because “You can see how many
people you’re reaching, how many of them converted, [and] how much [return on investment] your
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campaign generated” (Participant 34, 26/2/20). The respondent further revealed that “data itself has
become more and more important, with all of our clients needing to see results,” and said they would
like the timeliness of how and when data is reported improved (Participant 34, 26/2/20).
Because of the nature of their business model, subscription broadcasters utilise a different
metric to assess the performance of their business model and organisation. While they do generate
revenue from advertising, a subscription broadcaster indicated “subscription [revenues are] far
greater than ad sales money,” and accordingly the most important metric for the organisation is their
number of subscriptions (Participant 07, 31/8/17). This metric then becomes the basis for deciding
which sports rights to acquire, with the respondent revealing that when deciding what rights to
acquire or renew, “one of the first… questions we ask is ‘propensity to subscribe’,” with the number
of new subscribers the sport will bring – or the drop in subscribers if a sport is lost – “the key for us”
(Participant 07, 31/8/17). This data-driven approach to rights acquisition and renewal has been
sharpened with the data harvested from Foxtel’s OTT platforms, with CEO Patrick Delany stating the
consumer data they now have available means they can reduce costs by only paying for the “minimum
amount of content [needed] to make sure we keep and get subscribers” (Mason, 2019b, online).
Nevertheless, other key metrics for subscription broadcasters include Average Revenue Per User
(ARPU), churn rate (i.e., the number of subscribers who leave over a period) (News Corporation, 2016,
p. 13), and the growth metrics of their OTT platforms (News Corporation, 2019, p. 10).
The granular level of user information that emergent platforms have access to drives strategy
in those organisations. For example, because they can see user data on their platform, Twitter tend
to prioritise partnerships with those sports which generate a significant amount of engagement and
discussion (Jeffery, 2018), and then augment the partnership by pushing relevant content to users
interested in the sport (Mediaweek, 2017c, Mediaweek, 2018c). Facebook similarly use consumer
insights to target viewers with content that commercially benefits a sports partner:
“[Major League Baseball was] able to generate nearly US$500,000 in ticket sales by retargeting viewers who had
watched its content on Facebook with ticket ads. Meanwhile, WWE drove thousands of new subscriptions to WWE
Network by delivering ads to viewers of its Mixed Match Challenge Facebook Watch series. We've seen other
partners have similar success with merchandise sales and app downloads.” (SportsPro, 2019, online)
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This sentiment was repeated by another Facebook executive, who suggested their access to consumer
data means they can identify and target users who are strongly interested in a sport, and funnel them
towards the existing subscription platforms for that sport (Impey, 2019, online). Facebook also
suggests simulcasting sport broadcasts on the platform has little negative impact on television ratings,
and argue instead the number of viewers who watch broadcasts on their platform actually grows when
broadcasts are simulcast, increasing total audience numbers (SportsPro, 2019, Connolly, 2019).
Respondents however also noted several issues with emergent media metrics. An OTT market
analyst said these platforms lack accountability because they report their own metrics, are not
audited, and “have a massive, vested interest in telling as good a story as possible,” which all
complicate the business model for established broadcasters who partner with emergent platforms
(Participant 18, 11/5/18). A similar assessment came from a subscription broadcaster, who said the
online environment lacks a consistent metric for assessing performance, and with “so many different
metrics… to me it just becomes white noise” (Participant 07, 31/8/17).
More significantly, given how they are structured, perhaps the most important metric for all
broadcasters is their financial results. The established and emergent broadcasters discussed above are
all publicly listed for-profit companies, with a responsibility to deliver profits and dividends for
shareholders. In this respect, the broadcasters must report their financial position on an annual basis
to meet their legal requirements under the relevant legislation, such as the Corporations Act 2001 in
Australia. These metrics are found in financial statements, and include revenues, expenses, and profit
or loss (News Corporation, 2019, Seven West Media, 2019), and shareholders, one of the most
powerful authoritative resources in broadcast organisations, can use this information when deciding
to invest or divest from the company, which in turn can either recreate or reshape the structure.
The data presented above indicates how pervasive and unquestioned the rule of commercial
self-interest is in commercial broadcasters. Again, this is not surprising given the path these businesses
are dependent on (i.e., the monetisation of audiences), and it’s also clear this rule continues to guide
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new forms of agency as the organisation responds to changing market conditions. Specifically, and as
discussed earlier in the thesis, agents will invest in new businesses and technologies, leverage existing
assets into new growth opportunities, establish new partnerships, and defend the existing business
model, to recreate and reshape their company and preserve the rule of commercial self-interest.
Often the key to successfully reshaping an organisation is acquiring content that is attractive
to consumers, and sports rights play an important role in this regard, because sport can attract early
adopters to innovations such as OTT platforms and accelerate its acceptance by the early and late
majorities (Rogers, 2003), and in the process transition the business model and reshape the structure.
However, to arrive at that point, other gatekeepers in the field such as broadcast executives and
shareholders must acknowledge the value of the novel variation and be willing to allocate the requisite
allocative resources (i.e., money) to support its development and implementation until it is
sustainable. Such reshaping of the structure requires intrapreneurial behaviour by not only the
developers of the OTT platform, but also the broadcast executives and shareholders who are willing
to bear the risk of the investment and possibility for reward, and the early adopter consumers who
see the innovation as an opportunity to exploit a gap in the broadcast consumption market.
The investigation into metrics also demonstrates how they reflect the rules which underpin
the structure of an organisation, as metrics indicate the types of information agents inside the
organisation need so they can recreate the structure through their actions. As the organisation is
structured to achieve public and self-interest outcomes, the metrics inside the AFL oscillate between
these two rules, which shape agent behaviour accordingly. In broadcasters, these metrics almost
always reflect the rule of commercial self-interest that dominates the organisation, and hence agents
act to improve the financial performance of the organisation. However, some metrics in commercial
broadcasters are overlaid with public interests. Specifically, while the financial reports of commercial
broadcasters reflect commercial self-interests in the organisation, legal requirements also compel
agents to make their financial reports publicly available, which recreates a rule of public interest, as it
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(mostly) prevents agents from exploiting shareholders. Accordingly, reporting finances enables
commercial self-interests, and simultaneously constrains some forms of agency that may be illegal.
These results and discussion accordingly demonstrate the business models, business
strategies, and the means of collecting and reporting data are part of the domain of AFL broadcasting
agents learn from to be creative. More importantly, the results and discussion demonstrate that while
the business models and the means of assessing business performance undertaken by agents inside
the AFL and broadcasters reflect the rules of those organisations, fans have an important and powerful
role in the system. Agents inside these organisations crave data about consumer behaviour because
it drives their business and helps them set strategy that recreates or reshapes their business. These
observations once again highlight the complexity of the AFL broadcasting system, and the
interdependency of agency and structures in AFL broadcasting. The interdependency of structure and
agency and the complexity of the system are further emphasised in the following section which
investigates AFL broadcast rights.
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5.7 Broadcast Rights Value
The previous results and discussion section investigated the codes and conventions which agents
inside large organisations in AFL broadcasting will utilise to build their business model and assess its
performance. Within these codes and conventions lies arguably the most important text in AFL
broadcasting – the rights agreement between the Australian Football League and their broadcast
partners. For broadcasters, the rights agreement supports their commercial self-interests, as it
provides them with premium content that attracts audiences who can be monetised primarily through
advertising or subscriptions,16 with the commercial importance of sports rights to free-to-air
broadcasters reflected in comments from an industry journalist:
“Channel 7 without the AFL is a very different beast, particularly towards the end of the AFL season. We’ve seen
their Friday night and Saturday night ratings figures often turn around their week completely – where they’ve had
maybe four pretty ordinary nights… but the shares they get for AFL from Friday and Saturday can often take them
from second place to first place in the ratings.” (Participant 08, 22/9/17)

For the AFL, the rights agreement also achieves commercial self-interest outcomes, as it funds league
operations and allows long-term planning and investment, while also delivering public interest
outcomes, such as facilitating fan identification and promoting participation, which delivers social and
community benefits. The public and commercial benefits that rights agreements provide the AFL are
reflected in comments made by the league after they signed their 2017-2022 agreement:
“The AFL Commission regards this as a once-in-a-generation opportunity. We won’t be spending for the moment;
we’ll be investing for generational evolution, generational change, and generational needs. The legacy is not in the
agreement itself but in how the broadcast revenue can be put to use in the best long-term interests of the AFL
industry” (AFL, 2015, p. 23, emphasis added).

The public benefit of AFL broadcast rights became especially pronounced in 2020. With people
required to stay at home during lockdown, the Victorian minister of Tourism, Sport and Major Events
Martin Pakula said he was “very, very supportive” of the competition resuming in late July, because it
meant people could watch games at home on television and give them “another reason… not to be
out” (cited in Browne, 2021, p. 92). Similarly, Western Bulldogs chief executive Ameet Bains said that

16

See Appendix 12 for further analysis of the value broadcasters and the AFL attach to broadcast rights.
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playing games during 2020 meant that fans – especially those in the second-wave lockdown in
Melbourne – had “something to look forward to at night when there wasn’t a whole lot else going on”
(cited in Browne, 2021, 156). However, an important consideration for the discussion is that the rights
agreements forms part of the business model for both the AFL and the broadcasters, yet neither party
has complete control over this critical component of their business.
Previous results and discussion sections have provided the context within which rights
agreements are assigned value and negotiated. Specifically, the AFL has a connection to culture, and
this connection attracts the attention of regulators, which impacts the negotiation and value of
agreements. Furthermore, the field and domain of AFL broadcasting are disrupted as emergent media
platforms enter the market and consumers change their viewing habits. These changes simultaneously
heighten the value of rights agreements, as they attract large audiences in a fragmented market, and
they challenge agreements, as they are less suited to the emerging broadcast market. Meanwhile,
power asymmetries and changing relationship dynamics between stakeholders further complicates
AFL broadcasting, as does UGC and piracy, which pull at the legal threads of rights agreements.
Accordingly, and as this section will demonstrate, rights agreements are key sites of tension
in AFL broadcasting. Furthermore, not only do they reflect the inherent conflict between the rules
underpinning the AFL and broadcasters, and the battle for control over a shared convention in the
domain, but rights agreements also reflect the tensions in the broader context they reside within.
Given their centrality to business models and their ability to connect people culturally, rights
agreements are perhaps the most important allocative resource in the structure and domain of AFL
broadcasting. Moreover, the tensions within AFL broadcasting motivate creative behaviour by agents
before, during, and after rights negotiations, with agents using a range of tactics to acquire and control
rights on terms that will recreate the structure of their organisation with as little disruption as possible.
As such, the investigation of negotiation tactics further reveals the rules underpinning structures in
AFL broadcasting, and negotiation tactics can also be considered part of the domain in AFL
broadcasting, as they are an archive of knowledge that agents learn from and reproduce during
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negotiations to achieve creative outcomes. As rights agreements and negotiation tactics represent the
culmination of many of the themes analysed up to this point, inevitably there will be overlap with the
data already presented, but the results and discussion will further reveal the rules and tensions
underlying AFL broadcasting by investigating the rights negotiation process, and the tactics used by
agents before, during, and after their negotiation.

The Negotiation Process
Prior to any face-to-face contact with broadcasters, sports organisations will often create an “internal
rights team,” consisting of people with a background in corporate finance and sports administration,
and which may also include “a couple of really hard-nosed negotiators” to drive talks (Participant 19,
13/6/18). One of the functions of the rights team is to establish the values the organisation will
negotiate under (Participant 19, 13/6/18), and once these have been formed, the sports organisation
will put a tender out to market which contains a range of broadcast requirements, with responses
needing to be submitted in a certain format (Participant 09, 26/10/17). After receiving initial
responses, the sports organisation may seek clarification about aspects of a broadcaster’s submission,
after which time the league will schedule meetings with each prospective broadcast partner
(Participant 09, 26/10/17). Accordingly, by the time broadcasters and sports organisations meet, both
parties know “what the offer is, [and] what your pain points are” (Participant 09, 26/10/17).
Face-to-face negotiations often begin with a presentation by the sports organisation about
what they think their future looks like and what they believe their rights are worth (Participant 02,
6/6/17), with the strategy of the sport organisation also laying the foundation for negotiations. For
example, if the sport is looking to expand their competition, they will present modelling that outlines
what the new competition will look like and what revenues it will generate, with different models for
both one year and longer-term agreements, which set a price on the deal (Participant 02, 6/6/17).
Broadcast organisations will approach negotiations based on their own business model and strategy.
Free-to-air broadcasters are typically only concerned with the number of timeslots they can fill, rather
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than the total number of games available in a round, which is usually a subscription broadcaster
concern (Participant 02, 6/6/17). However, the negotiation process may be less structured than what
media reports suggest, and furthermore, media portrayals of negotiations can be influenced by the
agenda or ownership of the reporting organisation, while sports organisations may leak information
to the press, so their perspective is represented (Participant 02, 6/6/17).
While key executives from the sport organisation and broadcasters do the posturing and lead
the process, a second layer of people – such as operations officers and acquisition experts – will work
through the detail of negotiations, with communication after the initial meeting taking place via email
and subsequent face-to-face meetings (Participant 02, 6/6/17). Some third-party organisations may
also be involved in negotiations and move between the sports organisation and broadcasters to
facilitate negotiations. For example, as it will indicate the level of advertising and subscriptions that
can be sold over the duration of the agreement, establishing the price of rights is largely based on
audience projections, and accordingly ratings agencies will sometimes work with both sides to help
establish the value of the agreement (Participant 02, 6/6/17). Sports organisations may also employ
third parties such as a financial services company to facilitate negotiations (Participant 09, 26, 10/17,
Participant 19, 13/6/18). Aside from the financial advice these companies provide, the benefit of
including such a third-party in negotiations is because “you need a ‘bad cop’ at times,” and having an
expendable ‘bad cop’ makes it easier for the sport and the broadcaster to work together when
negotiations are over (Participant 09, 26/10/17). Another third-party increasingly involved in
negotiations is independent broadcast production companies. Because they rarely employ their own
full-time production staff, broadcasters will often approach production companies prior to and during
negotiations with a ‘Request for Proposal’ (RFP) to get an estimate on the cost of producing the
coverage, which can then be factored into their bid (Participant 12, 21/2/18). One respondent
revealed sports organisations are also increasingly submitting RFPs to production companies so they
can establish the cost of paying for their own coverage, and indicated this was especially the case for
“Tier B” sports who may struggle to attract interest from broadcasters (Participant 12, 21/2/18).
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Conversely, some third parties are conspicuously absent from negotiations. For example, fans
have no direct involvement in the negotiation process, with their interests represented by the sport
organisation (Participant 27, 2/11/18). As previously indicated, regulators are also absent from
negotiations because the government has said it does not want to intervene in the process, believing
it is not the role of government to interfere in commercial decisions between sports organisations and
broadcasters (Participant 32, 23/7/19, Fifield, 2018a). As discussed in previous sections, regulations
such as anti-siphoning are rarely discussed during negotiations anyway, because the people involved
come from a legal background and have knowledge of anti-siphoning rules, so it’s assumed everyone
involved will know there is an obligation to make some rights available to a free-to-air broadcaster
(Participant 04, 21/6/17, Participant 25, 5/10/18). Consequently, regulators are only involved after an
agreement has been finalised, to ensure it does not violate any legal requirements such as antisiphoning (Participant 32, 23/7/19).
However, agents with a deep understanding of anti-siphoning can also find ways to bend the
rules without breaking any laws. For example, one respondent explained how historically some sports
sought to circumvent the legislation by approaching free-to-air broadcasters prior to rights going to
market and attempt to persuade them to not bid for their event (Participant 04, 21/6/17). Even though
the free-to-air broadcasters may not completely de-commit from buying those rights, if the sport
could get some indication from those broadcasters that they would not buy the rights, the sport could
take this information to the relevant minister, who would delist the event and open the market up to
subscription broadcasters, driving up the price of the rights (Participant 04, 21/6/17). Free-to-air
broadcasters, now wise to this type of behaviour, no longer give such an early indication about their
interest in rights (Participant 04, 21/6/17). Similar bending of anti-siphoning rules can be seen in the
Cricket Australia rights agreement, where games of cricket on the anti-siphoning list ended up behind
the Foxtel paywall (Stensholt, 2018). In that case, agents within Cricket Australia and the broadcasters
were able to circumvent anti-siphoning rules because there is nothing in the legislation that prevents
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free-to-air broadcasters from legally acquiring the rights to a listed event and then on-selling those
rights to other platforms (Fifield, 2018a), even if they are subscription-based.
These observations about the impact of regulations during negotiations are important for
many reasons. Specifically, because it demands that free-to-air broadcasters are included in
negotiations while also providing a framework for negotiations to take place, regulation such as antisiphoning acts as a structure in AFL broadcasting which constrains and enables agency. The Cricket
Australia example also suggests the application of anti-siphoning in AFL broadcasting is flexible rather
than rigid, which allows agents with a deep understanding of the legislation to bend the rules and
reach creative outcomes, which correlates with Sharon Bailin’s contention that:
“one never breaks all the rules, since to do so would be to abandon the discipline… It seems then, that one
difference between creative and uncreative performances relates to having a real understanding of the discipline
in which one is engaged.” (Bailin, 1988, p. 96-97)

As discussed in the section on regulation, the revelation that anti-siphoning is assumed knowledge
during negotiations suggests it is part of the domain of AFL broadcasting which agents inculcate to
achieve creative outcomes, and finally, government reluctance to impose themselves during
negotiations is further evidence of advancing neoliberalism in the Australian context.
Concluding negotiations is rarely a straightforward process. Firstly, as one respondent
articulated, it is normal for negotiations to take longer than expected because of the need to resolve
the difference between “how much is the [sport] asking for versus how much are the broadcasters
willing to pay” (Respondent 23, 3/10/18). Another respondent made a similar observation, saying,
“generally it’s a pretty incremental thing. It’s rare… they sit down, and someone offers them so much
money that they just go, ‘You know what, we’ll just take it’” (Participant 09, 26/10/17). Negotiations
may also be concluded because of peculiar market dynamics. One respondent for example indicated
emotion can take over as the process nears its conclusion, especially for network executives if they
believe a competitor may be about to acquire the rights, in which case they “probably all end up
spending too much money” (Participant 19, 13/6/18). Data from media reports and respondents also
indicates that News Corp may have ended their negotiations with the AFL early and overpaid for their
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rights because of the NRL’s decision to licence all of their rights to Channel 9 (Participant 36, 10/6/20,
Masters, 2020). Another respondent explained that because it forced News Corp to negotiate with a
competitor (i.e., Channel 9) to get NRL content, the NRL’s decision caused a “major, major bust-up”
with Rupert Murdoch – who had funded the NRL through the Super League wars – and like a jilted
lover, News Corp turned to the rival AFL and signed an overinflated agreement in the fallout
(Participant 36, 10/6/20).
As the above discussion indicates, negotiation practices are primarily driven by commercial
self-interest. Public interests are only occasionally considered by sports organisations or broadcasters,
and one of the main protectors of public interests – government officials – have no desire to be directly
involved in negotiations. These observations also reveal the hierarchical and fluid nature of the field
of AFL broadcasting, as negotiations involve executive and operational agents within organisations,
and a range of specialty third parties, while personal relationships can also play a role in resolving
negotiations. The results and discussion also reveal elements of the domain of AFL broadcasting.
Negotiation tactics, and knowledge about anti-siphoning and broadcast production costs, form a set
of codes and conventions which agents utilise to achieve a creative outcome: the rights agreement.
However, it is also apparent that negotiating a rights agreement involves a series of tensions, and the
discussion will further articulate structuration and creativity in AFL broadcasting by investigating what
these tensions are, what rules and resources underpin them, and how they are resolved.

Key Tensions Underlying Negotiations
Previous results and discussion sections have provided the contextual background to the negotiation
process. Accordingly, because it represents the moment when these contextual factors come
together, the negotiation process reveals major tensions in AFL broadcasting, which in turn reflect the
rules and resources underpinning structures and agency in AFL broadcasting. Specifically, the data is
littered with examples that indicate the primary tension in negotiations is a result of the financial value
attached to rights and the commercial self-interests of organisations. For instance, one sports
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administrator said the main discussion during negotiations will be about “What product are you going
to give us?” and “What do you want for it?” (Participant 02, 6/6/17), with another sports administrator
similarly indicating negotiations are driven by the difference between the product sports organisations
are offering and what broadcasters are willing to pay for it:
“Generally, the way it goes is, the first thing is, ‘We’re getting there, but we need more money’. And they say,
‘Well, we need this.’ And you have a number of meetings where you edge closer together. At times you might leave
those meetings further apart, and you have some spirited phone calls… [but] at the end of it hopefully you come
to an outcome.” (Participant 09, 26/10/17)

Commercial self-interests are also evident in how sports organisations can attempt to use the threat
of partnering with an emergent media platform to drive greater revenues from established broadcast
partners (Participant 29, 25/3/19). This strategy is assisted by the fact emergent media do not hold a
broadcast license and so are not subject to anti-siphoning protections (Participant 15, 6/4/18, Dept.
of Communications and the Arts, 2016, p. 1). For sports organisations, maximising competitive tension
can also be achieved by “having your contracts co-terminus,” which means all rights packages end
simultaneously, forcing all broadcasters back into the market at the same time (Participant 36,
10/6/20). In this context, a sports administrator admitted that maximising revenues during
negotiations sometimes meant “playing [broadcasters] off against each other, and that causes angst,”
while the respondent also revealed that broadcasters “don't mind talking each other down,” and tend
to emphasise their various strengths during negotiations:
“Channel 10 believes they’re the best because they need us more, and they’ll throw more at it. Channel 7 believes
they’re the best because they’ve got the biggest audience, and they’ll promote it heavier, and Channel 9 believe
they’re the best because they believe they do sport better than anyone else.” (Participant 09, 26/10/17)

Broadcasters meanwhile want to pay as little as possible for rights, and several respondents felt
comments by former CEO of Seven West Media Tim Worner – who said free-to-air broadcasters had
reached a “tipping point” in being able to afford sports rights (Battersby, 2017, online) – were an
attempt to talk down the value of rights (Participant 07, 31/8/17, Participant 19, 13/6/18, Participant
30, 5/12/18). Commercial self-interests are also evident in comments from another free-to-air
respondent, who said the indicator of a good deal is where everyone involved comes away “thinking
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that there’s value in it for them,” but the respondent felt too many deals in recent years did not
represent value for free-to-air broadcasters because they were too expensive to generate a return on
investment (Participant 33, 20/6/19). In this respect, the tension caused by commercial self-interests
may ultimately create a situation where insurmountable differences emerge between sports
organisations and broadcasters, as a subscription broadcaster explained:
“if we think something is worth $10, and [a sport organisation] comes in and says, ‘We want $100’, well we are
miles apart on expectations here, and that’s actually a delicate communication between the two bodies, because
you can’t say, ‘Mate, you’re fucking kidding yourself, there’s no way it’s worth that,’ because you’re disrespecting
their sport. And you almost can’t counter-offer, because if I think it’s worth $10 and they think it’s worth $100,
even if I double my offer to $20, I’m still $80 shy of his or her expectations, so in a way you can kind of offend them
with that as well. You’re almost better off just saying ‘Thanks, but we are actually just too far away here in terms
of expectations, and we choose not to participate’.” (Participant 07, 31/8/17)

Commercial self-interests are also reflected in the value broadcasters attach to streaming rights. For
example, not only are digital rights becoming more valuable as online consumption increases
(Participant 12, 21/2/18, Mediaweek, 2018a, online), but a free-to-air broadcaster also explained how
multi-sport events such as the Olympic Games are highly valuable streaming rights, as dozens of
events happen simultaneously (Participant 16, 8/6/18). Conversely, for sports such as AFL or cricket,
where only one event takes place at a time, the value of simulcast streaming rights is limited, “because
it’s one ball, in one match, at one moment” (Participant 16, 8/6/18). Respondents also explained how
the commercial value of streaming rights is diluted if they are awarded on a simulcast basis and
broadcast on multiple platforms simultaneously, because the audience is fragmented across platforms
(Participant 33, 20/6/19, Participant 36, 10/6/20). In this context, broadcasting respondents said it can
be frustrating if a sports organisation grants rights to an emergent media platform that reduces their
exclusivity in the original agreement (Participant 07, 31/8/17), which can lead to “robust
conversations” with the sports organisation, especially if the broadcaster has invested “hundreds of
millions” into the sport over many years (Participant 33, 20/6/19). This situation is compounded by
the fact that sport rights have a short shelf life in terms of commercial value, and accordingly,
maintaining exclusivity over streaming rights is a key concern for broadcasters, especially in the
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Australian context where simulcast models have often been adopted (Participant 09, 26/10/17),
despite our modest market size (Participant 33, 20/6/19, Participant 36, 10/6/20).
There is some evidence that public interests create tension during rights negotiations, but this
is largely found in data from sports organisations rather than broadcasters. For example, aside from
money, Australian sports also want appropriate exposure when negotiating their domestic rights and
may place conditions on domestic broadcasters about how the game is covered. Specifically, one
respondent revealed that because of the family nature of the event, Cricket Australia stipulated in
their previous Big Bash rights agreement that there was to be no alcohol marketing around Big Bash
games, although the respondent also conceded the ability to negotiate such conditions may be limited
to the “premium tier-one” sports in Australia (Participant 04, 21/6/17). Public interests are also
evident in comments from another respondent who felt that because Australia has four major football
codes, maximising distribution rather than revenue is a priority during negotiations for those sports:
“if you’re working for any of those four governing bodies, you have to make sure that your sport is as easy to
consume as possible, on a phone or on a tablet or in short-form particularly as, let’s face it, these days people’s
attention and their time is so valuable to them.” (Participant 12, 21/2/18)

In relation to the AFL, rights negotiations are handled by the AFL Commission, which manages the
competition “on behalf of the various stakeholders in our game” (AFL, 2017, p. 39), and this mandate
means public interest outcomes are achieved during rights negotiations. Specifically, during the last
round of negotiations, the AFL Commission was ardent that it maintain control over the fixture so it
could achieve public benefit outcomes via competitive balance and match attendance (AFL, 2015, p.
20-23). Control over the fixture clearly conflicts with the commercial self-interest of broadcasters, who
feel fixture decisions impact the commercial value of their rights (Participant 33, 20/6/19). The league
has also prioritised reach over revenue when licensing their rights into foreign markets, as those
markets are considered growth markets (Participant 27, 2/11/18).
Public and commercial self-interests can also be found in the way sports organisations
approach emergent media organisations as possible broadcast partners. Specifically, emergent media
may acquire rights to attract customers for another part of their business, and a sports administrator
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admitted this strategy raises concerns about how their sport will be marketed and produced by the
emergent media organisation (Participant 09, 26/10/17). Furthermore, sports bodies often have a
specific set of criteria they require providers to meet when offering their rights to market, such as the
ability to reach a certain audience size and deliver a quality service, which technology platforms may
not easily fulfil currently (Participant 18, 11/5/18). A telecommunications respondent confirmed these
observations, revealing sports organisations have “a lot of new questions around how [we] intend to
treat the product, to showcase it, to market it, to deliver it to consumers when it is taken to market,”
and accordingly, said industry know-how should not be underestimated (Participant 29, 25/3/19).
Other respondents similarly indicated that sports organisations are concerned that poor
broadcast coverage on emergent platforms may result in a negative audience experience (Participant
08, 22/9/17, Participant 07, 31/8/17), and some referenced the difficulties Optus had in delivering the
World Cup as an example of emergent broadcasters being unable to deliver live sport at scale
(Participant 29, 25/3/19, Participant 23, 3/10/18). Facebook have similarly admitted some of their
reluctance to invest in rights is because “there is nothing more frustrating as a sports fan than being
given a bad experience,” and only acquire rights when it “doesn’t reflect badly on the brand” (Impey,
2019, online). Because of the negative PR it would attract, another respondent equally felt emergent
platforms may be reluctant to upend the market and put sport on an unfamiliar platform (Participant
08, 22/9/17), while pre-existing negative consumer sentiment towards emergent media further
impedes the transition of rights to those platforms. For example, in the post-Cambridge Analytica
environment, the consumer’s lack of affinity and trust is an issue for social media platforms
(Participant 18, 11/5/18) and telecommunications companies:
“I personally think telcos are going to really struggle to be loved in the same way that Apple is loved… when my
children complain about Netflix not working, it’s always ‘Bloody Telstra or ‘Bloody Optus.’ It’s not ‘Bloody Netflix’,
right? I think sport frankly will be in the same category… The bigger “love” [consumers have] for those players than
for telcos is really going to hurt I think the ability for telcos to buy into sports.” (Participant 15, 6/4/18)

Sports administrators are similarly concerned about the negative PR they may attract by switching to
emergent broadcasters. One administrator felt sports organisations could face a backlash from fans if
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the coverage switched from television to a streaming, mobile based platform, regardless of whether
it was free or subscription based (Participant 02, 6/6/17). In this respect, the respondent believes
there is a responsibility on administrators to keep sport on mediums where fans enjoy watching it,
and preferably as freely available as possible, because “you need to protect the consumers”
(Participant 02, 6/6/17). Another sports administrator also felt that because the consumer market for
OTT services is still maturing, some consumers will simply refuse to shift their consumption habits
(Participant 09, 26/10/17). Accordingly, the relationship between fans and established broadcasters
also works against emergent media organisations. Specifically, one respondent said sports bodies
prefer to not alternate between providers and distribution technologies over subsequent rights deals,
explaining that if fans have an understanding built up over many years about where their sport can be
found, they will develop a sense of trust with the broadcaster and the sport (Participant 18, 11/5/18).
Commercial self-interests are the root cause of tensions for broadcasters in AFL broadcasting.
Broadcasters clearly face commercial tension when they attempt to pay as little as possible for rights
and keep them away from competitors. For sports organisations however, tensions emerge not only
in following a rule of commercial self-interest and maximising the value of their rights, but also in
preserving the public interest in the way they license their rights. For example, sports organisations
must consider the merit of licensing their rights to an emergent media platform that consumers
disdain or cannot easily access. Consequently, the results and discussion again suggest broadcasters
are primarily underpinned by a rule of commercial self-interest, while sports organisations balance
the rules of public and commercial self-interest. Furthermore, while the rules and tensions in rights
agreements structure agency, the results also demonstrate that agents recreate and reshape
structures with their agency. Specifically, broadcasters are using their agency to demand greater
exclusivity in rights, and agents in sports organisations respond by using their agency to create rights
agreements that deliver such exclusivity. Accordingly, by changing their agency, agents within
broadcasters and sports organisations have recreated the structure of the rights agreement but in a
new way, so it is better suited to the tensions created by changes in the domain and field of AFL
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broadcasting. The discussion will now investigate similar instances of agency resolving tensions in
negotiations, and in doing so, demonstrate how a structure enables and constrains agency, which in
turn recreates the structure.

Resolving Tensions in Negotiations
Agents undertake a variety of strategies to mitigate tensions during negotiations. In an endeavour to
counter tensions created by challenging market conditions, sports organisations and established
broadcasters can work together and write agreements so they are flexible and contain provisions that
allow for re-negotiation and advancement over the term of the deal (Participant 27, 2/11/18).
Incumbency in the sports organisation-broadcaster relationship can mitigate tension, with one sports
administrator describing their negotiations with a subscription broadcaster as “collegiate” because of
their pre-existing rights agreement (Participant 09, 26/10/17). Sports organisations and broadcasters
can also agree to mutually beneficial terms during negotiations, such as ‘contracting out’ clauses
preventing broadcast material from being used in ways which are normally covered by copyright
exemptions, thereby preserving the value in rights (COMPPS, 2018, p. 10). Both parties may also create
long-term deals that provide stability and allow for long-term planning (Participant 27, 2/11/18),
although a free-to-air broadcaster cautioned against long-term deals, saying some of the existing
football agreements are “already out-dated” in terms of changing audience behaviours, with
broadcasters locked in and unable to do anything about it (Participant 33, 20/6/19).
Nevertheless, broadcasters can utilise strategies specifically designed to protect or advance
their commercial self-interests in negotiations. To counter the competitive tension in the market
which drives up the price of rights, subscription and free-to-air broadcasters can form a cartel and put
co-bids in for rights, as Foxtel and Seven West Media did for AFL rights (Participant 36, 10/6/20).
Conversely, while the value of rights is still predominantly in the ‘live’ coverage of events (Participant
04, 21/6/17), broadcasters may see increasing value in on-demand rights (such as highlights rights) as
consumption habits change, and target them accordingly (Participant 05, 10/8/17, Participant 33,
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20/6/19). Broadcasters also can negotiate for a ‘first-and-last’ clause that requires the sporting
organisation to give their existing broadcast partner an opportunity to make the first and final bids
when competing against other broadcasters for their rights (Participant 12, 21/2/18). Essentially, by
limiting the agency of rival broadcasters, this clause gives the existing broadcast partner “the very best
chance to retain those rights” when a deal expires (Participant 12, 21/2/18), thereby maintaining their
access to premium content and providing them with a degree of certainty. However, because it limits
competitive tension in the market and prevents the sport organisation from “trying to get the best
value” they can from the market, such a clause “has the potential to cause tension” between sports
organisations and broadcasters (Participant 09, 26/10/17).
More significantly, and as previously indicated, exclusivity over rights is a key point of tension
for broadcasters, because exclusivity allows the broadcaster to maximise the earning potential of their
rights on a platform and “pivot to take advantage of emerging audiences and therefore emerging
revenues” (Participant 33, 20/6/19). As such, broadcasters will attempt to establish exclusivity over
rights when negotiating an agreement (Participant 33, 20/6/19, Participant 36, 10/6/20), based on a
mutual understanding of “what the spirit of the agreement is” (Participant 07, 31/8/17). For example,
after listing all the technology the agreement applies to, broadcast agents will negotiate for catch-all
terms that attempt to account for the unpredictability of audience behaviour and capture any new
consumption technologies that may emerge over the term of the agreement (Participant 07, 31/8/17,
Participant 27, 2/11/18, Participant 33, 20/6/19).
In a similar fashion, a rights consultant indicated established broadcasters are now demanding
exclusive streaming rights in negotiations and predicted that rather than selling those rights separately
on a simulcast basis, sports organisations will eventually increase the value of their streaming rights
by making them exclusive and adding them to their free-to-air and subscription packages (Participant
36, 10/6/20). The respondent said this would allow those broadcasters to better monetise their OTT
platforms and shore up their value as a broadcast partner, while also noting that this strategy may
potentially put an end to ‘mobile rights’, as the established broadcaster will control streaming rights
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regardless of platform (Participant 36, 10/6/20). The Head of Fox Sports Peter Campbell corroborated
these observations, saying they now seek “both traditional broadcast rights… and digital rights” when
acquiring content (Mediaweek, 2018a, online), and an example of this approach may be seen in the
rights agreement between Cricket Australia, Channel 7, and Foxtel. Shortly after being awarded the
rights in 2018, Foxtel CEO Patrick Delany enthused about their exclusivity over One Day International
and T20 rights, an exclusivity that extended to OTT platforms, with Mr Delany adding, “we think
[streaming] becomes more and more valuable over time” (Manning, 2018, online).
Conversely, sports organisations will use strategies aimed to protect or advance their public
and commercial self-interests during negotiations. Sports organisations can mitigate the tensions
created by challenging market conditions for example by partnering with “one of the biggest media
companies in the world” such the News Corp empire (Participant 09, 26/10/17). Sports organisations
can also resolve public and commercial self-interest tensions by packaging rights in new ways, so they
protect established broadcaster interests while also affording emerging media an opportunity to enter
the market. As one respondent explained, creating packages for a variety of distributors means
consumers benefit because they can choose what they pay for rather paying for “loads of content that
they never end up watching,” and the general public benefits because the “key games are still freeto-air,” while shareholders benefit from having attractive content (Participant 16, 8/6/18). Other
respondents similarly felt Australian sports could mirror the EPL and the NFL approach, where rights
are broken into separate days (Participant 09, 26/10/17), with some of these rights awarded to
established free-to-air and subscription broadcasters, while others are tailored specifically for digital
platforms (Participant 18, 11/5/18, Participant 29, 25/3/19).
However, while fragmenting rights may increase revenues for sport organisations (Participant
12, 21/2/18) and create public benefits by increasing flexibility for fans (Participant 27, 2/11/18), one
respondent said consumers will still have to pay to get some of the content under this strategy
(Participant 08, 22/9/17), potentially limiting access for the less affluent. Another free-to-air
broadcaster felt the relatively small market size in Australia and restricted interest in the major
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football codes outside of their traditional states limits the feasibility of breaking rights down into a
range of packages for the AFL and NRL, and furthermore, said this approach obfuscates the value of a
consistent, singular free-to-air partner:
“I think it shows a misunderstanding of how free-to-airs derive value from our investment, which is we’re able to
give value over the course of a season that runs most of the year, not over packages and parcels of rights.”
(Participant 33, 20/6/19)

For sports organisations, another rights model which potentially counters challenging market
conditions is the ‘gatekeeper’ model, where the sports organisations sells all of their rights exclusively
to a single media entity, who monetises the rights across all platforms or on-sells some rights to third
parties (Shoalts, 2018). A free-to-air respondent acknowledged the merits of the gatekeeper approach
but felt the issue with such a model in Australia is that sports rights are overinflated to begin with,
meaning broadcasters cannot generate a return on their investment if they acquire all the rights to a
sport (Participant 33, 20/6/19). A similar alternative is for sports organisations to sell their rights on a
pan-regional or worldwide basis (Participant 36, 10/6/20), although one respondent felt only the
largest digital platforms may be able to afford such packages (Participant 07, 31/8/17), which may
result in consumer access and PR issues.
Another option for sporting organisations is to take the broadcast production in-house, which
allows the sport to better manage how their rights are sold globally, as Tennis Australia did in 2015
(Participant 12, 21/2/18), or to retain all of their rights, fund their own broadcast production, and “go
direct to consumer” with advertising- or subscription-based OTT platforms (Participant 29, 25/3/19).
Respondents felt the AFL had flirted with these models previously, given the investment it made into
television production facilities and personnel (Participant 12, 21/2/18, Participant 19, 13/6/18), and
an OTT respondent revealed they have been approached by sports organisations to offer advice on
how to adapt their business model to the direct-to-consumer model (Participant 26, 12/10/18). An
administrator from one of Australia’s major football codes similarly revealed their sport would have
produced their own broadcast coverage had a telecommunications company won their most recent
round of rights (Participant 09, 26/10/17).
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Nevertheless, these models were largely met with a lukewarm response from participants.
For example, while the AFL has the resources to bring production in-house and go direct to consumers,
respondents felt it was unlikely to happen because the league already generates significant revenues
from its existing agreements (Participant 23, 3/10/18, Participant 19, 13/6/18, Participant 18,
11/5/18). It may also be unlikely the AFL follows the path of Tennis Australia, because of the different
nature of the sports. Specifically, one respondent explained that because multiple tennis matches are
played simultaneously, Tennis Australia “can split out different courts to different countries” and sell
rights in each of those regions, while conversely, football codes do not run simultaneous events to the
same extent, weakening the need for football to go down the same path (Participant 33, 20/6/19).
Sports organisations and broadcasters also use specific strategies to resolve public interest
tensions in negotiations. In the Big Bash example discussed earlier, Cricket Australia mandated that
coverage of Big Bash games would not include any alcohol marketing because of the family nature of
the event (Participant 04, 21/6/17). In respect to the AFL, the league potentially sacrificed some of the
short-term commercial value in their most recent rights agreement by requiring most of the games
involving non-Victorian teams to be broadcast live on free-to-air television into those states,
regardless of who produced the coverage (AFL, 2015, p. 22). While this erodes the value of the rights
paid for by the subscription broadcaster as they do not have exclusivity over the games they produce
in those markets, it delivers a public benefit for fans in those states, as they are almost guaranteed of
seeing their teams play each week for free. Moreover, this outcome also potentially delivers greater
financial returns to the AFL in the long-term, as the free-to-air coverage helps grow the AFL market in
those states. Even so, given the financial precariousness of the AFL and broadcasters post-COVID, one
respondent familiar with the situation doubted if subscription broadcasters would agree to such a
requirement in future agreements (Participant 36, 10/6/20).
Nevertheless, broadcasters are also becoming aware they can resolve tensions in negotiations
by appealing to the public interests of sports organisations. Specifically, a free-to-air respondent felt
they need to emphasise the benefit of free coverage during negotiations, because:
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“there’s no doubt there’s value from a participation point-of-view, from a commercialisation point-of-view, for
sponsorships of these sporting bodies, and from a governance point of view. There’s all sorts of advantages that
come from being in 100 per cent of households, which free-to-air provides in Australia.” (Participant 33, 20/6/19)

The respondent also conceded they had probably not utilised their reach enough during negotiations
in the past, saying “I think we’ve taken it for granted, the value that our reach provides” (Participant
33, 20/6/19). Appeals to public interests may also achieve a commercial outcome for free-to-air
broadcasters, with the respondent indicated they are now trying to put a commercial value against
the public benefit of their coverage, so they can secure “a greater slice of the revenue coming into
that sport” from sponsorship and corporate partnerships (Participant 33, 20/6/19).
Aside from different rights models and contractual manoeuvres, agents from broadcasters
and sports organisations can also mitigate tension in negotiations by adopting personal strategies.
One respondent emphasised the need for regular and frequent communication to facilitate
transparency in negotiations, while maintaining confidentiality is also a point of emphasis (Participant
12, 21/2/18). These strategies establish trust during negotiations, with a subscription broadcaster
highlighting the importance trust can have in mitigating tensions during negotiations:
“You won’t have a good relationship with [a sports body] if they don’t in some way trust you, and value what your
business brings to their business. And if they don’t trust you then you’re not going to have a good relationship. So,
one sort of feeds into the other.” (Participant 07, 31/8/17)

Accordingly, negotiations can collapse if trust between a broadcaster and sport organisation is broken:
“Where [negotiations] break down is because someone had a meeting in a room, probably in someone’s office,
and they walked away with an agreed position where they thought they were at, and then someone went behind
their back and agreed to another deal, rather than the first deal… heads will roll, because people don’t like to get
shafted, or don’t like to be made fools of.” (Participant 02, 6/6/17)

In a similar fashion, the specific language used in negotiations can affect trust, and several participants
indicated they prefer an informal style of conversation during negotiations to build trust in the
relationship (Participant 07, 31/8/17, Participant 02, 6/6/17). Given the large amounts of money
involved, respondents also said they expected discussions during negotiations to be robust
(Participant 02, 6/6/17, Participant 09, 26/10/17), although an AFL respondent felt such discussions
were always positive and resulted in a strong working relationship with their broadcast partners
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(Participant 27, 2/11/18). Similarly, a free-to-air respondent stressed that negotiations must focus on
the business at hand and avoid getting personal (Participant 33, 20/6/19), while another said their
approach “has always been to try and be tough, but respectful,” because once the process is over,
“you’ve then actually got to be partners with somebody for four or five years” (Participant 04,
21/6/17). When dealing with people from other countries where there may be cultural differences, a
broadcaster indicated they “put a bit more thought” into what they say and clarify what the other
party wants, with discussions followed up with an email so negotiations become “somewhat
irrefutable,” although they also added, “I’m always cautious of what goes in writing, because… you
can be held to it” (Participant 07, 31/8/17).
This discussion has highlighted the authoritative resources in AFL broadcasting, as those at
the negotiating table make decisions that essentially impact everyone else in AFL broadcasting. The
results also demonstrate that consumer agency in negotiations is by proxy only – they have no direct
impact, with their interests represented almost exclusively by the sports organisation. The irony of
this situation is that consumers are ultimately the most powerful agent in the field of AFL broadcasting,
as their decisions about what to do with their disposable income and attention positions them as an
authoritative resource. Accordingly, those authoritative resources inside sports organisations and
broadcasters must be tuned into the values of consumers if their innovation – a new rights agreement
– is to be accepted by the field and added to the domain.
Whether or not the AFL and their broadcast partners have been tuned into consumer values
over their last two rights deals is debatable, as previous results have indicated that fans lament the
steady erosion of games on free-to-air over those deals (Participant 21, 25/9/18). Conversely, other
respondents felt the AFL had been successful in their last two rights agreements. Specifically, an AFL
club administrator said, “I’d be surprised if people are upset with it” (Participant 14, 6/4/18), while an
AFL coach said, “they’ve done an incredible job of maximising the money” (Participant 35, 27/4/20).
Another AFL club administrator rated the AFL’s performance “an eight or a nine” out of ten, noting
not only the size of the commercial return the AFL received, but also their ability to sell the rights for
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six years in an unpredictable media consumption landscape (Participant 30, 5/12/18). These responses
also reflect the rules underpinning the structure these agents are operating within – AFL club
administrators and coaches are reliant on AFL broadcasting revenue for their income, and so are likely
to see AFL rights through a commercial prism. AFL fans conversely rely on AFL rights to construct their
identity and bond socially, so see the rights from a public interest perspective. In this context, the idea
that commercially self-interested agents see the negotiations as a success, while publicly interested
agents see them as a failure, suggests the rule of commercial self-interest dominates AFL broadcasting.
Similarly, consumer agency is often considered a function of their ability to spend (i.e., consumers can
choose what they pay for, rather paying for “loads of content that they never end up watching”
(Participant 16, 8/6/18), which again highlights the dominance of commercial self-interests.
Nonetheless, challenging market conditions require agents in sports organisations and
broadcasters to engage in increasingly creative behaviour during negotiations, so commercial and
public interest outcomes can be realised. This creative behaviour includes the development of new
rights models, negotiating for exclusivity and other special conditions within agreements, and
maintaining and developing relationships with partners. The precarious nature of negotiations also
suggests the field of AFL broadcasting is volatile and prone to rapid transformation, especially if
relationships are not maintained. This volatility is offset by longer periods of inertia, where the
relationship is curated through the term of an agreement, which the discussion will now focus on.

Outcomes and Control of Rights After Negotiations
Rights agreements continue to shape behaviour after they have been created. For instance, using
Telstra as an example, one respondent explained how the cost of the rights drives self-regulation over
the term of the agreement, saying, “if you’re Telstra and you’ve got the digital rights, you’ll be like a
rat up a drainpipe if anybody tries to deliver anything via digital” (Participant 17, 9/5/18). Similarly,
while a broadcaster and sports organisation may enter an agreement that reflects a shared goal, one
respondent said it was important to maintain the relationship during the agreement, because the trust
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implicit in the shared goal can be broken if “in two years’ time that person has left that business, or
that person has forgotten the conversation that you might have had” (Participant 07, 31/8/17).
Meanwhile, because agreements often mean broadcasters will produce the coverage, sports
organisations acquiesce some control over how their sport is presented when rights are awarded, and
respondents indicated the parties engage in ongoing deliberation about “the strategy and direction of
the property” (Participant 29, 25/3/19), so they can “grow the sport and make it as accessible”
(Participant 27, 2/11/18). In the AFL for example, a respondent from the league said that because
consumers are now watching more ‘ad-free’ content on platforms such as Netflix, they expect less
television commercials in their programming, and accordingly, the AFL will work with broadcasters to
find other ways of integrating commercial content into the coverage (Participant 27, 2/11/18). The
respondent indicated they also try to create more access to players and coaches to improve coverage
(Participant 27, 2/11/18), with a free-to-air broadcaster similarly indicating player accessibility is a key
consideration for them, because “that’s ultimately why people are tuning in” (Participant 33, 20/6/19).
Accordingly, rights agreements also affect players. Specifically, under the terms of their collective
bargaining agreement, players earn a percentage of all revenue the league generates, including
revenues from broadcasting, and accordingly players are incentivised to increase the value of
broadcast rights by making themselves available during coverage (Participant 28, 2/11/18). The AFL
and the broadcasters have also worked together on rule changes (Participant 27, 2/11/18, Niall, 2018),
and modifications to the fixture that benefit broadcasters (Participant 05, 10/8/17, Participant 33,
20/6/19), especially if it will not negatively affect match attendance (Participant 27, 2/11/18).
Broadcasters will also assert control over their rights by managing the fidelity of the content.
A subscription broadcaster revealed that if a sport organisation enters an agreement with a betting
agency to simulcast their coverage onto the app of the betting agency, the subscription broadcaster
will “cap the bit-rate and… the screen-size” of the stream on the betting app, limiting its attractiveness
as a viable alternative for consumers (Participant 07, 31/8/17). Developing complementary
programming, such as mid-week panel shows, is another way for broadcasters to assert control over
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rights. Using the NRL Footy Show as an example, one respondent indicated that while such
programming often operates at a loss, the content builds a relationship with the sport that will help
the broadcaster in future right negotiations, as it demonstrates their commitment to marketing and
promoting the sport (Participant 08, 22/9/17). A respondent from Foxtel similarly admitted their rights
agreement with the AFL skews their coverage of the game so it is promoted in a positive fashion.
Specifically, while there are no “standing instructions” from the AFL to avoid negative aspects of the
game in their coverage, such as empty grandstands or crowd violence, the respondent said that as a
broadcast partner, they will “talk up the game and get excited about it… [and] as a general rule, we’re
going to be unashamedly enthusiastic about it” (Participant 10, 26/10/17). Adding value to the
relationship with sports organisations in this way can have long-term benefits for the broadcaster. For
example, if a sport develops a new product such as a shortened version of the game, one respondent
felt that based on the respect in their partnership, the sports organisation would “almost be duty
bound” to first offer the rights to their existing broadcast partner (Participant 12, 21/2/18). An AFL
respondent corroborated this sentiment, saying “because they’re our partners, we obviously prefer
to engage with [existing broadcasters] first on those new products” (Participant 27, 2/11/18).
Broadcasters also use rights agreements to advance their commercial self-interests. As
indicated previously, broadcasters can use the ‘halo’ effect of rights to promote other programming
(Participant 17, 9/5/18), while Telstra have similarly leveraged their AFL and NRL rights to stimulate
other parts of the business by offering unlimited data on AFL and NRL content to eligible customers
(Participant 06, 17/8/17, Telstra Corporation, 2016, p. 7). Sports rights are also used to transform
broadcast business models. In 2016, Seven West Media said they would use the power of their “media
assets” to promote their streaming platforms (Seven West Media, 2016, p. 5), and the strategy proved
effective, with the broadcaster attributing the 1.8 billion minutes streamed on their OTT portals the
following year in part to their Olympics and Tennis coverage (Seven West Media, 2017, p. 31).
Nonetheless, because they are designed to maintain exclusivity and control over rights,
agreements also increase pressure on those within sports organisations and broadcasters who are
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responsible for protecting the content from piracy (Participant 27, 2/11/18, Participant 31, 20/2/19).
In this context, and given their business model is based on restricted access to content, subscription
broadcasters were especially adamant sports organisations need to take content protection seriously.
Specifically, they said it would be hard to justify their continued investment in rights if sport
organisations such as the AFL don’t step in and help eliminate piracy (Participant 07, 31/8/17,
Participant 10, 26/10/17), which could have negative consequences for the quality of elite sport:
“[It’s] about what do the Australian people want? Do you want professional sports at the level you've got? Because
you watch the games of yesteryear, 30 years ago… [and then] compare that with today… They’re professional
sportspeople and they need to be paid accordingly. But is Australia willing to pay for that? The money coming from
broadcasters and sponsors [laughs] – that’s the crux of it all.” (Participant 31, 20/2/19)

Rights agreements also have the capacity to affect agents not directly involved in their creation. Many
AFL club respondents specifically indicated that restrictions in the broadcast agreement prevent their
internal media teams from capturing game footage on game days (Participant 14, 6/4/18, Participant
30, 5/12/18). Free-to-air coverage can negatively affect game attendances in the middle of winter,
while clubs may also need to lower the expectations of sponsors when it comes to the amount of freeto-air coverage the team receives (Participant 30, 5/12/18). Clubs are also affected by the digital rights
agreement between the league and Telstra. Specifically, while Telstra pays substantial revenues to the
league and the clubs through the agreement (Participant 23, 3/10/18), a club respondent revealing
they have been told in “no uncertain terms” to protect the league’s relationship with Telstra, and
accordingly they do not pursue commercial partnerships with any rival telecommunications
companies (Participant 30, 5/12/18).
The rule of commercial self-interest which underpins broadcasters, and the value attached to
rights inside those organisations, means broadcast agents will take creative action to exert as much
control as possible over sporting rights, even if this means influencing other organisations such as
sports bodies, who may not be driven by the rule of commercial self-interest to the same extent. In
doing so, these actions reaffirm the importance of the rights to the organisation, and result in
outcomes – such the payment of a dividend to shareholders – that ensures the organisation is
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recreated through the actions. Similarly, agents inside the AFL will maintain their relationship with
broadcasters over the term of an agreement so they can realise both public and commercial selfinterest outcomes. These results also highlight power in the AFL broadcasting system, as rights
agreements give agents inside the AFL and broadcasters power over those at club, player, and fan
level. Agents at secondary levels are not without power, however. Players and fans have the capacity
to withhold resources such as labour and disposable income and attention, although the fact this
power is a function of their revenue-earning capacity again foregrounds commercial self-interest.
Nonetheless, these observations again reflect the overlapping and complex nature of the system.
The negotiation of elite sports rights is clearly an incredibly complex process. It involves rules
and interests, overlaid with a series of conventional practices and agreements in the domain and
power hierarchies in the field, all of which enable and constrain agency. These conventional practices
and power hierarchies are fluid, while the rules and interests underpinning the structures in AFL
broadcasting are also often in conflict, which creates tension. Nevertheless, these tensions create
opportunities, and agents exploit these opportunities by learning the conventions and understanding
the power hierarchies, so they can act in a way that is recognised as creative by others and recreates
the structures in AFL broadcasting, albeit in a slightly different form as the system adjusts to the
dynamics of a changing media environment. While agents are using their knowledge about the domain
and field of AFL broadcasting to reshape structures, this knowledge and agency was further put to the
test when a one-in-a-lifetime global pandemic disrupted the sector in early 2020, and this is the focus
of the next results and discussion section.
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5.8 The Future of AFL Broadcasting in the Context of COVID-19
Previous sections have outlined the context of the AFL broadcasting system, which includes the
idiosyncrasies of Australian culture, increasing competition from emergent media, changing
consumption habits, various stakeholder relationships, broadcasting and copyright regulation, and the
values and conventions of organisations within AFL broadcasting. The discussion has also
demonstrated how agents learn from the field and domain to develop creative novelties in response
to the changes taking place in the system, and it has highlighted the interdependency of agents and
structures, as the changes in the system structure new forms of agency, which recreate and reshape
structures in the system. The final results and discussion section outlines perhaps the largest and most
dramatic change to the context of AFL broadcasting, and examines what impact the disruption caused
by the COVID-19 pandemic will have on AFL broadcasting.
Over the course of their interviews, 22 participants were asked what they think the future of
sports broadcasting might look like. The purpose of the inquiry was to determine if there are any
common themes in the data that could be used as a predictor of agent behaviour and organisational
strategy in AFL broadcasting in the future. Additional data was collected from two secondary sources,
where agents from industry publicly provided their thoughts about the future of sports broadcasting.
However, this research was conducted before the COVID-19 pandemic, which significantly disrupted
broadcasters, sports organisations, and consumption patterns. Accordingly, to improve the accuracy
of the data, three newly recruited participants after lockdown were asked the same questions in the
context of COVID-19, while another six original interviewees responded to follow up emails about the
impact of COVID-19 on sports broadcasting. In responding to this once-in-a-lifetime event, the
discussion will show how agents are reshaping structures in AFL broadcasting. Some of these changes
may be temporary, while other changes will leave a permanent imprint on the structure. An
investigation into the changes taking place in the context of COVID-19 also allows the research to
compare the AFL broadcasting system during an era of relative stability against a period of rapid
change, which highlights changes taking place in the system which may have otherwise been missed.
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The Impact of COVID-19 on Established and Emerging Broadcasters
In an industry already characterised by uncertainty and change, COVID-19 may be the stimulus that
finally tips the balance of power in sports broadcasting away from established media and towards
emergent platforms. A brief history of the impact COVID-19 had on broadcasting helps understand
why this power shift may occur. The travel restrictions enacted by state and national governments
when the pandemic first reached Australia forced many sports organisations to suspend their elite
competitions, and with near total cessation of live sport on television, the advertising and subscription
revenues which established broadcasters derive from live sport dropped significantly (Participant 18,
21/10/20). In the case of the AFL, it’s been estimated Channel 7 lost 25 hours of AFL-related
programming each week while the competition was suspended, while Foxtel lost approximately
double that amount (Browne, 2021, p. 136-137). A slowing economy accentuated the situation, as
increases in unemployment, and falls in consumer spending initially led to the reduction of advertising
budgets and the cancellation of consumer subscription services, and even when live sport began to
re-commence, established broadcasters faced uncertainty in terms of the strategies that advertisers
and sponsors would adopt (Participant 18, 21/10/20).
Furthermore, established broadcasters had been looking to reduce costs even before COVID19 (Participant 13, 4/4/18), and as such, the reduction in “ad-spend on all platforms” during the
pandemic “had an outsized effect on [established] broadcasters, which no longer have the fat to carry
a downturn as they once did” (Participant 09, 2/10/20), with staffing levels cut as a result (Participant
18, 21/10/20). In this context, respondents also felt ad-supported broadcasters will be less able to
purchase rights and use them as “a loss leader,” while the presentation of sport could also suffer from
cuts to production budgets (Participant 09, 2/10/20). In the worse-case scenario, without a quick
recovery and a return of ad revenue, respondents predicted that free-to-air broadcasters who rely
solely on ad revenues will be under financial pressure (Participant 04, 27/10/20), and could be forced
to withdraw from the industry, at least to a degree (Participant 18, 21/10/20).
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Meanwhile, customer churn for traditional pay television – also an issue pre-COVID – initially
accelerated during lockdown (Participant 18, 21/10/20), and while subscription broadcasting has since
rebounded somewhat (Roy Morgan Research, 2021, online), consumer spending nonetheless retracts
during a recession, reducing the viability of subscription-based services (Participant 18, 21/10/20).
With online consumption increasing and the use of set-top boxes decreasing, another respondent felt
COVID-19 had accelerated the “structural decline” of pay television, and argued that established
subscription broadcasters will need to “cement existing relationships” and focus on direct-toconsumer revenues from streaming services if they are to survive (Participant 04, 27/10/20). While
traditional subscription broadcasters in some countries will be able to manage such a transition
because of their size and market share, the respondent said transitioning to streaming revenues will
be difficult for subscription broadcasters in Australia “due to lack of scale” (Participant 04, 27/10/20).
In this context, established broadcasters will be forced to re-examine their rights acquisition strategies
and spending commitments.
Emergent broadcasters on the other hand faced mostly favourable conditions during the
pandemic. As people spent more time at home, average consumption on all platforms increased
(Participant 18, 21/10/20), but especially on platforms such as YouTube, Amazon, and Facebook, and
accordingly the largest digital platforms were largely unaffected by the reduction in ad spend during
the pandemic (Participant 31, 27/10/20). Data from another respondent similarly suggests that global
platforms with subscription portals – such as Apple, Amazon, Netflix, and Google – could expect an
acceleration in subscriber acquisition during COVID-19 (Participant 18, 21/10/20). Another
respondent similarly felt the disruption to established broadcasters caused by COVID-19 could open
the door for an “outsider” such as Amazon to develop a commercial model alongside sports rights,
where audiences are captured with sports content to support the main commercial offering of the
business (Participant 36, 10/6/20). Facebook believe they are well positioned for the transition to
digital consumption, saying they can provide fans with new ways of experiencing sport while also
helping rights holders adapt to the change because “we're right in the middle of this change”
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(SportsPro, 2019, online). Given the pandemic is still unfolding and individual territories will
experience the impact of COVID-19 differently (Participant 04, 27/10/20), predicting long-term
outcomes is difficult, but these conditions clearly strengthen the position of emergent platforms in
the market for sports rights, especially FAANG companies and their Asian counterparts, Baidu, Alibaba,
and TenCent (Participant 18, 21/10/20).
Despite the shift in power towards wealthy emergent platforms, COVID-19 will likely result in
a market correction for sports rights, at least to some degree, with data from one respondent
suggesting all companies will be more sensitive about what they spend during a pandemic (Participant
18, 21/10/20). Other respondents supported this position. One suggested “sports rights have peaked
globally,” and that “the old model of high risk with upfront minimum guarantees is not going to be
sustainable” (Participant 04, 27/10/20). Another noted that with the quality of live sport presentation
disrupted, broadcasters sought to renegotiate down what they were paying for rights, while
simultaneously lengthening the term of agreements to give them more certainty over the long term
(Participant 09, 2/10/20). As will be discussed, these renegotiations also exposed “vulnerabilities” in
the broadcaster-sport relationship and resulted in a “power shift back to the broadcasters from the
sports federations” (Participant 31, 27/10/20), with another respondent similarly reflecting on how
the pandemic has changed the dynamics of the sports-organisation-broadcaster relationship:
“It is a massive wake-up call for how the business of sport operates, its dependence on sports media rights, and
basically spending up all the monies earnt from sports media rights… Pre-COVID-19, it was a $53-56 billion industry
annually. What that will be post-COVID-19 is an interesting question.” (Participant 36, 10/6/20)

In this context, many respondents felt established media are more resilient than expected and will
adapt to the current environment. An industry analyst noted that traditional broadcasters have
typically spent the most on sports rights and anticipated that trend to continue for several years
(Participant 18, 21/10/20). By investing in their own streaming platforms pre-COVID, respondents also
felt these broadcasters had already started to evolve their business model to reposition themselves
as streaming companies (Participant 18, 21/10/20), with the pandemic simply speeding up the digital
transformation process (Participant 31, 27/10/20). Established broadcasters are also aggregating
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other content services alongside their own, as Foxtel has done with Netflix, so that “access to
additional content is achievable within the one media environment,” while there has also been an
acceleration in app development by the established broadcast industry (Participant 31, 27/10/20).
Subscription broadcasters are also starting to offer some content on streaming apps outside of their
paywall (Participant 31, 27/10/20, Samios and Carmody, 2020, online), while free-to-air broadcasters
have begun diversifying their business by expanding into paid services and combining with “adjacent
businesses,” such as fintech, digital publishing, newspapers, and SVOD (Participant 04, 27/10/20).
COVID-19 also accelerated innovations in broadcast production. A subscription broadcaster
interviewed before the pandemic said in response to increased competition, they were looking to cut
costs and increase workflow efficiencies, and accordingly predicted the remote production model –
or ‘hub’ – would become increasingly common for outside broadcasts, because:
“instead of rolling a big truck out to a venue, we’ll take a small truck out there, plug 25 cameras into that truck and
feed 25 cameras back to the hub [in Melbourne or Sydney]. And we’ll be cutting the [vision] and doing replays and
graphics all from one central location for the vast majority of the venues.” (Participant 10, 26/10/17)

The hub model also reduces the expense of transporting and accommodating production staff where
events take place, while efficiencies are created at the hub itself, because specialist staff – such as EVS
and graphics operators – can work on multiple matches per day (Participant 10, 26/10/17, Participant
12, 21/2/18). As such, when the pandemic struck and broadcasters were forced to cut production
costs and the number of staff at venues, the hub model became commonplace (Participant 18,
21/10/20, Rucci, 2020, online), with respondents also confident the hub model does not compromise
the story-telling of sports coverage for fans (Participant 10, 26/10/17, Participant 12, 21/2/18).
Meanwhile, with small or no crowds at venues where games were being played, broadcasters also
added fake crowd noise to the coverage to improve the viewer experience, while other production
innovations included pyrotechnics, drones, and screens showing fans watching the game from home
(Participant 18, 21/10/20, Browne, 2021, p. 104).
Respondents also offered observations about how COVID-19 would affect the regulation of
sport broadcasting. While recognising the situation may be different in each country, one respondent
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for example felt broadcasters and sports organisations are “at the mercy of governments and local
authorities” when it comes to the staging of live events (Participant 18, 21/10/20). Also, because the
pandemic accelerated the threat to Australian media companies by emergent media, another
respondent felt regulators have increased their scrutiny of the market power and accountability of
emergent media platforms (Participant 31, 27/10/20). Furthermore, and as predicted before the
pandemic, increasing online consumption and a more powerful network could pressure the
government to reform spectrum allocation and privacy legislation (Participant 15, 6/4/18), and
regulators will need to consider the increasing ease with which consumers can bypass content
protection measures in the online environment (Participant 11, 12/12/17).
In terms of broadcasting regulation, one respondent felt a review of “the whole regulatory
operation of [the Broadcast Services Act 1992]” is required in the context of COVID-19, and that policy
needed to be applied consistently and create incentives for innovation (Participant 04, 27/10/20).
Another respondent said listed events regulation – such as anti-siphoning – requires a “delicate
balancing of competing desires and needs,” in the context of how quickly the media landscape is
changing” (Participant 18, 21/10/20). An example of this type of balancing act may be the government
decision to renew anti-siphoning legislation for another two years in 2021 (Rigby, 2021), with the
decision offering some support to free-to-air broadcasters during a period of such uncertainty while
also leaving listed rights unprotected from digital platforms. Other respondents offered differing views
on anti-siphoning in the context of COVID-19. One respondent predicted an end to the scheme, with
only government and some sports organisations standing in the way of its demise (Participant 09,
2/10/20). Conversely, another respondent felt a form of anti-siphoning will be necessary to keep some
sport on traditional television in the context of COVID-19, however they also felt with online
consumption increasing, the definition of ‘free-to-air’ in anti-siphoning legislation needed to broaden:
“We often talk about ‘free-to-stream’, which is sort of what everything is now. A lot of households don’t even
connect up to free-to-air cables anymore. They use their apps. I certainly do. So, Channel 7, Channel 9, Channel 10;
it just becomes another option to YouTube [and] Facebook.” (Participant 02, 8/10/20)

241

‘Free-to-stream’ has not been found anywhere else in the data, and it potentially represents a new
term in AFL broadcasting. The significance of the term is that it reflects a fundamental shift in the
domain of the system, as streaming becomes the dominant mode of distribution and consumption,
and it reflects a change in agency that will reshape structures, as agents inside organisations alter the
way they think and act in relation to structures, such as how content is distributed and consumed.
In many respects, COVID-19 has confirmed what many respondents predicted about the
future of sports broadcasting before the pandemic. For example, respondents predicted pre-COVID
that the consumption of sport via digital networks would increase (Participant 07, 31/8/17, Participant
15, 6/4/18), challenging the traditional pay television business model (Participant 07, 31/8/17,
Participant 04, 21/6/17) and making it harder for free-to-air broadcasters to keep assets such as the
AFL (Participant 14, 6/4/18). Respondents similarly predicted à la carte modes of consumption would
lead to a disaggregation of content and a rise in low-cost specialist streaming platforms (Participant
17, 9/5/18), requiring solutions to network capacity issues (Connolly, 2019, online) and broadcaster
upgrades to legacy OTT systems (Participant 26, 12/10/18). In this context, another respondent felt
media companies will discover new business opportunities as consumers take advantage of increased
network capacity (Participant 15, 6/4/18). Because of their resistance to time-shifting and ability to
attract large audiences, respondents also felt sports rights would continue to be highly valuable to
established and emerging media (Participant 18, 21/10/20, Participant 04, 27/10/20), making them
key sites of competition (Participant 19, 13/6/18, Participant 05, 10/8/17). Some of these changes
have already been realised, with the migration of rugby union to subscription OTT service Stan
(Barrett, 2020a, online) encapsulating the shift to à la carte online consumption, upgrades in legacy
OTT technology, the continued attractiveness of sports rights, and a transformation of traditional
broadcasting business models.
However, data from respondents pre-COVID also demonstrates that many factors may slow
the pace of change. For example, respondents felt sport broadcasting is unlikely to change significantly
if sports organisations continue to make significant amounts of money from their existing relationships

242

with established broadcasters (Participant 10, 26/10/17, Participant 19, 13/6/18). Another
respondent indicated consumers have become sceptical about the transparency of platforms such as
Facebook, potentially limiting their growth as broadcasters (Participant 13, 4/4/18). The migration of
sports rights to emergent media platforms may also be no different from similar transitions that have
taken place in the history of Australian broadcasting, with one respondent noting how over the last
20 years rights had migrated from free-to-air to pay television to OTT platforms, and consumption had
similarly shifted from linear to online (Participant 36, 10/6/20). An increase in competition and the
fragmentation of services may also ultimately slow growth in the industry. A subscription broadcaster
explained that a point may be reached where all established and emerging broadcasters have a
streaming option on the market, only to realise “how difficult it is to be a broadcasting platform,”
leading to a reaggregation of services (Participant 31, 20/2/19). A market analyst similarly explained
why an increased level of competition may be unsustainable:
“[T]here seem to be, in historical terms at least, too many services. Whether they’re online, pay-TV, or whatever,
there are a lot of companies chasing the same dollar in a lot of markets. And with certain types of companies, when
the VC [venture capital] money runs out, when the parent company’s patience expires, or growth isn’t as great as
they were hoping, then there’s likely to be a period of consolidation, or shake-up of some kind.” (Participant 18,
11/5/18)

In this situation, global digital media platforms such as the FAANGS or their equivalents in developing
markets will be best equipped to survive the low growth environment over the interceding years
(Participant 18, 11/5/18, Participant 31, 20/2/19). Data from both before and after the pandemic also
indicates that respondents believe power is shifting away from established broadcasters and towards
emerging media companies in the sports broadcasting industry.
While the rule of commercial self-interest that underpins established commercial
broadcasters may not itself be under threat, it appears the allocative and authoritative resources
which also underpin established broadcasters are under threat, or at the very least, evolving. For
example, the allocative resource of advertising and subscription revenue that supported established
broadcasters for decades have significantly eroded in the context of COVID-19, and with their business
model not suited to this new type of environment, broadcasters responded by reducing staffing levels,
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eroding the authoritative resources within the structure. Agents also quickly changed their actions
and evolved the structure, so it better suited the new conditions, with several novel ideas and
conventions introduced into the domain as a result. Specifically, broadcasters invested in streaming
platforms, implemented the hub model of broadcast production, and demanded more apt regulatory
settings from the government.
Investigation of the pandemic also indicates that a larger, macro level restructuring of the
domain and field is taking place in broadcasting. Specifically, as audiences shifted their disposable
income and attention online during lockdown, COVID-19 has accelerated the shift in power from
established to emerging broadcasters. The little advertising and subscription revenue that was
available found its way into these structures, and some platforms – especially Amazon – appear
practically to be untouched by the effects of the pandemic, owing to the complementarity of their
business model that draws revenue from both retail sales and subscription broadcasting. Accordingly,
while regulators have recently taken a sharper interest in the market dominance of these platforms,
the business model underpinning emergent broadcasters nevertheless appears to be much better
suited to the realities of the COVID-19 media landscape.

The Impact of COVID-19 on Sports Consumption
Undoubtedly, consumption patterns have been altered, perhaps irrevocably, by COVID-19. As
suggested, with more people using devices at home, the pandemic accelerated the pre-COVID trend
of consumption shifting online (Participant 8/10/20, Participant 35, 27/4/20), with the use of videoon-demand within residential homes at record levels during lockdown (Participant 31, 27/10/20). One
subscription broadcaster gave a specifically detailed insight into the consumption changes that took
place during the pandemic. Specifically, not only did streaming consumption increase during
lockdown, but consumers were also “chopping and changing streaming offerings,” which highlighted
the need for broadcasters to have quality content to capture and hold audiences (Participant 31,
27/10/20). With more family members at home, content choices also needed to suit the needs of the
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entire household, while the increase in streaming also demonstrated that broadcaster video-ondemand offerings can effectively complement live linear broadcasts (Participant 31, 27/10/20). A new
household dynamic also emerged with people working and studying at home, characterised by “a
computerised multi-screen environment” and a review of “time-to-task allocation” (Participant 31,
27/10/20). Not all changes to consumption were positive however, with the respondent also
indicating that social media platforms came under fire for allowing “deplorable live streaming
incidents” to occur on their platforms during lockdown, while cyber-attacks also increased in Australia
at that time (Participant 31, 27/10/20). Nonetheless, the results also indicate that with people unable
to attend venues during lockdown, television ratings for live AFL skyrocketed when competitions
resumed (Browne, 2021, p. 103-104), and data from another respondent indicates these audiences
were robust, with no sign of viewer fatigue (Participant 18, 21/10/20).
The data also suggests mobile devices will become a key site for consuming live sport in the
future. A Facebook executive specifically said the idea of consuming live sport on mobile devices is
becoming more widely accepted (Impey, 2019, online), while a telecommunications respondent
similarly felt consuming sport on mobile devices is already “generally as good as a TV” (Participant 15,
6/4/18). Another respondent predicted video highlights packages, rather than entire games, will be
sent to consumers on mobile devices, with such packages created by other users or algorithms and
tailored to individual user preferences (participant 05, 10/8/17). A subscription broadcaster also
revealed they are developing an app that allows customised, interactive statistics to appear on-screen
when watching games on mobile devices (Participant 10, 26/10/17), and another respondent believes
augmented reality may ultimately find a place in the consumer market, given the technology already
exists on mobile devices (Participant 20, 6/8/18).
The enthusiasm for consuming sport on mobile devices was not universal, however. A sports
administrator conceded that because of time constraints and lifestyle pressures, consumption will
need to become more convenient, but was unsure about the place of mobile devices in that context,
given their own preference for watching live sport on television (Participant 06, 17/8/17). Another
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respondent also felt there may be a consumer backlash against making too much content available on
OTT and mobile platforms, as some audiences prefer content on televisions or don’t have access to
the internet (Participant 15, 6/4/18). Consumer interest in other broadcast innovations is even less
certain. Many respondents doubted if virtual reality will change the way sport is consumed
(Participant 04, 21/6/17), until issues with cost and user experience are addressed (Participant 18,
11/5/18). A subscription broadcaster meanwhile did not see a future for 3D broadcasts, and was also
unsure about the place of eSports in broadcasting, although they acknowledged the eSports market
is growing (Participant 10, 26/10/17).
While the rate of change prior to the pandemic had been glacial, COVID-19 accelerated the
consumption change timeline to a matter of months and highlighted shifting dynamics in the AFL
broadcasting system. Specifically, the increase in online consumption suggests the allocative resources
of digital networks and internet-enabled devices are becoming increasingly important in AFL
broadcasting. More importantly, these results demonstrate the increasing power of consumers in AFL
broadcasting. Just as they did pre-COVID, consumers have continued to act in commercial selfinterest, shifting their behaviour to meet the commercial reality of the situation, but in doing so,
consumers have reshaped structures in AFL broadcasting. Specifically, spending on subscriptions
initially decreased in the context of economic uncertainty, decreasing the support of those
broadcasters, and where they could afford it, consumers turned their disposable income and attention
to in-home online entertainment options, increasing the support of those broadcasters.
In this manner, consumers use their access to the allocative resources of disposable income
and attention to recreate structures in AFL broadcasting in new ways. With consumption shifting
online, more entertainment options available, and broadcasters and sports organisations financially
weakened, respondents recognised this power shift towards consumers. Specifically, a subscription
broadcaster said the future of broadcasting will be giving consumers what they want (sports
properties), where they want it (on any device), and how they want it (live or on-demand), with these
changes putting power “in the hands of the consumer, not the big media organisations” (Participant
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07, 31/8/17). Many other respondents made strikingly similar observations (Participant 10, 26/10/17,
Participant 09, 2/10/20). Accordingly, given their capacity to shift power from established to emerging
broadcasters and recreate structures in this way, consumers are arguably the most powerful
authoritative resources in AFL broadcasting.

The Impact of COVID-19 on the AFL and Elite Sport Organisations
COVID-19 severely disrupted the AFL in 2020, with travel and lockdown restrictions leading to
complete cancellation of the women’s season, while the men’s competition was postponed from late
March until mid-June. A complete lack of competition meant the league faced an estimated loss of
$500 million in revenues from broadcast fees, match attendance, and sponsors, forcing the league to
stand down 80 per cent of staff, negotiate a 29 per cent pay cut with the AFLPA, seek a $660 million
line of credit from financial institutions, and establish an industry treasury operation (Browne, 2021,
Barrett, 2020b, AFL, 2020b, p. 149). The loss of staff included key authoritative resources inside the
AFL, such as the general manager of Growth, Digital, and Audience, Darren Birch, and the general
manager of Infrastructure, Major Projects, and Investment, Ray Gunston (AFL, 2020b, p. 29). To restart
the competition, the AFL spent an estimated $66.8 million relocating teams into quarantine hubs
outside of Victoria and NSW (AFL, 2020b, p. 27, Gould, 2020, online), and added flexibility to the fixture
by reducing the length of the season, shortening quarters, and introducing four-day breaks between
games for teams (Black, 2020, online).
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2020 INITIATIVES
Game-day
▪ Fixture reduced to 153 matches, with each club playing 17 games.
▪ Game length reduced with quarter lengths consisting of 16 minutes (plus time-on), first quarter and third quarter intervals
increased from six minutes to eight minutes and the half-time break remained at 20 minutes. Breaks after goals were extended
from 45 seconds to 60 seconds.
▪ Team selection deadlines altered before the compressed period to be submitted on the eve of the match. This remained in place
until the end of the season.
▪ Four-into-three umpire rotations in games.
▪ Rolling 24-hour match review outcomes and Tribunal hearings as required.
▪ Full use of the AFL Review Centre remotely from Victoria for score review, match review, injury spotting and umpire assessment.
Travel initiatives
▪ Same-day interstate travel for clubs and umpires.
▪ A combination of short haul and medium haul stays.
▪ Clubs and umpires committing to a hard quarantine in WA to enable matches in that state.
▪ Competing teams and umpires travelling together on 120 chartered flights pre and/or post-match.
Match preparation initiatives
▪ Introduction of scrimmage matches for non-selected players.
▪ Clubs in control of who plays, how many teams are involved, length of sessions etc.
Fixturing and broadcast initiatives
▪ Midweek double-headers played on Wednesdays, Thursdays and Fridays as part of the compressed fixture. Multiple clubs played
off four-day breaks.
▪ Short-notice fixture changes, including new state locations and/or new opponents and in some cases changes to whole rounds.
▪ An unbalanced fixture saw teams having played more or less games than others at equivalent points of season with byes as
required.
▪ Neutral state venue games for promotional and crowd purposes for the first time since 1952.
▪ More standalone games, including Sunday night games and Fox Footy Thursday games (and more variety of timeslots).
▪ In-game player interviews and interviews with senior coaches at half-time.
▪ Limited on-ground commentary set-ups saw remote match coverage by broadcasters.

Table 4: 2020 AFL COVID-19 Initiatives (adapted from AFL, 2020b, 34).

Furthermore, when the competition restarted, government restrictions limited the number of people
at stadiums, meaning games were played in front of empty or near-empty venues, lessening the
quality of the AFL product (Browne, 2021, p. 98), and consequently broadcasters renegotiated down
what they paid for rights and extended agreements (Browne, 2021, p. 96-97, Samios and Niall, 2020,
online). Unsurprisingly, one respondent remarked, a main concern for the AFL during this time
“frankly, is cash” (Participant 36, 10/6/20), and concerns about revenue are common throughout the
AFL’s 2020 annual report:
“In short succession, the competition was required to consider the game’s funding arrangements for our league
and the majority of our clubs, our key contractual relationships with our broadcast partners and other major
sponsors, our agreement with our playing group, and the work required to plan how football may resume at every
level at some point later in 2020.” (AFL, 2020b, p. 14)
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The AFL was obviously not unique in this regard, with one respondent outlining how COVID-19 led to
the dire financial position of some major sporting organisations globally:
“[Major League Baseball] has said that the teams [will] accumulate about $3bn of losses this year, with revenues
associated with crowds contributing around 40 per cent of baseball's overall coffers. NBA is in a similar position
and football leagues are particularly vulnerable with hundreds of millions of dollars disappearing from ecosystems
of each of Premier League, UEFA, Serie A, and La Liga.” (Participant 04, 27/10/20)

While the AFL’s liquidity problems highlighted their reliance on broadcast revenues, COVID-19 also
demonstrated how strong the relationship is between the AFL and their broadcast partners. AFL
chairman Richard Goyder specifically indicated that the support of their broadcast partners was
“invaluable as we confronted significant change” (AFL, 2020b, p. 12), and the league worked
constantly with the broadcasters to deliver the season and add value to the rights, such as playing the
Grand Final at night (Browne, 2021, p. 189). As such, the strong working relationship with broadcasters
meant the league completed a shortened season and recouped some of their broadcast fees, with the
operating loss of $22.7 million in 2020 (AFL, 2020b, p. 151) a better result than early modelling had
predicted (Browne, 2021, p. 222).
Other sport organisations were not so fortunate. One respondent explained that COVID-19
gave broadcasters an opportunity to “re-open negotiations with some federations to get
rebates/reductions or added rights, or to end deals” (Participant 04, 27/10/20), creating tension
between broadcasters and sports organisations, as demonstrated by another respondent when
discussing the renegotiation of the agreement between Channel 9 and the NRL:
“I’ve never seen before a CEO of a major broadcaster absolutely coming out publicly and damning a CEO – in this
case it was the NRL – of a major sport, with Hugh Marks damning Todd Greenberg. Now, I’m not saying that’s right
or wrong, but I’ve never seen that before, ever.” (Participant 36, 10/6/20)

A similar incident happened in August 2020, with the CEO of Seven West Media James Warburton
delivering a scathing attack on rights partner Cricket Australia, saying their administration was the
most incompetent he had ever worked with, calling it a “train wreck,” and threatening to terminate
their five-year agreement worth an estimated $82 million annually (Mason, 2020, online). One
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respondent revealed the origins these tensions. One the one hand, because of the logistics of outside
broadcast production, changing the number, location, and timing of games at relatively short notice
adds significant financial burden to the broadcaster, while on the other hand, sports organisations are
under financial pressure from decreasing revenues and a desire to avoid staff redundancies
(Participant 31, 27/10/20). With their revenue base eroded and the quality of their broadcast product
diminished, these examples demonstrate that power in the system has swung away from sports
organisations and towards broadcasters, who have used this power to renegotiate rights agreements
and scrutinise “the financial management of many sporting federations” (Participant 31, 27/10/20).
In this context, AFL agents have changed their agency, and agreed to accept less for broadcast rights.
This leads to less allocative resource in the form of revenue coming into the league, and accordingly,
the shape of the structure changes. In many instances, reshaping the organisation requires a
reassessment of operations, which can have an outcome on both public and commercial self-interests:
“Sports are now reducing staff, reviewing what is actually core business, developing more shared services between
teams and streamlining their business models. This will have substantial impact on every sport, an example being
the [Rugby Football Union] in the UK which cut its community rugby staff as community rugby was considered a
’nice to have’ rather than core business.” (Participant 09, 2/10/20)

In this consideration, while rights fees may continue to be the biggest source of revenue for major
Australian sports over the next two decades (Participant 09, 2/10/20), respondents nonetheless felt
COVID-19 would create a correction in what broadcasters pay for rights (Participant 02, 8/10/20,
Participant 09, 2/10/20, Participant 36, 10/6/20). One respondent felt sports organisations will
accordingly need to “evolve significantly” their on-field product to make their game more attractive,
using the examples of the 2-point shot in Super Netball, trial rules for rugby, and changes to the Major
League Baseball playoff format to support their argument (Participant 04, 27/10/20).
The financial pressure created by COVID-19 may also lead sports organisations to review their
rights packages. Some respondents felt the revenue sharing model – where a broadcaster and sports
organisation form a partnership and split the revenue and risk attached to producing the broadcast –
could become more common (Participant 18, 21/10/20, Participant 31, 27/10/20), while private
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equity investment in sports leagues could also increase (Participant 04, 27/10/20, Participant 36,
10/6/20). As discussed in previous sections, digital platforms could become more prominent in the
market, as they will emerge relatively unscathed from the pandemic, although this raises questions
for sports about how to work with emerging broadcasters and what their reach is (Participant 18,
21/10/20). Sports organisations may also need to explore alternative revenue options, such as virtual
events, esports (Participant 18, 21/10/20), and “non-live content” that is “valued by new platforms,”
such as the Making their Mark docuseries (Participant 09, 2/10/20).
Because it normalised OTT consumption, many respondents felt COVID-19 could also
accelerate the adoption of direct-to-consumer broadcast models by sports organisations (Participant
02, 8/10/20, Participant 18, 21/10/20). This would involve sports organisations employing more
broadcast professionals (Participant 12, 21/2/18), while direct-to-consumer services could also be
layered with on-demand content and other sports properties (Participant 09, 2/10/20), such as
statistics and news. One respondent suggested a direct-to-consumer “wildcard” would be “the AFL
and NRL going jointly to market,” but doubted if such a service would ever happen, because “they
hate each other” (Participant 36, 10/6/20). Interestingly, because they are not as reliant on
broadcasting revenues, a second-tier sports administrator also felt they are in a good position to
explore the direct-to-consumer model, as they are less exposed to risk if they invest in the model
(Participant 09, 2/10/20). As discussed previously however, respondents identified several issues with
the direct-to-consumer model, such as the need to attract enough people to make the service feasible
(Participant 06, 17/8/17, Participant 02, 8/10/20), as one respondent explained:
“If the NRL decided to go direct, they would need to be charging probably not far less than what you pay for the
Foxtel package, and you still need about 2-3 million subscribers to be able to get the money that they’re currently
getting [from rights]. Otherwise, they’re out of business.” (Participant 36, 10/6/20)

With so many other OTT services already in the market, the respondent also felt sports should be wary
of subscriber fatigue when considering the direct-to-consumer approach, while the reliability of the
digital network in Australia is another concern, where the system is liable to crash when “3-4 million”
people attempt to access an OTT service simultaneously (Participant 36, 10/6/20). The direct-to-
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consumer model may also have potentially negative social outcomes. As a demonstration, English
Premier League clubs are attempting to make up for the attendance revenue they lost from playing
games in empty stadiums by introducing a pay-per-view direct-to-consumer option for games not
shown live on subscription television (Participant 18, 21/10/20). However, this pay-per-view model
requires fans to pay an additional fee on top of what they already pay for subscription television and
is a burden especially for fans of lower-placed teams, as games featuring their teams are less
frequently scheduled for broadcast on subscription television (Participant 18, 21/10/20).
The prospect of sports going direct-to-consumer could also motivate traditional broadcasters
to implement strategies which maintain the status quo. One respondent for example explained that
broadcasters are making it difficult for sports organisations to monetise their direct-to-consumer
streaming rights by adding clauses to existing agreements that limit the rights assigned to the sport to
mobile devices and prevent the content from being mirrored to bigger screens (Participant 02,
8/10/20). Furthermore, like established broadcasters, the impact of COVID-19 on the AFL may not be
as dire as initially thought. In several foreign jurisdictions, “Tier 1 sports are still getting strong rights
increases where there are high levels of competition,” (Participant 04, 27/10/20), with ‘live rights’
especially maintaining their value because of their ability to deliver large audiences (Participant 09,
2/10/20). The value of live rights in the context of COVID-19 is also reflected in data from the AFL, who
reported that average television audiences per game were up 14 per cent in 2020 compared to 2019,
while Foxtel’s live streaming audiences increased by more than 200 per cent (AFL, 2020b, p. 52).
COVID-19 may negatively impact sport in other ways. For example, in the context of a general
economic downturn brought on by COVID-19, government funding could also be redirected from
niche Olympic sports to major events and infrastructure, such as the FIFA Women’s World Cup and
Sydney Football Stadium redevelopment (Participant 09, 2/10/20). Furthermore, because revenues
are less certain, broadcasters may only focus on those sports that attract the biggest audiences,
leading to a stratification where top-tier sports resist downward rights pressure while second-tier
sports struggle to attract broadcaster interest (Participant 04, 27/10/20, Participant 09, 2/10/20), and
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possibly disappear from some platforms altogether (Participant 18, 21/10/20). Such stratification may
already be happening in Australia, with Foxtel CEO Patrick Delany saying the subscription broadcaster
will focus on the acquisition of “tier one” sports in the future (Stensholt, 2020, online), while rugby
union – once a key to Foxtel subscriber acquisition (Mason, 2019c, online) – has migrated to a
subscription streaming service (Barrett, 2020a, online).
Another respondent noted that leagues struggled to keep fans engaged when competitions
were postponed, possibly leading to social disengagement from sport (Participant 36, 10/6/20), and
information from the AFL reveals their digital media teams worked furiously to keep fans engaged
with human interest stories and community messages while the competition was suspended (Browne,
2021, p. 36, AFL, 2020b, p. 94). The introduction of shorter quarters in AFL games also resulted in a
reduction of scoring (Harding, 2020, online), which an AFL player felt was a negative for the game
(Participant 37, 24/8/20), however the pandemic may disrupt some competitive balance measures so
severely that the fabric of the competition is compromised. Specifically, the impact of COVID-19 on
the AFL’s finances were dramatic, with the league reporting a reduction of $119.1 million in revenue,
and a decrease of $83.8 million in distributions to clubs (AFL, 2020b, p. 151). In this context, if the level
of revenue generated from broadcasting rights can’t be restored and the funding distributed to clubs
drops (Participant 35, 27/4/20), the league may need to review the viability an 18-team competition:
“The virus allows the AFL to potentially look at the competition: Is 18 clubs too many? It probably is under the
current environment, but what are the clubs that go, and where do they go, and what happens to them? … And
you’re going to have cost-cutting. You’re going to have millions of dollars taken out of your football departments.
And what’s the next TV rights look like? Who knows.” (Participant 35, 27/4/20)

Much like broadcasters, sports administrators have called for regulation reform so they can operate
more efficiently in the context of COVID-19. For example, while they acknowledged it may be
politically challenging, one sports administrator said removing anti-siphoning would increase the
competition for rights and maximise their broadcast revenues, adding sports should be “responsible
for balancing the volume of free versus subscription content, and [for] considering the flow on
impacts” (Participant 09, 2/10/20). The respondent also felt upward pressure on rights could be
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generated if sports were included in “local content quotas for all content delivery platforms,” although
they also acknowledged consumer subscription fees could increase in that scenario (Participant 09,
2/10/20), as broadcaster costs are passed onto consumers.
While digital platforms helped rights holders survive COVID-19 by enabling them to publish
content and generate revenue when no competitions were taking place, a copyright lawyer noted that
digital platforms also earned additional revenue from this content, and accordingly felt digital
platforms should now pay some of this additional revenue back to the rights holders (Participant 24,
9/11/20). The respondent also agreed that rights holders may need to rethink their relationship with
audiences, given the changes which have taken place because of COVID-19. Specifically, they felt
because rights holders mostly engaged with audiences online during COVID-19, it would now be
duplicitous if rights holders turned around and overzealously pursued rights enforcement, and instead
suggested rights holders should “enable [users] to manipulate your content, play with your content,
and to engage and share it” (Participant 24, 9/11/20). The respondent also felt rights holders should
negotiate with digital platforms to realise an income from such produser behaviour, as has occurred
with the Copyright Directive in Europe (Participant 24, 9/11/20), but the respondent added that the
pandemic should not be the driving force in debates about reforming copyright law:
“The law is kind of a bad tool to react immediately to changes. And in a pandemic situation I think there is a lot of
uncertainty. Like, how long is it going to last? What will be a long-term impact? ... And what happens once the
pandemic is over? What the market situation is like then is really uncertain. Maybe things will go back as they were
before. Maybe the same trend continues as during the pandemic. Or will it be something in the middle, right? [It
will be] something different, but it’s not clear at all what will happen in five years’ time, and so it’s too difficult now
to design laws that would suit that situation.” (Participant 24, 9/11/20)

Pre-COVID, the AFL seemingly balanced the public and commercial self-interests that underpinned the
organisation. This is because their business model delivered both public and commercial benefits
simultaneously, and because the revenues that flowed from operating as a commercial entity could
be used to realise public outcomes, such as investing in community initiatives and grassroots
development. However, COVID-19 disrupted this balance as competitions were postponed,
consumers changed consumption habits, and revenues eroded. Broadcasters experienced similar
levels of change, leading to a reduction in the authoritative resources of both types of organisations.
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COVID-19 also clearly called into question how sports organisations manage the revenues they
earn from broadcasting and balance public and commercial self-interests, which has created tension
with others in the field – especially the broadcasters who invested hundreds of millions of dollars into
these organisations over many years. Broadcasters are not blameless in this situation. For decades,
they have utilised sports rights to drive their business model and generate substantial profits, but in
the process, their dependency on that path exposed them to risk when sports competitions ceased
and consumption shifted online.
The pandemic will leave an enduring mark on AFL broadcasting. Given the level of job losses
in the industry, the field is unlikely to ever return to its pre-COVID state. New codes and conventions
such as innovative production techniques and distribution technologies have been permanently added
to the domain, while the business models of legacy broadcasters are undergoing irrevocable change.
Perhaps most importantly, COVID-19 has advanced the irreversible shift from analogue to digital
distribution and consumption, and accordingly, emerging media look poised to dethrone established
broadcasters in the market for rights. As they hold the rights to premium content that attracts
audiences, sports organisations will retain some power, but given broadcasters will focus their
expenditure on premium sports in an uncertain market, a stratification could emerge also between
tier one and tier two sports. In this case, the normalisation of OTT consumption could encourage some
sports to introduce their own direct-to-consumer platforms. With more consumption taking place
online and emerging platforms in a stronger financial position, sports organisations may also award
more rights to digital platforms, while regulators will need to respond with appropriate reforms in this
scenario so public interests are protected, such as the redefining of anti-siphoning laws and the
creation of appropriate copyright settings. In the absence of any meaningful attempt by the
government to introduce such reforms, the responsibility of preserving the public benefit of sport on
television will fall to sports organisations, if public interests are valued in their organisation. More
importantly, in the context of such a dynamic system, consumers and agents inside sports
organisations, broadcasters, and government can adopt an entrepreneurial mindset and identify
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exploitable opportunities so their public and/or commercial self-interests can be preserved. The
nature and scope of these opportunities are the focus of the next chapter.
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Chapter 6 – Analysis and Key Findings
The interdependency of structure and agency posited by Giddens (1979, 1984), and the confluence
between the field, agent, and domain in a creative system articulated by Csikszentmihalyi (1988b),
provide a suitable framework for analysing the data collected during the project and addressing the
research topics posited at the start of the project. To recap, the research statement and research
questions are:
RS: “The AFL broadcasting and digital sectors are challenged by changes taking place in society
and culture.”
RQ1: “Referring to structuration and creative systems theory, what are the major tensions in
the AFL broadcasting and digital sectors which arise from these challenges?”
RQ2: “Referring to entrepreneurialism and intrapreneurialism, how can agents in the AFL
broadcasting and digital sectors exploit the creative and innovative opportunities arising from
these tensions?”

The research found the major tensions inside the AFL broadcasting and digital sectors are the result
of conflict in and between public and commercial self-interests. These tensions can be found in and
between each of the major agents in the research: the Australian Football League, their established
and emerging broadcast partners, regulators of the sector, and AFL supporters who consume televised
coverage of the game. The research also demonstrated an entrepreneurial mindset can exploit the
opportunities arising from these tensions by understanding the nature of public and commercial selfinterests which exist in AFL broadcasting, and then using this knowledge to develop outcomes aligned
with the agent’s own interests, or the interests of their organisation. This chapter will accordingly
explore these findings in detail by re-establishing the main theoretical terms, presenting evidence
from each results and discussion section that address the research statement and research questions,
summarising the findings, and discussing the implications.
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The Systems Model of Creativity, Structuration Theory, and Entrepreneurialism
Because it involves content which carries meaning, contains intellectual property, and requires human
creativity (Davies and Sigthorsson, 2013, p. 1), AFL broadcasting can be defined as a creative industry.
As creativity is central to the creative industries, understanding creativity will be beneficial to
practitioners in AFL broadcasting and those who study it. While historical theories may have taken a
Ptolemaic approach to creativity (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988b, p. 336), contemporary approaches tend to
emphasise creativity as an emergent process, resulting from the interplay of “a system at work”
(McIntyre, 2013, p. 11). Csikszentmihalyi’s systems model of creativity (1988b) outlines the
components of such a system, and how together they synthesise creativity. Broadly, the model
suggests an agent immerses themselves in the conventions of a ‘domain’ to produce a novel variation,
which is presented to a ‘field’ of other agents in the system, who select the variations to be included
in the domain for future generations (ibid.). A feature of the model is its “essential non-linearity”
(McIntyre, 2013, p. 13), as each component in the system “affects the others and is affected by them”
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1988b, p. 329). Similarly, system-based approaches tend to avoid the potential flaw
of Romantic views on creativity suggesting autonomy and an absence of constraint is necessary for
creativity to occur (McIntyre, 2013, p. 7-8). Conversely, limits on agency – such as rules and regulations
in the domain, and relationships and hierarchies in the field – can contribute to creative behaviour by
informing agents about what is achievable within a discipline (Bailin, 1988).
In this context, Giddens’ structuration theory (1979, 1984) provides another foundation for
understanding the creative interplay between agents and the structures around them. Essentially, the
theory suggests structures are social systems composed of ‘rules’ and ‘resources’ which constrain and
enable human agency, while “at the same time the means of system reproduction” so they survive
over time (Giddens, 1984, p. 19). The resources within a structure can be allocative (i.e., given value
by human action) and authoritative (i.e., a function of some agents having power over others), and
rules meanwhile are procedures of operation that agents follow (ibid.). While structures may delimit
agency, and agents can recreate structures through their social actions, the theory also allows for
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change in a system, as agents have “the ability to transform the world around them through their
actions” (Haralambos et al., 2013, p. 905). The theory therefore stresses interdependency, as
structures constrain and enable agency, which recreates and reshapes structures.
Academic literature further suggests to be successful in the creative industries, agents need
to be motivated (Mazzarol, 2011, Invernizzi and Romenti, 2014), able to identify gaps in the market
(Davies and Sigthorsson, 2013, Mazzarol, 2011), utilise and develop a network (Barbosa et al., 2009,
Invernizzi and Romenti, 2014), and blend creativity with strategy and management skills (European
Commission, 2003). These traits have broadly been categorised as entrepreneurial (Mazzarol, 2011,
p. 9). Furthermore, when an entrepreneurial agent within a large organisation utilises the
organisational resources and networks available to exploit market opportunities that benefit the
organisation, they demonstrate ‘intrapreneurial’ behaviour (Invernizzi and Romenti, 2014, p. 215). In
this regard, given large organisations dominate the creative industry of AFL broadcasting, the research
provides a viable opportunity to test the validity of the systems model of creativity, structuration
theory, and the intrapreneur concept. The thesis will now present evidence from each of the results
and discussion sections to test the validity of these theories and address the research questions.

Australian Culture, the AFL, and Television
The evidence presented in this section demonstrates the systems model of creativity and structuration
theory are useful devices for understanding the relationship between Australian culture, the AFL, and
television, and the tension in those relationships. For example, the history and practices associated
with the AFL competition constitute a set of allocative resources ascribed a value within the system.
The history and practices associated with the competition also constitute a set of knowledges and
conventions which delineate it as a domain. Fans immerse themselves in these histories and practices,
and are offended when they feel the culture of AFL is being compromised, such as unfair seating
allocations at venues, or the ‘Americanisation’ of game presentation (Participant 21, 25/9/18).
Similarly, the AFL employs its knowledge about the domain and utilises a policy of competitive balance

259

to maximise fan interest and financial gain (AFL, 2014b, p. 23), and similarly adjusts the laws of the
game to make it aesthetically engaging (AFL, 2020b, p. 35).
The domain of the AFL competition sits alongside the domain and allocative resources of
television in Australia, which has its own histories, knowledges, and conventions, and to an extent
these domains overlap, as AFL on television – and the VFL before it – has history of more than 50
years, while AFL games are often among the highest rating programs on Australian television each
year (Screen Australia, 2020, online). Many participants felt sport needs to be on television in Australia
for it to be culturally relevant (Participant 09, 26/10/17, Participant 06, 17/8/17), and AFL fans lament
the decline of free-to-air games on television over the last 10 years (Participant 21, 25/9/18), and the
contamination of sport on television by what they perceive to be anti-social elements, such advertising
for corporate bookmakers (ACMA, 2019b, p. 39). Meanwhile, given the connection between sport and
television in Australia, emerging broadcasters have acquired sports rights as a means of entering the
broadcast market (Singtel Limited, 2018), and in doing so, the sport-culture connection in Australia is
reshaped. Specifically, evidence demonstrates that by consuming AFL content on YouTube (Fox Sports
Australia, 2018d), fans shift resources towards emergent media, which reshape structures such as
distribution and consumption technologies, while simultaneously the affordances of these platforms
shape fan agency, as network connectivity and algorithm-generated recommendations affect fan
viewing choices. In effect, structures shape agency, and agency shapes structures.
The AFL competition and television domains sit within the broader domain and allocative
resources of Australian culture, which has a burgeoning yet distinct set of knowledges, conventions,
and histories. For example, Australian culture is unique in terms of its television industry, which has a
distinctive market composition and set of regulations. Australian culture also features the unique
sport of Australian football which is predominantly based in Australia. Similar evidence can be
presented in relation to the field. The Australian Football League has an identifiable set of individuals
who select novel variations to be included in the domain, specifically the AFL Commission, AFL staff,
AFL clubs and players, and the fans. Each of these groups have degrees of power over others,
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identifying them as authoritative resources. The broadcasters of the AFL have a similar field within
similar power dynamics, consisting of shareholders, boards, executive staff, and television viewers.
Again, these fields sit within the much broader field and power dynamics of Australian society,
entailing of the citizenry and its leaders.
The domains and fields of Australian culture, the AFL, and television also contain unique value
systems that shape agency by motivating agents to follow certain procedures of operation, which
recreates structures in AFL broadcasting and provides ontological security for agents. Specifically, the
results and discussion demonstrate that Australian culture is marked by two distinct value systems –
a mythology of egalitarianism, and a burgeoning sense of neoliberalism (Thompson, 1994, Western et
al., 2007), with elements of these value systems found in the domains of television and the AFL
competition. In following these value systems, or rules, agents can easily alter their agency and
reshape structures, as demonstrated in the YouTube example above. The critical point of ingress when
unpacking the tensions in Australian Culture, the AFL, and Television, and in identifying how an
entrepreneurial mindset may exploit these tensions, is understanding the different normative
perspectives towards accessing AFL games on television.
The data confirms the Australian Football League is part of Australian culture, and as such,
accessing the AFL is necessary to participate in Australian culture, and for many people, the primary
means of accessing AFL is via broadcast coverage of the game. As suggested, a myth of egalitarianism
persists in Australian culture, and accordingly, the evidence indicates a priority in AFL broadcasting
should be providing access for as many people as possible, because wide and free access delivers
public benefits by enriching social participation in Australian culture. On the other hand, according to
the neoliberal perspective also found in Australian culture, the free market should determine how
consumers access AFL games on television, where cultural participation is contingent on the
commercial self-interest of the individual and their ability to pay for access. Accordingly, a primary
tension in how AFL on television is accessed can be reduced to the competing rules of public and
commercial self-interest in AFL broadcasting. In the structuration sense, these rules are procedures of
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operation, rather than expressly written regulations (Giddens, 1984, p. 21-22). From the perspective
of the systems model of creativity, rules are conventions in the domain which reflect the values of a
culture (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996), and are moderated and applied by the field (Csikszentmihalyi, 1999).
The tension between public and commercial self-interest in the domain and field of AFL
broadcasting shapes agency in a way that has consequences for Australian culture. For example, over
the last two rights agreements the AFL and their broadcast partners have reduced the number of
games on free-to-air television (Participant 21, 25/9/18), and increased the frequency of clubs with
large followings appearing in free-to-air timeslots,1 which reduces the public benefits of free access
and diversity in coverage. Accordingly, the evidence shows that agents inside the AFL and broadcasters
have resolved the tension between public and commercial self-interest by acting according to
commercial self-interests, which reaffirms the importance of that rule inside those organisations and
recreates them as commercially self-interested organisations. Resolving the tension between public
and commercial self-interest is also identifiable at the point of consumption. Evidence indicates more
Australians, especially younger people, are consuming AFL content online (Fox Sports Australia, 2018d,
ACMA, 2018b), but these platforms rely on networks which may be unreliable in distributing live sport
at scale, potentially restricting access, while those on the wrong side of the digital divide may be
further prevented from accessing AFL content (ACMA, 2018b). The platforms are also often foreign
owned, raising questions about their commitment to supporting local industry and paying tax.
However, there are instances where public and commercial self-interest are in alignment. By
adopting a policy of competitive balance, the AFL attempts to give fans hope their team can win every
week, while the increased audience interest simultaneously drives positive financial outcomes for the
league and broadcasters (AFL, 2014b, p. 23). There are also moments where prima facie, public
interests appear to prevail over commercial self-interests. The last two rights agreements included
clauses that required games featuring non-Victorian teams to mostly be broadcast live into their home

1

See Appendix 6 for data demonstrating the correlation between club membership/supporter base/ladder
position, and free-to-air broadcast frequencies in the Melbourne and Newcastle markets.
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markets (AFL, 2013a, p. 34, AFL, 2015, p. 22), and the AFL has worked with the free-to-air broadcaster
in NSW and Queensland to have more games shown live on the main channel in those states, rather
than secondary digital channels (Participant 27, 2/11/18). However, these peculiarities in AFL coverage
potentially reflect commercial interests, as the league is also conceivably attempting to grow their
market in those states via these broadcast outcomes. Public interest also appears to be a priority in
the coverage of the AFLW, with every game available for free online and games featuring nonVictorian teams shown live into their home states (AFL, 2018b, p. 49), but again, this freely available
coverage also serves a commercial purpose, as it helps grow the AFLW market. However, public
interests are prioritised over commercial self-interests in some consumption scenarios, with
passionate fans forgoing food and utilities to see their team play (Fox Sports Australia, 2018c).
In this respect, agents can exploit the creative and innovative opportunities arising from this
tension by developing a detailed understanding of the rules of public and commercial self-interest in
the domain and field AFL broadcasting and adopting or rejecting them. For example, commercial
broadcasters are largely underpinned by the rule of commercial self-interest, and intrapreneurial
agents inside these organisations can look for opportunities that will deliver financial benefits to the
organisation. As will be discussed below, sometimes this involves adhering to current practices, but it
may also involve changing agency so new forms of revenue can be generated, which will reshape the
organisation while simultaneously preserving the rule of commercial self-interest that underpins it.
The situation is less straightforward in the AFL, as agents consider the public and commercial
self-interests of the organisation, and prioritising either will accordingly shape agency when creating
rights agreements and enforcing their protection, making competitive balance and fixture decisions,
proposing regulation reform, and forming corporate partnerships. Ideally however, entrepreneurs
inside the AFL identify and exploit opportunities that simultaneously deliver public and commercial
benefits, so both structures are recreated. Agency that balances public and commercial self-interests
can be seen in rights agreements, the competitive balance policy, and the funding of community
programs, but as will also be discussed, opportunities may also be emerging in online consumption
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and user-generated content. Fans similarly make decisions which balance public and commercial selfinterests when deciding how to access games, and while these decisions may be a function of the
unique circumstances of each fan – such as their level of disposable income and attachment to their
team – the decisions will nonetheless recreate and reshape structures in AFL broadcasting.
However, to exploit the creative and innovative opportunities arising from the tension
between public and commercial self-interest, entrepreneurs may also benefit from understanding the
agency and power in the system, and that adherence to a rule is not inalienable. The AFL and
broadcasters have power to choose what terms to include in rights agreements. The AFL has the
power to choose what teams will be shown in free-to-air timeslots. Fans have the power to choose
what platforms to watch AFL content on, and fans can change their allegiance to a team. Accordingly,
while agency recreates existing structures, an awareness of agency may help entrepreneurs identify
new ways of recreating and reshaping structures. For example, competitive balance is not the only
means of resolving public and commercial self-interests inside sporting organisations. Selling 30second advertisements in terrestrial broadcasts is not the only means of generating revenue for freeto-air broadcasters. Emerging broadcasters did not have to choose sport to break into the Australian
market. More importantly, while these examples demonstrate the complexity of the AFL broadcasting
system, structuration theory and the systems model of creativity have disentangled this complexity
and, in the process, exposed tensions in the system where an entrepreneurial mindset can exploit
creative and innovative opportunities. In regard to the research questions, the major tensions inside
AFL broadcasting relating to Australian culture, the AFL, and television are found in and between
public and commercial self-interests, while an entrepreneurial mindset can exploit the opportunities
arising from this tension by developing an awareness of agency and the rules in the system.

Stakeholder Relationships
No investigation into a creative system is complete without an analysis of the field or authoritative
resources in a structure, and in AFL broadcasting, agents often referred to their associations with
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authoritative resources and the field as ‘stakeholder relationships’. The ability of the field and
authoritative resources to shape agency is typically a function of the power in relationships, and both
structuration theory and the systems model of creativity conceptualise power and how it functions.
Structuration theory suggests power is a function of the social structure agents operate in, and it
allows an agent to ascribe value to non-human, allocative resources, and to change the world around
them, including the actions of other people (Giddens, 1984, p. 260). Those who possess it are known
as authoritative resources. The systems model of creativity meanwhile suggests those with power can
similarly select which novel variations will be added to a domain, and this power is also a function of
the system these gatekeepers operate in, with this power extended to audiences who have disposable
income and attention (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988b, p. 330-331). Power in AFL broadcasting primarily lies
with three groups – the AFL, broadcasters, and the fans. These groups exert power through their
agency and select variations to be included in the domain, and in doing so recreate structures in AFL
broadcasting. The discussion investigated how power dynamics between groups shape agency, how
those power dynamics change over time, and how they contribute to the selection of innovations for
inclusion in the domain. The evidence indicates public and commercial self-interests create tension in
relationships, which can be exploited by an entrepreneurial mindset.
Because they primarily exist to generate a return on investment for shareholders,
relationships inside broadcasters are established and maintained to realise commercial self-interests,
and power is similarly exerted to protect and advance the financial interests of the organisation.
Annual reports frequently cite the need to increase shareholder value, highlighting the importance of
that relationship inside the organisation (Seven West Media, 2019, News Corporation, 2019, Telstra
Corporation, 2019). Similarly, a free-to-air broadcaster said the Board and CEO are ultimately
accountable to shareholders (Participant 33, 20/6/19), whose power comes from their agency in
buying and selling shares. Relationships inside the AFL typically deliver public and commercial selfinterest benefits. Annual reports indicate the organisation simultaneously operates as a commercial
enterprise with departments focused on generating financial returns, and as a public institution with
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departments focused on employee welfare (AFL, 2019b, AFL, 2020b). Fans meanwhile typically
demonstrate public interests in their relationships with other fans. Specifically, fans realise social and
personal benefits in their fan relationships (Participant 21, 25/9/18), coupled with a power which
comes from being associated with a large, loyal collective of like-minded individuals (Hirshon, 2020,
Samra and Wos, 2014, Funk and James, 2001).
Public and commercial self-interests shape power and agency in interactions between these
groups. For example, the commercial self-interests of broadcasters align with those in the AFL, and a
respondent from subscription television said their relationships with the AFL and NRL are the most
important in their organisation because of the subscribers those sports attract (Participant 10,
26/10/17). A free-to-air respondent similarly said their relationship with sports organisations are
critical because they attract advertising revenues (Participant 25, 5/10/18). The AFL uses its power in
this relationship to decide how rights are allocated between broadcasters, and in demanding that
certain coverage requirements are met, such as the number of cameras at games and fidelity of the
broadcast (Participant 10, 26/10/17). However, broadcasters are clearly able to exert power in the
relationship as well. To add value to rights, broadcasters attempt to influence scheduling decisions
and demand increased access to players and coaches (Participant 33, 20/6/19), and lobby for changes
to the laws of the game so that it is more attractive from a commercial perspective (Niall, 2018). The
commercial benefit of this relationship also allows the league to maintain public interest relationships,
as broadcast revenues are used to fund community and grassroots initiatives (AFL, 2016a, p. 144-145).
However, because many public interest relationships in the AFL are supported by the
commercial returns generated from broadcasting, the AFL increasingly prioritises commercial selfinterests in this relationship, and accordingly, power shifts towards the broadcasters. The
foregrounding of commercial self-interests in the AFL can also be seen in its relationship with fans.
Specifically, an AFL respondent indicated there are affordable options available for those fans whose
team does not regularly feature on free-to-air television, such as the Telstra Live Pass and Kayo options
(Participant 27, 2/11/18). While this emphasis on ‘affordability’ encapsulates public accessibility and
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financial return, this perspective leaves no room for fans who cannot afford these free-to-air
alternatives. The AFL will also exert its power in the relationship when it feels their commercial selfinterests are being jeopardised by fans, such as in pirate broadcasts (Participant 23, 3/10/18) or usergenerated content that disparages the AFL (Participant 30, 5/12/18).
While fans tend to demonstrate public interests in their relationships with other fans, a
somewhat surprising finding is that fans tend to demonstrate commercial self-interests in their
relationship with the AFL and broadcasters, particularly when they feel financially exploited. Fans
appreciate the AFL needs to generate revenues from broadcasting to support the game, but fans are
confounded by unreasonable ticket pricing and as suggested, seating allocations at venues (Participant
21, 25/9/18). More importantly, the evidence indicates contemporary broadcast audiences have a
range of entertainment options available, are price conscious and more likely to watch short form
content on mobile devices, and expect less in-game commercials. By challenging established business
model and production formats, these consumption habits shift power in the fan-broadcaster
relationship towards the consumer. In addition, because fans can cut, copy, and paste broadcast
material to create UGC, the AFL and the broadcasters spend considerable resources attempting to
monitor and prevent what they consider to be unreasonable use of their content. Some fans will also
pirate content because it is too expensive, or because there is too much fragmentation in sports rights.
Accordingly, because of their agency in deciding what to do with their disposable income and
attention, fans hold considerable power in their relationship with the AFL and broadcasters. Fan power
can also be seen in their ability to decide what novel variations are incorporated into the domain, as
demonstrated by the acceptance of AFLW (AFL, 2017, p. 12) and rejection of AFLX (Valencich, 2019,
Tyeson, 2018). Fan power similarly shapes broadcaster agency, as broadcasters – dependant on the
audience to monetise their business model – develop innovations and business models which cater to
fan preferences, such as low-cost sports-centric OTT platforms. Significantly, power in these
relationships is rarely a one-way street. Broadcasters and the AFL attempt to limit fan agency by
including clauses in rights agreements that restrict how content reaches fans, and as suggested, by
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pursuing fans when their rights in broadcast content is abused by fans. The AFL is not powerless in its
relationship with broadcasters, as it maintains control in the fixture (Participant 27, 2/11/18), and as
rights holder it has agency over who to license their rights to at the end of each agreement.
The evidence shows the major tensions in AFL broadcasting in relation to stakeholder
relationships are the result of conflicts and misalignments between the public and commercial selfinterests in fans, broadcasters, and the AFL, and is demonstrated by how power is exerted in the
relationships. This power is a function of agency and access to authoritative and allocative resources,
and shapes what novel variations are incorporated into the domain. Additionally, by deploying their
power through relationships, powerful agents recreate the social structures that relationships take
place within, as do the powerless by acquiescing to this power. For example, to ensure their financial
survival, broadcasters agree to let their agency be shaped by consumer power, and therefore develop
new consumer products and business models to suit consumers, and in doing so reshape the structure
of the broadcasters while preserving the rule of commercial self-interest inside the organisation.
The evidence also demonstrates the field is not static, and some agents have seen their power
grow or diminish over time. Specifically, the AFL’s growing reliance on funding from rights agreements
to support their operations has seen broadcasters become more powerful agents in AFL broadcasting,
and accordingly, they have been able to win outcomes that benefit their commercial self-interest.
These outcomes have sometimes proven to work against public interests, as in the reduction of freeto-air games on television. Enabled by expanding entertainment and technology options, fans who
consume the game on television similarly wield increasing power over broadcasters and the AFL. The
evidence has also shown that power in relationships enables and constrains action, and as such, the
field acts as a structure which is recreated by agents when they observe these power dynamics. These
observations support structuration theory and the systems model of creativity.
Entrepreneurs can exploit the innovative and creative opportunities arising from these
tensions by deploying strategies to develop and maintain relationships that align with the interests in
their social system or organisation. Tensions may also be resolved by restoring a balance of power in
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relationships, or by pressing the advantage over others. For example, the AFL could restore their
power over broadcasters by diversifying their revenues and reducing their reliance on broadcasters
for income. Similarly, the AFL could restore public interests in relationships by scheduling games in
fan-friendly timeslots (Participant 21, 25/9/18), and as indicated, broadcasters may also improve the
quality of their relationship with fans by improving the consumption experience with differently priced
products and reliable distribution technology. Interestingly, there may be opportunities for
broadcasters to assert power in the relationship by exploiting the AFL’s need to realise public interests
in their broadcast rights. Specifically, a free-to-air broadcaster felt they could improve their power in
their relationship with sports organisations by highlighting their reach, reliability, and production
experience (Participant 33, 20/6/19), and broadcasters may also improve their chances of getting
fixture changes made which benefit them if they can convince the AFL match attendance won’t be
compromised (Participant 27, 2/11/18). These examples indicate that while changing agency to shift
power in relationships involves risk, this risk represents an entrepreneurial opportunity for agents via
a process of risk reversal. Similar opportunities exist elsewhere in AFL relationships. The AFL could
licence rights to an emergent platform and fans can choose alternative consumption platforms, but in
each case, there is a risk public and commercial self-interests will not be realised as they were before.
However, as they mutually depend on one another to support their respective business
models, the evidence indicates the rule of commercial self-interest dominates the AFL-broadcaster
relationship, and tensions in the relationship are usually resolved to realise commercial self-interest
outcomes, often at the expense of public interests. Commercial self-interests are prominent
throughout other stakeholder relationships in AFL broadcasting, and this finding supports the
assertion that “Every field is embedded in a specific social system” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988b, p. 331),
as it would suggest the foregrounding of commercial self-interests in stakeholder relationships reflect
wider neoliberalism in society. In this context, entrepreneurs should consider the financial benefit
they can leverage from relationships, to recreate the rule of commercial self-interest in their own
social structure, either in current form or by adapting it with new forms of agency in the relationship.

269

However, actions taken according to commercial self-interest may not be enough to change the power
dynamic in a relationship. The evidence indicates a set of secondary rules – often personal in nature –
can also shape power in relationships. Fans trust the AFL will act in their interest (Participant 21,
25/9/18). The AFL and broadcasters treat each other with respect (Participant 10, 26/10/17,
Participant 27, 2/11/18). Fans trust emergent media platforms will keep their data safe (Participant
31, 20/2/19). These values operate as rules in the field of AFL broadcasting and accordingly structure
agency. By acting to preserve trust and respect in relationships, the values are recreated, and the
structure persists, exemplifying structuration.

Characterising Entrepreneurialism in AFL Broadcasting
Participant responses about the meaning of entrepreneurialism generated compelling findings, as this
data potentially indicates what forms of agency are valued by the field in AFL broadcasting. With some
caveats, respondents felt entrepreneurial behaviour to be desirable, and identified specific traits they
considered to be entrepreneurial. These responses were compared with academic definitions of
entrepreneurialism to refine the results and discussion. Respondents clearly felt the market conditions
in AFL broadcasting, such as increased competition and shifting consumer habits, demand
entrepreneurial behaviour. Similarly, entrepreneurial agents preferably have a background in
business, an awareness of their context, and an investigative nature, so they can search for
opportunities and find different ways of doing business. They should also be creative, motivated,
willing to take risks, and resilient, especially if it leads to commercial benefits, although respondents
also suggested these traits are rare.
Respondents felt factors external to the individual can also contribute to entrepreneurialism.
Specifically, relationships between organisations are thought to promote reciprocal opportunities and
mutual benefits, and accordingly, the ability to develop networks and foster relationships which lead
to commercial benefits are valuable. The quality of these relationships may be more important than
their quantity, and the relationships have their own internal dynamics, governed by trust, respect, and
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commitment. Additionally, by achieving mutual benefit through relationships, agents may defend the
existing structure of their organisation, or accelerate its change into a new structure. Meanwhile,
internal relationships are seen to encourage a positive workplace culture and highlight the need for
effective leadership in an organisation, as effective leaders use their knowledge of the domain to
create and maintain a positive work environment.
Internal relationships and workplace culture are complementary to perhaps the most
important form of entrepreneurialism in AFL broadcasting – intrapreneurialism, where an agent
utilises the resources and networks available to create a competitive advantage for the organisation.
This is one of the key findings in the research. Data from respondents indicates strong support for the
intrapreneur concept, and respondents provided several clues about encouraging such behaviour in
agents. Specifically, respondents felt agents could identify opportunities for competitive advantage if
the company encouraged experimentation, destigmatised failure, and communicated new ideas and
their benefit to other employees. Some examples of limitations to entrepreneurial behaviour were
also identified, such as the size or culture of an organisation, the individual’s belief in their own
entrepreneurialism, social resistance to change, and potentially romantic views of creativity, where
agents only perceive structures such as regulation as limiting their agency. Social entrepreneurialism
is rare in AFL broadcasting, with only one respondent discussing it, and noting how it was lacking.
What is striking about these findings is that almost without exception, entrepreneurialism is
framed in commercial terms in AFL broadcasting. It is anticipated entrepreneurs will find new forms
of revenue and ways of doing business in response to increased competition and changing
consumption. As novel variations, the new forms of revenue and ways of doing business are presented
to the field, and provided the variation aligns with the values and interests of the field, it will be
permitted to become part of the domain. The new forms of revenue and ways of doing business also
represent changes in agency that reshape the organisation in the context of changes taking place in
the field and the domain, such as increased competition and changing consumption. However, this
outcome is not a fait accompli. If the novel variation is not deemed valuable by the field or does not
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align with their interests, it will be rejected and not added to the domain, and agency and structures
will remain the same. In the context of increased competition and changing consumption however,
continued failure to reshape the structure to meet these changes could ultimately lead to the demise
of the structure and the agents it supports.
In relation to the research questions, in the context of AFL broadcasting, the major tension
which exists in the characterisation of entrepreneurialism is the need to defend the commercial selfinterests of the organisation where agents work. This is because commercial self-interests are being
challenged by forces that affect the structure of the organisation, such as the arrival of emergent
media and changes in consumption habits. Entrepreneurialism is seen as a way of responding to those
challenges. Accordingly, an entrepreneurial mindset may be able to exploit the creative opportunities
arising from these tensions in several ways. To generate commercial self-interest outcomes, agents
need to immerse themselves in their domain, so they can develop an awareness of their context and
identify opportunities in that context. Immersion in domains outside of AFL broadcasting may also be
beneficial, such as business training, and the transferability of types of knowledge across domains
supports the interconnected nature of the systems model of creativity. Similarly, immersion in the
field will amplify the resources available and lead to identification of more commercial opportunities.
In a similar fashion, perhaps the greatest opportunity in relation to the tensions arising from
the characterising of entrepreneurialism in AFL broadcasting is fostering intrapreneurial behaviour.
While agents understood the need to be creative, exploit gaps in the market, and develop networks,
highlighting the organisational resources available may lead to even greater benefits. Authoritative
resources within organisations may motivate intrapreneurialism by communicating their vision and
goals, and by deploying codes and conventions that encourage and normalise intrapreneurial
behaviour. These codes and conventions may involve strategies which encourage communication and
experimentation, promote networking opportunities, highlight the resources available to staff,
destigmatise failure, mitigate risk, protect IP, and recognise creative behaviour. Intrapreneurialism
may also only be realised if agents have an affinity for their organisation and so are motivated to look
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for competitive advantage opportunities. Therefore, agents should be made to feel respected and
valued by management, and believe the organisation serves a positive purpose. However, what the
research does not reveal is if there is a relationship between gender and intrapreneurialism in AFL
broadcasting. As discussed in this section, AFL broadcasting is dominated by heterosexual men, and
this inequality may result in differences between men and women in terms of how intrapreneurialism
is experienced, what the term means, and why any such discrepancy exists. While this gap in the
research highlights a potential opportunity for future research, the dominant gender inside the culture
of the AFL is nonetheless male, and the views on entrepreneurialism reflected by the mostly male
participants in this research reflects the mostly male nature of the site.
An internal business culture that fosters intrapreneurialism may also convince agents about
the merits of the rules and resources underpinning the organisation, so they are motivated to recreate
those rules and follow instruction from authoritative resources, increasing organisational flexibility. A
strong intrapreneurial culture may also limit the types of agency which can lead to negative outcomes,
such as unethical or illegal behaviour. Another opportunity for authoritative resources within
organisations is to recast perceived limiting structures as enablers of creative behaviour. Specifically,
while research literature has increasingly argued that structures both enable and constrain agency
and creativity (Haralambos et al., 2013, Hesmondhalgh, 2002, p. 71, Bailin, 1988, p. 96-97), some
respondents felt creative behaviour is only limited by structures, and there may therefore be
opportunities for organisations to recast limiting structures as potential enablers of creativity.
The foregrounding of commercial self-interest in the characterisation of entrepreneurialism is
to be expected, given the commercial priorities of broadcasters and the AFL. However, what is not
being considered in respect to entrepreneurialism in AFL broadcasting is how such behaviour may also
realise public benefits, and opportunity may also exist in developing behaviour leading to public
benefit outcomes, or social entrepreneurialism. The evidence indicates that a focus on noncommercial innovations within an organisation may ultimately lead to commercial benefits
(Participant 05, 10/8/17), or restore an appreciation of public interest in organisations where it has
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waned. As indicated in the innovations group example, a focus on non-commercial innovations within
the organisation ultimately lead to commercial benefits.

The Arrival of Emergent Media Broadcasters and Changes in Consumption
The arrival of emergent media and changing consumption habits creates tension because it represents
a significant change in the domain and field, and in the authoritative and allocative resources, of AFL
broadcasting. Specifically, digital platforms grow the field and increase competition for rights, while
changing consumption habits challenge the value of existing rights agreements and the business
models on which they are based. These tensions not only threaten the profitability of established
broadcasters, but also reflect broad trends taking place throughout the western world. Globalisation,
deregulation, digital networks, affordable consumer technology, and increasing digital literacy are
indicative of contemporary western social existence and are largely outside of the control of agents in
AFL broadcasting. The investigation into emerging media and changing consumption also provides
evidence of power shifts taking place in AFL broadcasting. Specifically, because they appear better
equipped to deal with these global changes taking place, the AFL are attracted to emergent media
platforms as broadcast partners, and power in the market for AFL rights accordingly shifts in their
favour. Meanwhile, given the increasing range of platforms and entertainment options available,
consumer agency has increased, with this power exerted via transient consumption choices.
These changes and power shifts impact existing structures in AFL broadcasting, and result in
new forms of agency. Actions within organisations are taken to protect the current means of
generating revenue or to secure new forms of income. Investment is made in emerging technology
and new forms of content. Rights packages are redesigned, while broadcaster demands for exclusivity
also reshape agreements. New corporate partnerships are formed, and new employment positions
are created, while others are made obsolete, and consumption data is collected and harvested to drive
new strategies. However, some structures will work against changes in agency, such as existing
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relationships and incumbent advertiser and consumer preferences, while regulations discourage
forms of agency – such as piracy – that destabilise AFL broadcasting too much.
While these changes in agency are often motivated by of commercial self-interest, agents
inside the AFL also need to consider public interests when responding to the arrival of emergent media
and changes in consumption. For example, the AFL may award rights to a digital platform so it can
capture the shift to online consumption, but some sections of society will be prevented from accessing
this content, either because of the cost involved in purchasing the necessary equipment, or lack of an
adequate digital network in their area, or digital illiteracy. Therefore, in the context of these changes,
creating rights packages which balance freely and widely available coverage – regardless of the
broadcast technology – while simultaneously returning enough revenue to the AFL so it can support
its operations, appears to be a fine balancing act.
More importantly, emergent media and changes in consumption show the creative system of
AFL broadcasting at work. Novel variations in the form of new business models, distribution
technologies, and consumption practices are introduced to the field, often by emergent media
organisations. Consumers appraise the novel variation and either validate its ascension to the domain
or reject it, and in doing so provide evidence of the shifting preferences of the field. Similarly, by
validating an innovation such as OTT platforms and shifting their consumption preferences in that
direction, consumers change the importance of other conventions in the domain, such as network
infrastructure. Emergent media and changing consumption habits also provide evidence of the cyclical
nature of the systems model of creativity. For example, when novel variation is added to the domain,
such as OTT technology, other agents in the field, such as free-to-air broadcasters, learn from the
innovation and incorporate it into their own operations. In doing so, they develop another novel
variation, such as the free-to-air OTT portal, which is then validated (or not) by consumers in the field.
If successful, this novel variation is also added to the domain, and the process continues.
Analysis of emergent media and changing consumption habits in AFL broadcasting also
demonstrates structuration. Prior to the arrival of emergent media platforms, subscription
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broadcasters enabled consumers to access every game of AFL via paid portals, while simultaneously
constraining those who couldn’t afford the subscription. For those who could afford it, consumers
used their agency and allocative resource (i.e., disposable income) to pay for a subscription. This
agency transferred the allocative resources to the subscription broadcaster and recreated the
commercial self-interest rules and allocative resources underpinning the structure. However, because
they have agency and act according to the rule of commercial self-interest as well, consumers have
the capacity to change structures. Specifically, if a competing broadcaster offers a lower price point
to comparable content via an equally accessible distribution technology, consumers can shift their
agency in favour of the competitor, which undermines the structure of the initial broadcaster, while
strengthening the latter. In this case, the formative actions taken by agents within the original
broadcaster may no longer be suitable for recreating the structure, so new actions must be taken if
the structure is to survive. Such actions may include lowering the price of subscription and developing
consumption platforms for the distribution medium that consumers are migrating to. These changes
also challenge other pre-existing structures in the domain, such as regulation, because these preexisting structures do not constrain and enable the agency of the new agents in the field, and so are
not recreated by the actions of the new agents.
As this example suggests, the major tensions existing inside AFL broadcasting in relation to
emergent media and changing consumption habits stems from a shift in power from traditional
broadcasters to established media and consumers, and from the need to protect commercial selfinterests while changes to the field and domain are occurring. While other results and discussion
sections demonstrate the prevalence of commercial self-interests, the rate and nature of change
initiated by emergent media and changing consumption habits provides clear and strong evidence of
how ingrained this rule is throughout AFL broadcasting. The tension in needing to protect commercial
self-interests extends to consumers, who use their access to disposable income and attention to select
between the competing novel variations based on price. In the case of the AFL, an added tension
comes from also needing to protect public interests in the context of such change.
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An entrepreneurial mindset can exploit the creative opportunities arising from these tensions
in several ways. Firstly, some opportunity may lie in resisting these challenges and protecting the
status quo. However, greater opportunity appears to be in adapting to these challenges and preparing
for the media and consumption realities of the 21st century. Obviously, agents need an awareness of
the changes taking place, and they need to invest in personnel, relationships, and technologies, so
their business model adapts to the changes taking place. Consequently, agents should be rewarded
for innovations and forms of agency which recreate the structure of the organisation, so it is better
suited to the challenges of change, while maintaining the commercial self-interest of the organisation.
AFL agents may encounter greater difficulty in achieving these goals, as maintaining public interests
with new forms of agency and innovations may take a backseat to the financial sustainability of the
organisation, especially in the context of COVID-19, as discussed below.

Regulation
An historic characteristic of media regulation has been the need to balance consumer protection (i.e.,
public interests) with the need to let commerce innovate freely (i.e., commercial self-interests) (Lunt
and Livingstone, 2012, p. 4). AFL broadcasting is no different in this respect, with the tension in antisiphoning and copyright regulation a result of the commercial self-interests in organisations not
aligning with the public interests in the regulation. For example, anti-siphoning protects consumers
by increasing the chance that culturally valuable sport will be freely available on television, but
because it acts as a market protection for free-to-air broadcasters, anti-siphoning prevents sports
organisations from realising true market value for their rights, while subscription broadcasters are
unable to compete for rights on the same terms as free-to-air broadcasters. Public and commercial
self-interests also underpin tensions relating to the outdatedness of anti-siphoning legislation.
Because it operates as a condition on subscription broadcast licenses, anti-siphoning does not apply
to broadcasters without this license, such as emergent media platforms. Therefore, the scheme in its
current form does not prevent an emergent media platform from acquiring the rights to a listed event
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and putting the event behind a paywall, which creates public interest tension for consumers and
regulators. However, obsolete anti-siphoning regulation also creates commercial self-interest tension
for established broadcasters because their business model is affected by the regulation, while the
business model of emergent broadcasters is not.
Similar tensions are also found in copyright regulation. The AFL and their established
broadcast partners continue to argue for strong copyright protections to defend the commercial value
of their rights, while the government attempts to preserve public interests by providing consumers
with a set of exemptions that allow free use of copyright material, while simultaneously outlawing
overt violations which erode the commercial value of rights, such as piracy. Again, the anachronous
nature of copyright law creates tension, as it is not easily applied to the creation, distribution, and
consumption of contemporary media texts, characterised by creative collaboration, rapid and
sometimes uncontrolled dissemination, third-party publication platforms, the ease of copying and
sharing, and in the case of sports rights, the small window of commercial value. Other regulations
create similar public and commercial self-interest tensions. There are no laws in Australia preventing
a foreign-owned company – such as an emergent media platform – from acquiring Australian sports
rights, which could send profits and production jobs overseas. Emergent media platforms have
demonstrated anti-competitive behaviour in the past and yet are less regulated than established
media, and uncertainty surrounds the allocation of radiofrequency spectrum, as telecommunications
companies, digital platforms, and established broadcasters all create and distribute more content.
The investigation into regulation also highlighted the contested nature of values and
relationships in the field, which further revealed tensions in AFL broadcasting. For example, events on
the anti-siphoning list are considered to be of “national importance and cultural significance” (Dept.
of Broadband Communications and the Digital Economy, 2010b, p. 5), reflecting what the government
considers to be valuable to the field of Australian citizens. However, ambiguity surrounds the criteria
for adding or removing events from the anti-siphoning list, and similarly, in an era characterised by
globalisation, multiculturalism, and gender equality, determining what sports are the most ‘culturally
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relevant’ and therefore worthy of protection is increasingly complex. Similarly, the government
subsidy to Foxtel to increase the coverage of niche, women’s, and emerging sport is commendable
from a public interest perspective, but subsidising a subscription broadcaster to achieve the outcome
reflects government support for commercial self-interests in industry. In respect to copyright, the
decision to not extend safe harbour to digital intermediaries potentially reflects the strength of the
relationship between the government, rights holders such as the AFL, and established broadcasters,
at the expense of digital intermediaries such as Facebook and YouTube.
By examining how anti-siphoning regulation is applied, the investigation into regulation also
provides a strong example of how changes in agency can reshape a structure. Specifically, by creating
a rights agreement that did not conform to anti-siphoning requirements, agents from broadcasting
and Cricket Australia changed their agency so the rule of public interest in the anti-siphoning structure
was no longer being recreated. Accordingly, by choosing to not impose any penalties for failing to
conform to anti-siphoning, government agents also changed their agency so the rule of public interest
in anti-siphoning is no longer being recreated. As such, the structure changes shape to reflect the
erosion of public interests, and this transformation continues a long-term trend in this direction.
Furthermore, the steady reduction of free-to-air protections provided by anti-siphoning suggest
regulation agents have increasingly recognised and rewarded creative activity benefitting commercial
rather than public interest outcomes. Similar observations can be made about copyright regulation in
Australia in recent years. However, some respondents are still willing to defend anti-siphoning
(Participant 13, 4/4/18, Participant 25, 5/10/18) and copyright (Participant 24, 3/10/18), suggesting
the field is not uniform in prioritising commercial self-interest when applying regulation.
More significantly, the results and discussion demonstrate that as an archive of codes and
conventions, regulations form part of the domain in the system of AFL broadcasting which contributes
to the creative process. As a demonstration, multiple respondents reported that regulation plays a
minor role in rights negotiations, because the people involved come from a legal background and
already have considerable experience with anti-siphoning requirements (Participant 04, 21/6/17,
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Participant 25, 5/10/18). The agents have inculcated the anti-siphoning codes and conventions so it
becomes part of their habitus (Johnson, 1993, p. 5). This innate knowledge constrains and enables
agency by shaping what can and can’t be done with rights, leading to the creation of rights packages
conforming to the values of regulator gatekeepers in the field, so they can be added to the domain.
There are clear examples where an entrepreneurial mindset might be able to exploit the
opportunities arising from these tensions. Primarily, there are opportunities for government agents
to restore the balance between public and commercial self-interests in regulation. For example,
commercial broadcast licenses can be reformed so they are platform neutral and apply equally to
emergent media platforms, and by enforcing anti-siphoning requirements more rigorously.
Implementing such reforms may be difficult, but until such reform is realised, sports organisations
such as the AFL can exploit the tension in the structure by courting broadcasters who are not subject
to the regulation, and by circumventing it, as Cricket Australia has done.
In relation to copyright, the government could restore the balance between public and
commercial self-interests by introducing fair use provisions, live dynamic site blocking laws, and
limited liability for digital intermediaries. However, changing the structure of copyright may also be
led by agents inside the AFL. Specifically, AFL agents could engage with fans to develop ‘soft laws’ for
user generated content, such as allowing consumers to use broadcast material to create highlight
clips, if they are limited to a few minutes in length and do not disparage the league’s reputation. Over
time, because they give regulators a better understanding of what defines acceptable use and what
defines criminal behaviour, ‘soft laws’ can become ‘hard law’, and this legal certainty gives industry
the confidence to develop flexible business models suited to changing consumption habits and the
online environment. These examples demonstrate how agents in government and industry can change
their behaviour leading to a change in the structure of copyright, which in turn changes the agency of
consumers and industry agents, who would recreate the new structure of copyright regulation
through their new actions. Realising such opportunities from the tensions in copyright may be difficult,
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but a fixation on the ‘old fashioned’ copyright approach prevents the development of new copyright
and business model structures which commercialise changing viewer habits and online consumption.
The investigation of regulation in AFL broadcasting provides some of the strongest evidence
in support of structuration theory and the systems model of creativity. Regulation clearly enables and
constrains agency. Anti-siphoning enables the relevant minister to choose what events are included
on the list, and ACMA has the power to investigate infractions. Anti-siphoning enables free-to-air
broadcasters by giving them priority access to rights, while subscription broadcasters are
simultaneously constrained from accessing rights. Meanwhile, listed sports are constrained because
they must either allocate rights to free-to-air or find a way around the legislation, while sports not
included on the list do not face the same constraint and can court the revenues from subscription
broadcasters. Similarly, copyright enables rights holders by rewarding them for their efforts, and by
giving the public a degree of access to information, while also limiting the public from having too much
access to creative material and preventing pirate behaviour. Regulation is a clear example of codes in
the domain which agents learn from to generate innovations such as rights agreements, and by acting
in relation to regulations, agents observe the rules and resources in regulation structures, so they are
recreated and prevail over time. The results and discussion also demonstrate how regulation
structures can be challenged and reshaped by agents not observing the rules and resources of
regulation, and by the changes taking place at the cultural and societal level, such as globalisation and
increasing digital connectedness.

Business Models and Organisational Performance
The business model of an organisation and the means of assessing the performance of that business
model reflects the rules and resources underpinning the organisation. These rules and resources set
the business on a path it becomes dependant on, which accordingly shapes agent behaviour in the
organisation, so the structure of the organisation is recreated through their actions. In this context,
tension can emerge when there are competing rules underpinning a business model, and when the
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rules and resources supporting the business model are challenged by changes taking place in the
domain and field the business operates within.
In the AFL, powerful authoritative resources – the members of the AFL Commission – are
responsible for managing the organisation so it can generate enough commercial income to support
the AFL competitions and stakeholder groups who rely on the AFL for resources, while also delivering
the public benefits that the AFL provides to fans and the community. By immersing themselves in
related business and sports administration domains, these agents select and implement a convention
from the domain which will be the basis of their business model and realise the public and commercial
self-interests of the league – competitive balance. These decisions set the organisation on a path it
becomes dependant on, and which becomes the justification for future actions within the
organisation. For example, the AFL licenses it broadcast rights so that the public interests of free-toair coverage are balanced with the commercial self-interest of premium revenues offered by
subscription television. Fixture decisions balance the public interest of an evenly matched competition
against the commercial self-interest of maximising revenues from match attendances and
broadcasters. AFL agents must also balance the commercial self-interest of protecting their rights in
broadcasts from piracy against the public interest of allowing free access to broadcast material, and
they need to balance public and commercial interests when expanding the competition, introducing
new formats such as AFLW and AFLX, and making changes to gameplay laws. Because the AFL chose
a path of competitive balance to achieve their public and commercial self-interests, it becomes
dependant on maintaining and justifying competitive balance measures to support the organisation.
Similarly, by maintaining and justifying competitive balance measures, agents inside the AFL observe
and recreate the rules underpinning the structure of the business model, so that it prevails over time.
However, because the business model of the AFL is comprised of two rules – public and
commercial self-interests – tensions can emerge when these rules are not in alignment with the
interests of the various stakeholders the AFL supports. For example, with subscription broadcasters
paying most of the rights fees over the last two rights deals, the number of games on free-to-air
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television has reduced, and this creates tension with the public interests of fans (Participant 21,
25/9/18). Conversely, to protect the public interests in competitive balance, the league needs to
prevent clubs from intentionally losing games to achieve a higher draft position (Fox Sports Australia,
2019, online), prevent larger clubs from asserting their commercial firepower and dominating the
competition (Participant 30, 5/12/18), and prevent player salaries from becoming too high (Participant
28, 2/11/18). Because it impacts so many stakeholders, the fixture also has the potential to create
tension within and between groups, who each have their own interests (AFL, 2019a). In the context of
fixture decisions, the results and discussion also demonstrated that AFL agents make decisions which
are not always a “conscious obedience to rules” (Johnson, 1993, p. 5), and instead involve inclinations
and tendencies based on knowledge about various groups in the field, such as fans, and it also
demonstrated the prioritising of commercial self-interests in AFL decisions, if only subconsciously. The
investigation of fixture decisions also demonstrated that issues of interpretation are not confined to
qualitative data. Specifically, the discussion showed quantitative data alone could not explain the
discrepancy between teams in their free-to-air coverage, and accurately interpreting the data
required synthesising qualitative and quantitative together.
As suggested, tension can also be found in relation to business models and organisational
performance when the rules and resources supporting the business model are challenged by changes
taking place in the domain and field. This tension affects both the AFL and their broadcast partners.
Specifically, the commercial self-interests in a business model premised on a stable media
environment and clearly defined copyright laws is challenged by increased competition, developments
in technology, changing consumption habits, and a global pandemic. The tension from these changes
may initially be resisted by exerting more control over broadcast rights and defending the old business
model. This observation further supports the path dependency thesis (Arestis and Sawyer, 2009,
Sydow et al., 2011), as it explains why AFL and broadcasting agents are so fervent in their defence of
copyright protections, with these actions reinforcing their chosen business path.
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However, trying to recreate the structure of the business by acting in the same way despite
such challenges may lead to the demise of the organisation, so new actions are needed to reshape the
structure. To develop new forms of agency, agents immerse themselves in the domain and field of AFL
broadcasting. Creative practices resulting from this immersion are discussed below, but taking any
new action and reshaping the structure will involve risk, which also creates tension. This section also
found evidence supporting the Rogers diffusion of innovations model (2003). Specifically, the research
found there is a class of consumer – the “cord-nevers” (Barton, 2018, p. 7) – who leapfrog traditional
subscription broadcasting and instead consume content primarily via OTT platforms. Hence, cordnevers are potential ‘innovators’ and ‘early adopters’ in the take-up of OTT technology, as they are
not beholden to established forms of distribution technologies. Similarly, cord-nevers may be
considered gatekeepers in the field, as they can affect the addition of new innovations to the domain,
but they do not have ultimate power in this respect, as broadcast executives and larger audiences also
play a gatekeeping role in the dispersal of the innovation. Nevertheless, if OTT innovations are
adopted by the field and added to the domain, audiences can be monetised in a new way, which
changes the path of broadcasters and the AFL. This is a clear demonstration of structuration, as agents
and structures reshape one another, and by doing so, make the structure more suited to the context.
An entrepreneurial mindset can exploit the creative opportunities arising from these tensions.
In commercial broadcasters, this may be achieved by shifting the path of the business so commercial
self-interests are preserved in response to market challenges, while the same applies in the case of
the AFL, although public interests also need to be maintained while the path is changed. Shifting paths
may be easier if dependency on the old path is lessened. This may require divestment from
partnerships and business practices that have supported the path for 50 years, which clearly will not
be easy and will create its own tension. The public and commercial self-interest rules that underpin
the AFL and the broadcasters do not need to be abandoned as the path changes, but identifying and
exploiting opportunities to change the path may be essential, given current market challenges.
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Broadcasters can invest in new personnel and technologies, develop new relationships, demand
greater exclusivity, sharpen their investment in sports rights, and exploit their rights in new ways.
The AFL can similarly change their path by exploring new relationships and business models,
and as will be discussed below, repackaging their rights. Opportunities may also emerge in the way
consumer data is collected. Change may also require regulators and emergent media platforms to
recognise and respond to the changing structures of the AFL and established broadcasters, so that
new business paths can be taken. Harvesting consumer data can also help organisations sharpen their
responses to the contemporary media environment. For instance, consumer data can help the AFL
and broadcasters focus their investment and content creation strategies on the forms of content they
know will engage, and be popular, with consumers. This raises questions however about the
exploitation of consumers, and their awareness and willingness to have their data collected. It is not
clear if fans understand how much of their data is collected or how it is used, as the researcher only
discovered this during their research. Post-Cambridge Analytica, questions about the nature and
purpose of data collection should take on increasing importance for organisations, and as such,
potential opportunities around data collection and management emerge in the relationship between
organisations and consumers, so consumers are explicitly informed on how their data will be collected
and used, and what measures are in place to protect it.

Broadcast Rights Value
Broadcast agreements are ascribed value based on their context, and they contain a set of codes and
conventions which agents learn from in a system. Rights agreements accordingly are allocative
resources in the domain of AFL broadcasting, and the major tension in relation to broadcasting rights
stems from the commercial self-interest attached to the rights, and the accordant need to protect and
monetise those rights. The AFL needs revenue from their rights to support their operations, while
broadcasters need rights to capture and monetise audiences, and hence commercially related
tensions are evident throughout the negotiation, creation, and execution of rights agreements.
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Furthermore, given rights are a key to business models in AFL broadcasting, it is unsurprising the
pressure is intense in this tension. To provide some context, when Foxtel and Seven West Media
signed the 2017-2022 AFL rights agreement, they committed to paying more than $360 million per
year combined on the rights (Mason and Stensholt, 2015, online), while more than half of the AFL’s
annual revenue comes from their broadcasting rights and AFL media operations (AFL, 2020b, p. 158).
Other findings emerge from the investigation into broadcasting rights. It highlights the
authoritative resources in the field, as powerful and expert agents are involved in the negotiation of
agreements affecting all other groups in the field, including consumers, arguably the most powerful
authoritative resource in AFL broadcasting due to their access to disposable income and attention. It
highlights how agents involved in negotiations are primarily attempting to achieve a financially
beneficial outcome for their organisation, and to achieve a financially beneficial outcome, these
agents immerse themselves in the domain and field of AFL broadcasting, to gain the forms of
knowledge which will help them produce a novel variation – the rights agreement. These types of
knowledge include negotiation tactics and information about broadcast production costs, while
relationships with other agents in the field may also figure into negotiations. It also highlights how
relationships in the field of AFL broadcasting oscillate between periods of intense volatility during
negotiations, and periods of long stability when an agreement is enacted.
The results and discussion also found the creative value of the AFL rights agreement is
assessed differently throughout the field. For example, some sections of the field readily recognise
the creativity in the rights agreement and accept them into the domain. Unsurprisingly, this includes
broadcasting agents that work for organisations who have paid for the rights (Participant 07, 31/8/17,
Participant 10, 26/10/17, Participant 25, 5/10/18, Participant 31, 20/2/19), agents within the AFL itself
(Participant 27, 2/11/18), and agents financially supported by the AFL, such as players, coaches, and
club officials (Participant 35, 27/4/20, Participant 37, 24/8/20, Participant 30, 5/12/18, Participant 23,
3/10/18, Participant 14, 6/4/18). This group also includes businesses who buy advertising time during
free-to-air coverage (Participant 34, 26/2/20), government officials who see no reason to restrict or
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interfere in the rights (Participant 32, 23/7/19), and industry observers such as trade journalists
(Participant 08, 22/9/17, Participant 19, 13/6/18, Participant 36, 10/6/20). The high ratings AFL
achieves on television suggests consumers also see creative value in the agreement.
This validation by the field is not universal, however. An AFL coach and player both made
observations about how the broadcasting arrangement came at the cost of increased access to players
and coaches (Participant 35, 27/4/20, Participant 37, 24/8/20), and as noted many times already,
some supporters are concerned about the slow erosion of free-to-air AFL coverage over the last two
agreements (Participant 21, 25/9/18). Established broadcasters also demonstrated wavering interest
in the value attached to rights. Specifically, while they attract large audiences, sports rights are
exceptionally expensive, and in the context of fragmenting audiences and reduced revenues
(Participant 33, 20/6/19), established broadcasters need to decide between paying for expensive
sports rights to attract large audiences and accelerating their transition to digital, or focusing on lowcost content which is less proven to attract audiences. These conflicting views on the creative value
of the AFL rights agreement provides further insight into the rules which underpin and dominate AFL
broadcasting. Specifically, those reliant on AFL broadcasting revenue are likely to see the value of the
rights in commercial terms and have assessed their value positively, while those who rely on the rights
to realise public interests, such as fans, see the value of the rights indifferently or negatively. In this
regard, the evidence again suggests the rule of commercial self-interest dominates AFL broadcasting.
Significantly, live sport on television has an important cultural and social function, but the
main defender of public interests is effectively absent from negotiations, with the government
indicating it has no desire to be involved in the process, and not always enforcing anti-siphoning
requirements. This provides further evidence of advancing neoliberalism within government, and the
uneven application of anti-siphoning suggests this part of the domain is flexible, allowing those agents
immersed in the system to bend the rules to reach creative outcomes. This finding supports Sharon
Bailin’s assertion that creativity relates to having “a real understanding of the discipline in which one
is engaged” of the rules in a discipline (1988, p. 96-97).

287

Tensions relating to public interests are found in relation to the value of broadcast rights. For
example, sports organisations attempt to achieve a balance of reach and revenue in their rights, and
sports organisations are cautious of licensing their rights to emergent media, given the negative
consumer sentiment towards some platforms, their questionable reliability and reach, and their lack
of experience in producing sport. In defending public interests during negotiations, agents from sports
organisations must also understand consumer values if the agreement is to be accepted by fans. The
appreciation for fan values within the AFL has been questioned over the last two agreements, given
the erosion of free-to-air games over that period (Participant 21, 25/9/18).
Additionally, even though the government may not always enforce them, agents involved in
negotiations must still learn about the various regulations affecting their organisations, with antisiphoning and copyright regulation both featuring in AFL rights negotiations. As indicated in earlier
findings, the results and discission demonstrate that regulation is implied rather than expressly
discussed during negotiations (Participant 04, 21/6/17, Participant 25, 5/10/18); a finding supporting
the systems model of creativity, which suggests agents must inculcate the codes and conventions of
a domain to be creative. The results and discussion also provide further support of the cyclical nature
of the systems mode of creativity, as once the rights agreement has been accepted by the field and
added to the domain, other agents learn from the rights agreement to generate further novel
variations. Specifically, club agents indicated that conditions in the AFL agreement shape how they
create content for fans (Participant 30, 5/12/18, Participant 23, 3/10/18, Participant 14, 6/4/18).
The results and discussion again support structuration theory. It demonstrates how the rules
underpinning the structure of an organisation will shape the behaviour of agents during negotiations,
and who through their actions, create a novel variation which benefits the organisation, thereby
ensuring its recreation and survival. The discussion demonstrated how broad structural shifts, such as
changes in consumption, can change the value ascribed to a rights agreement – an allocative resource
underpinning the structure of AFL broadcasting. It also demonstrates how rights negotiations are an
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incredibly complex process involving an assortment of rules, resources, codes, conventions, and
power hierarchies, each of which constrains and enables creative behaviour.
There are three opportunities for entrepreneurs to exploit tensions in broadcasting rights.
Firstly, opportunities may be found before the negotiation of rights. For example, by developing a
direct-to-consumer model and selling non-live rights to emergent media companies, the AFL may
avoid tensions in negotiations by diversifying their revenues and reducing their reliance on
broadcasters. Broadcasters may similarly avoid tension by reducing the importance attached to the
rights, which can be achieved by diversifying their businesses model.
Secondly, opportunities may be found during the negotiation of rights. Agents will act
according to the rules underpinning their organisation, but because these rules differ between
organisations, agents must be willing to concede the negotiation may never be completely resolved
in their favour. The AFL may therefore find broadcasters more amenable during negotiations if they
can deliver exclusivity in rights, even if it means a potential loss in revenue. Broadcasters could find
the AFL more amenable during negotiations if they can demonstrate a commitment to delivering reach
and revenue, regardless of their business model. If agents from both sides understand the motivations
of their peers and are willing to cede ground in some areas, a creative outcome can be achieved which
delivers a degree of positive outcomes for both sides, and therefore the agreement is more likely to
be validated by the field and added to the domain.
Finally, opportunities may be found after the negotiation of rights. The AFL and the
broadcasters can work with digital platforms to detect and takedown infringing content, or
alternatively, by commercialising user-generated content via revenue sharing arrangements with
content creators and the platforms where they publish. In all these opportunities however, agents
cannot reach creative outcomes without immersion in the domain and field to develop an innate
knowledge of negotiation practices, rights agreements, relationships, power hierarchies, and the rules
and resources underpinning other organisations. This innate knowledge means any novel variation
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agents produce are likely to be accepted by the field – including those on the other side of the
negotiating table and behind screens – and added to the domain.

The Future of AFL Broadcasting in the Context of COVID-19
Fortunately, this research project took place during a once-in-a-lifetime global pandemic, which
allowed the case study to compare the AFL broadcasting system during a time of stability, against a
period of intense disruption. This comparison reveals subtle changes which might otherwise have
been missed, as well as entirely new changes, and changes in the direction the system may take in the
future. For example, many new tensions in AFL broadcasting are the direct result of COVID-19.
Specifically, travel restrictions, limits on large gatherings, and an economic downturn led to the
postponement of sporting competitions, staff layoffs, and reductions in advertising and consumer
spending. However, COVID-19 has also amplified pre-existing tensions in AFL broadcasting. The shift
towards online video consumption accelerated during lockdowns, which advanced already changing
power dynamics in the system and emphasised the need for organisations to investigate alternative
business models. In this context, the major tensions existing inside AFL broadcasting, in relation to
sports rights in the context of COVID-19, are the result of rapid and broad changes taking place in the
context the system resides within. In particular, the pace, magnitude, and implications of the changes
taking place makes it difficult for agents to change their behaviour quickly enough so the structure of
their organisation can be recreated and reshaped to survive.
For example, established broadcasters continue to be underpinned by the rule of commercial
self-interest, but the allocative and authoritative resources supporting the structure are undergoing
significant change. Staff levels are reduced. Advertising revenue has dropped. Consumption shifts
online. Content supply lines are cut. In response, agents inside these organisations change their
behaviour and rapidly develop novel variations to be added to the domain, which will reshape the
structure. This new agency involves risk, and risk creates tension, because it is not known if the new
form of agency will recreate or replace the authoritative and allocative resources prior to the
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disruption. Specifically, agents improve and monetise OTT platforms, demand regulatory support,
develop new business partnerships, and implement broadcast innovations such as the hub
production, where most staff work remotely. The research also unearthed new forms of language in
AFL broadcasting, with one agent indicating they now use the term “free-to-stream” inside their
organisation (Participant 02, 8/10/20), which articulates the shift from terrestrial to OTT broadcasting
in free-to-air consumption. The new term simultaneously reflects a shift in the domain of AFL
broadcasting, with streaming becoming the dominant mode of consumption, reflecting a shift in the
structure, with agents inside organisations adapting their business model to suit this form of
consumption. Another felt there is no longer any point trying to differentiate services by their
distribution technology and accordingly suggested we are now in the “post-OTT” era (Participant 18,
11/5/18). Again, this indicates a potential shift in the domain, with businesses de-emphasising
distribution technologies and instead focusing on the quality of the service and the content.
AFL agents faced similar tension in preserving the public and commercial self-interests in their
organisation as allocative and authoritative resources changed around them. As mentioned, the
competition was postponed, which disrupted revenue flows leading to staff stand-downs. With
competition halted, public interests were also challenged as fans disengaged from the sport. Agents
inside the AFL also scrambled to develop novel variations which could be added to the domain so the
structure could survive in a new form. Player hubs were established, which allowed the competition
to restart. Rights agreements were renegotiated. To keep fans engaged, archive material and game
replays were posted online. Halting the competition also created tension for fans, who also changed
their behaviour to protect their public and commercial self-interests. Spending on subscription
services initially dropped, with fans subsequently shifting their attention to (often free) online
platforms, where they could find AFL content.
The disruption caused by COVID-19 has also highlighted unique dynamics of the field and
domain of AFL broadcasting. For example, the shift to online consumption which occurred during the
pandemic not only indicates a shift in power away from established broadcasters towards emergent
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platforms, but more importantly, it emphasises the power of audiences in the system. The shift to
online consumption also suggests the value attached to mobile devices and digital networks is
increasing in the system, while the value attached to set-top boxes and terrestrial antennas decreases.
With games suspended and no revenue being generated from broadcasting rights, the pandemic also
shifted power away from the AFL and towards the established broadcasters and underscored how
dependant the AFL is on broadcasting revenues. As indicated, broadcasters asserted this power by
renegotiating down what they paid for rights. While the AFL may be able to recover some of this
power, given the ability of its games to attract audiences in a disrupted market (Masters, 2021, online),
COVID-19 nevertheless disrupted power in relationships in the system, and in some cases irrevocably.
An entrepreneurial mindset can exploit the creative opportunities arising from tensions
related to COVID-19 by sourcing the allocative and authoritative resources needed to reshape
structures and protect the interests underpinning those structures. This will involve reducing the
reliance on existing resources and utilising others, which will in turn create further tension as
relationships are recast and business models adapted. The AFL may need to further their relationship
with emergent broadcasters and reduce it with established broadcasters. The league can squeeze
more value from their other allocative resources, such as making changes to competition formats and
gameplay laws, and by selling non-live content rights. Alternatively, the league could reduce their
reliance on broadcasters altogether by taking their production in-house and going direct-to-consumer.
As their business model changes, the league may need to prioritise commercial self-interests in the
short-term at the expense of public interests, or explore options outside of broadcasting to deliver
public benefits, if this is still valued within their organisation.
Established broadcasters meanwhile can reshape their structure by investing in allocative and
authoritative resources – such as the requisite technology and personnel – to transition into digital
media companies. As one respondent noted, this transformation may have already started pre-COVID:
“broadcasters have been evolving their business models for some time and this basically entails launching directto-consumer streaming platforms ranging from freely accessible, public or ad-funded catch-up services, to paid
services using transactions or subscriptions… Every broadcaster has to determine the goal, timing and extent of
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the operational and technology transformations needed for them to survive and/or thrive going forward, and the
shift… to cloud-based technologies was already well underway at many pre-COVID.” (Participant 18, 21/10/20)

The longevity of the technology behind terrestrial and cable broadcasting appears to be waning
significantly. High speed data networks offer consumers affordances which historical broadcast
systems cannot easily replicate, such as the ability to easily engage with content and share it with
others. The user data generated on digital networks similarly provides broadcasters with granular
information beyond that which traditional broadcast systems can provide. With the shift to online
consumption advancing, the broadcasters who have built their business model on these distribution
technologies risk failing unless they can pivot to OTT systems. This may involve running both
traditional and OTT delivery systems simultaneously while they bridge the gap, which will invariably
stretch their resources. To bridge this gap, established broadcasters may need to focus their existing
operations on niche markets where audience interest is reliable and strong to fund the transition of
becoming a digital media company. The divestment from film and entertainment production and
subsequent focus on live news and sport by News Corp may be an example of such a pivot (Atkinson,
2018). Meanwhile, emergent broadcasters are already supported by strong business models not
reliant on broadcasting for success, again putting them in an advantageous position in the system.

Research Implications
Data from 37 primary research participants, 10 secondary sources, the researcher’s blog, and 74
documents indicate the major tensions inside AFL broadcasting and digital sectors are the result of
conflict in and between public and commercial self-interests. These tensions can be found in and
between each of the major agents in the research: the Australian Football League, their established
and emerging broadcast partners, broadcast regulators, and the AFL supporters who consume
televised coverage of the game. An entrepreneurial mindset can exploit the opportunities arising from
these tensions by inculcating information about the domain and field, and the rules and resources in
AFL broadcasting, and then utilising this knowledge to create novel variations which align with the
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interests of the agent, or the organisation, or other gatekeepers in the field. The novel variation can
then be presented to the field, who will recognise its value and add it to the domain, as happened
with the Kayo OTT platform and AFLW competition, or it will not be considered valuable and be
rejected, as happened to the Presto OTT platform and AFLX competition. However, if the novel
variation has been developed using intimate knowledge about the conventions in the domain and the
values in the field of AFL broadcasting, it stands the greatest chance of being accepted by the field and
added to the domain, which will recreate the structures which enabled and constrained the initial
entrepreneurial agency that led to the creation of the novel variation.2
These findings validate the systems model of creativity. They demonstrate that creativity is
the result of an emergent process between the field, domain, and agent, and they demonstrate how
the components are deeply intertwined and can only be separated notionally from one another for
the purpose of analysis. The observations also demonstrate how systems are dynamic, with
innovations added throughout the system driving further creativity in a process of continual evolution.
For instance, agents use their knowledge about the field and domain to create a rights agreement they
believe will be accepted by the field, which includes regulators, clubs, players, and most importantly,
the fans. If it is accepted by the field, the agreement becomes part of the domain that will shape the
actions of other agents, such as emergent media organisations, non-rights holders, and news outlets.
The rights agreement is also affected by domains and fields external to AFL broadcasting but intersect
with it, such as copyright regulation and government regulators. The findings also validate
structuration theory. They demonstrate how structures consist of rules and resources enabling and
constraining agency, and how that agency recreates those structures so they are “reproduced across
time and space” (Giddens, 1984, p. 25). For example, negotiations are structured by the rules and
resources underpinning the organisations involved, and accordingly, these rules and resources are
embedded in the rights agreement when it is created. Once created, the rights agreement – and the
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The implications for industry arising from these findings have been collated into a report that can be found
here: https://thesportswatcher.blogspot.com/2021/11/implications-for-industry-arising-from.html.
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rules and resources embedded in it – enable and constrain the decisions of agents within AFL
broadcasting, with this agency recreating the structure of the rights agreement so it – and the
organisations dependent on it – can survive over time.
The research also demonstrates the alignment of the systems model of creativity and
structuration theory. Broadly, the field and domain of the systems model respectively aligns with the
authoritative and allocative resources of structuration theory. The rules or procedures of operation of
structuration theory similarly align with the rules in the domain and the value systems in the field of
the systems model of creativity (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996, Csikszentmihalyi, 1999). Because it often
explained agent behaviour, identification of rules proved especially useful in the research, as it
facilitated classifying and analysing the data, and the interpretation of findings. Overlaying these
theories also strengthened the conceptual prism through which the data was analysed. For example,
the rules of public and commercial self-interest are found throughout the field and domain of AFL
broadcasting, and as such, by shaping agency according to these rules, the field and domain act as
structures which agents recreate through their agency. Both theories also account for power
hierarchies in the field, and both theories account for the way agents inculcate the rules and resources
of the structure they work within to operate efficiently and creatively, just as they inculcate the
idiosyncrasies of the field, domain, and agent in their context to operate efficiently and creatively.
The research theories used to collect and interpret the data in the project also comfortably
account for the complexity of the AFL broadcasting system. Specifically, the systems model of
creativity and structuration theory have proven to be flexible and scalable, with observations of
creativity and agency made in and between sites of various size and scale. Similarly, the framing
theories can also manage broader contextual factors outside of the research site and allow for the
simultaneous alignment and conflict between public and commercial self-interest rules underpinning
tensions in AFL broadcasting. The framing theories deal with this complexity by allowing for
complicated information to be rationally classified into categories such as field, domain, agents,
agency, rules, and authoritative and allocative resources. By simplifying this classification process and
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helping the researcher decide “which facts matter and which do not” (Baylis and Smith, 1997, p. 3),
the systems model of creativity and structuration theory readily decoded complex social systems,
enabling insights to be extrapolated from the data and proving their worth as research theories.
By efficiently decoding the data, the systems model of creativity and structuration theory has
also facilitated a critical investigation into AFL broadcasting, as they helped confirm the research
hypotheses, unearth obvious and previously hidden motives, and address the research questions.
Cottrell argues that “Critical thinking helps you to identify the obvious and the hidden messages more
accurately, and to understand the process by which an argument is constructed” (2005, p. 2). In this
regard, the theories helped to reveal obvious and hidden insights in AFL broadcasting. For example,
the research indicates that rights holders and legislators in the system are conservative by nature and
believe the market – not regulators – are best suited to allocating resources and generating public
benefits. These arguments are constructed from long-standing ideological positions and conflicts in
western, democratic, industrialised societies, between free markets and private property on the one
hand, and market control and social resources on the other.
The systems model of creativity and structuration theory similarly helps identify the obvious
and hidden power in relationships, and how that power is deployed, in AFL broadcasting. Broadcasters
use their power in the relationship with the AFL to realise outcomes that serve their commercial selfinterests. However, broadcasters also use this power to gain an advantage over less obvious
stakeholders, such as clubs and players on game day. The systems model of creativity and
structuration theory also reveals the less obvious power various stakeholders hold in AFL
broadcasting. While a broadcast rights agreement is primarily shaped by executives within the AFL
and their broadcast partners, the agreement is subject to scrutiny from a series of authoritative
resources and gatekeepers, such as boards, shareholders, market analysts, industry journalists, and
consumers. The framing theories also demonstrate how agents attach obvious and hidden meaning
to their context. Specifically, the systems model of creativity and structuration theory explains how
agents perceive structures as either enabling and/or constraining of their agency. AFL agents believe
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anti-siphoning regulation prevents them from realising the full market value for their rights, while
free-to-air broadcasters believe anti-siphoning regulation enables them to gain an advantage during
rights negotiations. However, both sides need the structure of anti-siphoning for agency to take place,
as it provides a baseline for negotiations to commence.
Qualitative case study limitations are discussed in the literature review, but specific limitations
are worth revisiting in the context of this project. For example, the research was a substantial
undertaking that is unlikely to be easily replicated, and the data is limited by the inaccessibility to
some of the top-ranking executives within AFL broadcasting. Research participants are predominantly
male and come from western backgrounds, and their experiences and identification of tensions may
not reflect those from other contexts. Data collection took place over four years, during which time
the media landscape changed, and most of the data was collected prior to COVID-19. However, as also
discussed in the literature review, these limitations have been countered by the academic rigour of
the research design and the researcher. Specifically, the research synthesised qualitative and
quantitative data collection and analysis, which improved the researcher’s investigation techniques,
while limiting the effects of data misinterpretation and promoting a strong understanding of meanings
in the data (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983, Thompson, 1990). Similarly, the information in each
theme was carefully filtered through the framing theories of the project, with the results assessed in
consideration of the research questions.
This methodical and deliberate approach to the collection, analysis, and interpretation of the
data has led to rational conclusions, backed by sound evidence and a strong theoretical foundation.
Accordingly, while generalising findings from case study research is typically difficult, the strength of
the theoretical frames used in the research make the findings generalisable to a degree. Specifically,
the tension between public and commercial self-interests, and the entrepreneurial opportunities
arising from these tensions are likely to be found in similar sports broadcasting systems, such as the
NRL and cricket in Australia, elite rugby competitions in New Zealand and South Africa, and cricket in

297

the UK. The key site of these tensions in the AFL broadcasting system – the AFL fixture and the league’s
control over it – is also likely to be the key site of tensions in comparable systems.
The research offers support to other theoretical concepts. It demonstrates how agents
internalise knowledge about their context, which becomes part of their “habitus,” enabling them to
act in a predisposed way without having to consciously think about it (Johnson, 1993, p. 5).
Demonstrations of creativity in large organisations add significant support to the ‘intrapreneur’
concept (Mazzarol, 2011, p. 111). The research also supports the Everett Rogers’ diffusion of
innovations model (Rogers, 2003), with the take-up of subscription video on-demand services in
Australia mimicking the diffusion of innovations curve.3 Rights holders defence of a business model
based on the exploitation of rights through limited industry-controlled portals supports the path
dependency thesis (Arestis and Sawyer, 2009), and the research adds weight to the argument that
media legislators are shifting from a government to governance approach to regulation (Lunt and
Livingstone, 2012). The research supports claims that current regulatory mechanisms are inadequate
for handling informal media practices (Lobato and Thomas, 2015), and it provides further evidence of
‘trickster’ behaviour in consumers, with the researcher cataloguing their own attempts at subverting
“the boundaries of popular culture and copyright” (McArthur, 2000, cited in Burroughs, 2017, p. 67).
The project adds to the research into AFL broadcasting undertaken by Fujak et al., who found
television ratings alone do not account for all the value broadcasters get from free-to-air rights (2017).
Beyond television ratings, this research project found broadcasters also use free-to-air rights to
defend a market position, manage the relationship with sporting administrators, promote other
content and business investments, and to meet regulatory requirements. Via content analysis, Fujak
and Frawley (2016), and Jakee et al (2010) found discrepancies exist between clubs in terms of the
amount of free-to-air coverage they receive, with the discrepancies favouring large, Victorian-based
clubs. This project confirms such discrepancies still exist, and adds a qualitative component to the
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See Appendix 2 for how the researcher came to identify as an early majority adopter of innovations, which also
demonstrates how the take-up of subscription video on-demand services in Australia mimics the Rogers (2003)
diffusion of innovations curve.
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findings, with free-to-air broadcasters confirming they attempt to influence sporting organisations so
they can broadcast the teams drawing larger audiences more often (Participant 33, 20/6/19). Agents
inside the AFL similarly admitted they will bend the fixture to deliver value for their broadcaster
partners and will compensate those teams with poor free-to-air coverage with cash distributions
(Participant 27, 2/11/28).
The research corroborates Turner and Shilbury’s (2005) finding that the Australian football
market is highly territorialised, and that club administrators are concerned about the amount of freeto-air coverage they receive, given its effect on finances, and it supports Turner’s finding that clubs,
leagues, and broadcasters need to be aware of “the existing and emerging broadcast regulatory
environment.. to better understand and respond to it” (Turner, 2012, p. 43). However, this research
project also found clubs, leagues, and broadcasters now need to consider emerging broadcasters
when considering how to respond to the broadcast regulatory environment. For example, because
they are not subject to anti-siphoning in the same way as established broadcasters, league
administrators do not need to consider anti-siphoning requirements if they licence rights to emerging
broadcasters. This research also finds the anxieties that Hutchins and Rowe (2012) identified at the
Sports Broadcasting Summit in 2010 have not abated. Participants are still anxious about the internet
and digital media impacting the financial stability of their industry. This research adds another column
to the table, identifying the challenges faced by regulators in elite sport broadcasting. It can also
reduce the ‘New Media Outlets’ and ‘Digital Media and Telecommunications Companies’ columns to
a single ‘Emerging Broadcasters’ column, while additional anxieties are also identified in each group.
Accordingly, ‘Sports Organisations’ represent the sport governing bodies and their operations,
which includes the management of elite and grassroots competitions, and the business of funding
their operations. In the Australian context, these are typically COMPPS members. Established
broadcasters are legacy media organisations who have specialised in terrestrial, cable, and satellite
broadcasting. In Australia, this includes the commercial and public free-to-air broadcasters, and
subscription broadcasters, predominantly Foxtel. Emergent broadcasters are largely identified by their
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non-legacy broadcast technology; however, they may also be foreign-owned, and broadcasting is also
not the core of their operations. In the Australian market, emergent broadcasters include, for
example, the FAANGs group of companies, as well as Telstra, Optus, Vodaphone, and niche streaming
platforms. Fans, Viewers, and Users are the consumers of broadcast content. By including Fans and
Users in this group, the group is more active in the meaning making process of television consumption.
They readily manipulate content and share it with others with scant regard for legal consequence, and
they are also discerning in their consumption choices and what they pay for it. The classification of
Government and Regulators relates to the Australian national government generally, and broadcast
legislators and oversight agencies specifically, such as ACMA, the Department of Infrastructure,
Transport, Regional Development and Communications (previously the Department of
Communications and the Arts), and the minister in charge of this portfolio. New data is in bold:
Sports Organisations
• Maintain or improve the
value of broadcast rights
and contracts.
• Deal with the potential
devaluing of broadcast
rights by online media.
• Establish alternative
business models and
strategies designed for
online media, and develop
their own broadcast,
online, and mobile media
content.
• Circumvent or prevent
online piracy and
unauthorized content
reproduction.
• Accommodate online
feedback, criticism, and
independent content
reproduction by fans and
consumers.
• For minor sports, explore
opportunities for exposure
and revenue generation
through the Internet and
Web.
• Where possible, build
successful and profitable
partnerships with computer
game developers and
publishers.
• Develop in-house
production, digital

Established
Broadcasters
• Establish
complementary and
attractive online sites
and distribution
points for viewers.
• Compete with new
online market
entrants, including
emergent
broadcasters.
• Adjust to an altered
advertising market.
• Circumvent or
prevent online piracy
and unauthorized
content reproduction.
• Accommodate
online feedback,
criticism, and content
reproduction by fans
and consumers.
• Deal with regulatory
uncertainty in a fast
changing
communications
environment.
• Develop
relationships with
digital platforms to
ease competition and
create synergies.
• Develop their own
OTT platforms.

Emergent Broadcasters
• Establish viable business models that
identify profitable linkages between
print and/or broadcast and online and
mobile media.
• Compete with or limit the activities of
online content aggregators.
• Deal with changing viewer, listener,
and reader habits and practices.
• Confront new online competitors for
users and ‘eyeballs’, including ‘official’
Web portals that distribute sports
news and information.
• Adjust to an altered advertising
market.
• Break the stranglehold of
broadcasters over coverage rights to
popular sport.
• Establish profitable business models
for online sport.
• Obtain and package reliable
‘premium content’ to attract users.
• Cope with regulatory uncertainty in a
fast-changing communications
environment.
• Consistently profit in an aggressively
competitive and changing marketplace.
• Establish viable and affordable
technology offerings that change the
consumption patterns of sports
consumers (e.g., IPTV and mobile
media).
• Develop profitable and appealing
sport related digital applications and
services, including downloadable apps,
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Fans, Viewers, and
Users
• Access quality sports
news and information
in the face of plentiful
online choice.
• Decide which sites,
voices, and sources can
be ‘trusted’ to provide
accurate, timely, and
reliable content.
• Deal with increased
expectations of ‘payfor-view’ or access
online.
• Decide how to access
sports content (e.g.,
online and/or mobile
and/or broadcast
and/or print), as well as
how much and how
often in a ‘24/7’ media
environment.
• Choose whether to
pay, or try to access
(perhaps illegally)
sports content for free.
• Choose whether to
access sports content
in ways that are legally
grey, such as sharing
logins or using VPNs to
bypass geo-blocks.
• Decide whether to
exercise the ability to

Government and
Regulators
• Ensuring events of
cultural significance
are available to all.
• Ensure that the
broadcasting market
does not become
monopolized while
balancing market
sustainability.
• Ensure that
consumers are not
starved of the
benefits of
competition.
• Ensure legislation
does not prevent or
slow technological
innovation.
• Continue to look at
world best practices
so that the domestic
market remains
globally competitive.
• Ensure legislation
does not unfairly
reinforce cultural
stereotypes and
instead accurately
represents culture.
• Ensure sports
organisations get
value for their rights,
while balancing
access and exposure.

platforms, and direct-toconsumer models.
• Develop relationships
with emerging
broadcasters to counter
the threat of piracy.
• Develop strategies to
counter the disruption to
the staging of live events
caused by COVID-19

• Develop strategies
to counter the
disruption to the
business model
caused by COVID-19

and specialist mobile news and
highlights packages.
• Develop relationships with
broadcasters to ease competition and
create synergies.
• Develop relationships with rights
holders to counter the threat of
piracy.

create fan-produced or
modified content.
• Choose from a
growing range of sport
related products and
services, including
downloadable apps,
fantasy sports, and
computer games.

• Reform regulation
so industry can adapt
to the disruption
caused by COVID-19.

Table 5: Participant Groups in AFL Broadcasting. (adapted from Hutchins and Rowe, 2012, p. 3).

The research potentially also adds to fandom studies. It provides further evidence of the social and
‘identity building’ function of fandom (Klugman, 2009, Melnick and Wann, 2010), and how fandom is
influenced by the forces of globalisation, commercialisation, and technology (Giulianotti and
Robertson, 2012, Sandvoss, 2003). The research supports the assertion that fandom of a sports team
gives the fan an opportunity to read their own value system in the object of their fandom, from which
they get reassurance and pleasure (Sandvoss, 2003). Nevertheless, the research modifies this theory
slightly, as the fan in question – the researcher – found their value system was reflected by a certain
type of player, rather than the club. The research also complements Funk and James, who identified
the areas needing further investigation to understand how fans transition from awareness to
allegiance in their fandom of a team or sport:
“Very little research has examined how socialising agents influence awareness of sports at different points in the
life cycle and the differential influence of various socialising agents over time. Moreover, no research has
examined… what factors moderate or mediate the formation of relationships with sports or teams.” (Funk and
James, 2001, p. 144)

By looking at how clubs engage with fans via digital and social media, the research identifies football
clubs as a potential socialising agent, and the way in which the affordances of digital and social media
moderate the relationship fans have with teams (i.e., data harvesting and analytics, audience
feedback, and demands for behind-the-scenes content). Finally, the peculiarities of anti-siphoning
regulation and the perceived relationship between sport rights and the success or failure of Australian
broadcasters supports the theory that sport is central to Australian cultural identity (Cashman, 1987).
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The distillation of data into eight themes led to these insights which add to previous research
in this discipline. Specifically, AFL broadcasting sits at the intersection of Australian culture, television,
and the AFL, and is characterised by dynamic relationships between key stakeholders, entrepreneurial
behaviour, unique and anachronous regulation, the increasing presence of emergent media platforms,
changing consumption habits, and business models based on an agreement between the AFL and
broadcasters to monetise copyright in televised coverage of games of football. COVID-19 adds further
complexity and disruption to the system. Inevitably, such a complex system will have internal tensions,
and this research found the major tensions in the system are the consequence of public and
commercial self-interests, which have their roots entrenched in Australian ideologies. Finally, as a
creative industry, the research also found that tensions in AFL broadcasting can be exploited by agents
if they adopt an entrepreneurial mindset and immerse themselves in the system, particularly in large
organisations, where much of the system resides.
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Chapter 7 – Conclusion
This research began from the premise that sport is part of Australian culture, and to participate in this
part of Australian culture, many people watch sport on television. However, the research also began
from the premise that participating in Australian culture by watching sport on television is increasingly
challenged by a range of factors, and if accessing culture in this way is to continue, then something
had to change. Researching sport on television is a nebulous endeavour however, so to improve
efficacy, a case study methodology was adopted, focusing specifically on the broadcast coverage of a
prominent Australian sport. To decode and identify opportunities in such a complex system, the
research also utilised suitably strong conceptual tools. From this foundation, the following research
statement and questions were created:
RS: “The AFL broadcasting and digital sectors are challenged by changes taking place in society
and culture.”
RQ1: “Referring to structuration and creative systems theory, what are the major tensions in
the AFL broadcasting and digital sectors which arise from these challenges?”
RQ2: “Referring to entrepreneurialism and intrapreneurialism, how can agents in the AFL
broadcasting and digital sectors exploit the creative and innovative opportunities arising from
these tensions?”

After applying the theoretical frameworks of structuration theory, the systems model of creativity,
and entrepreneurialism/intrapreneurialism, the research found underlying rules, as defined by
Giddens, cause tension in AFL broadcasting. These rules can be broken down into two categories.
Firstly, many institutions in AFL broadcasting are built on a rule of commercial self-interest. Broadcast
executives will make decisions to achieve an outcome financially beneficial to their organisation.
Australian Football League executives will act to realise a commercial outcome for the organisation.
Regulators will implement and apply legislation which suits the commercial self-interest of industry,
and AFL fans will also make decisions based on their own commercial self-interest when consuming
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AFL broadcasting. In doing so, these agents essentially condone the rules and resources which
structure their context and recreate the social structures enabling and constraining their agency. The
presence of commercial self-interest is not unexpected, considering the broader neoliberal context
that agents and organisations in AFL broadcasting operate within, and in this regard, agents learn to
be commercially self-interested when creating novel variations, so they will be accepted by the field
and their novel variations hopefully added to the domain. Commercial self-interest also creates its
own tension, as agents in industry must defend the existing business model or find new business
opportunities to exploit, so their commercial self-interests can continue to be realised. In a similar
fashion, fans must find ways to access AFL broadcasts that align with their financial means. Resolving
these tensions requires agents to adopt an investigative and creative mindset, where they utilise the
resources and relationships at their disposal to identify and exploit opportunities. Given the
importance attached to commercial self-interests in AFL broadcasting, the tension in commercial selfinterests is pronounced, because any organisation or agent unable to realise commercially beneficial
outcomes risks losing their relevance and place in the field.
Secondly, the research also found that sport shapes Australian culture, has social and physical
benefits, and contributes to the identity of individuals. As such, agents and organisations in AFL
broadcasting will also act according to a rule of public interests. Specifically, AFL executives will make
decisions to keep the game affordable and accessible, which may prevent them from realising the
maximum possible revenue that could be earned from the game. Regulators remain committed to
protecting consumers with legislation. Consumers often act to realise the social benefits of collectively
gathering around a shared interest and building an identity based on their fandom, and even
commercial broadcasters understand they play a role in facilitating cultural participation and identity.
Again, by acting in this way, the agents observe the rules and resources contributing to public interest
structures in AFL broadcasting, with this agency recreating public interest structures. The rule of public
interest is perhaps a relic of egalitarianism in Australian culture, and the research found this rule has
diminished over time in AFL broadcasting. Nevertheless, agents understand the myth of egalitarianism
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persists in Australian culture and use this knowledge to create novel variations reflecting these values
so they will hopefully be validated by the field and incorporated into the domain. Like commercial selfinterest, public interest creates its own tension, as any agent or organisation governed by the rule
risks losing visibility and credibility in the field if they are unable to achieve public interest outcomes.
Additionally, like commercial self-interests, this tension can be resolved by creatively deploying
resources to identify and exploit opportunities that deliver public benefits.
Tension also emerges when the rules of public and commercial self-interest are in conflict. For
example, by following a rule of commercial self-interest, AFL executives seek to maximise the revenues
from their media rights, but this action can reduce the affordability and accessibility of coverage,
which conflicts with the rule of public interest which also structures agency in their organisation. To
resolve this tension, agents need a deep understanding of the domain and field in AFL broadcasting
to achieve a creative outcome where both rules are satiated. In the example above, AFL agents can
use their innate knowledge of the field and domain and provision for public interests via free-to-air
coverage in rights negotiations, while simultaneously generating premium revenues from subscription
broadcasters, which will manifest in granular details in the agreement, such as how many games will
be shown on free-to-air television each week. In this context, AFL agents must develop an
understanding of what will be acceptable to gatekeepers in the field, such as fans, regulators, and
subscription and free-to-air broadcasters, to have their novel variation – the rights agreement –
hopefully deemed as creative by the field and added to the domain. In achieving this balance, AFL
agents have observed the rules and resources that structure their organisation and recreated it
through their agency. Furthermore, by utilising the knowledge and resources at their disposal
(including personal experience, internal and external relationships, access to data, and an awareness
of regulation), the entrepreneurial AFL agent can creatively solve a problem in the market (i.e.,
balancing public and commercial self-interest in their rights) which gives their organisation a
competitive advantage, in both the commercial and cultural sense.
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The research also found that the rules of commercial self-interest and public benefit can be in
alignment. For instance, the AFL believe a policy of competitive balance will deliver public interests,
as supporters have the belief their team can win each week, and they believe competitive balance will
deliver commercial self-interests, as an evenly matched competition will generate maximum audience
interest, which can be monetised. While several competitive balance mechanisms exist, the research
also found that control over the fixture is especially critical in AFL broadcasting, as it sits at the point
of competing interests between the AFL and the broadcasters. These observations demonstrate how
agents can creatively develop novel variations (i.e., the competitive balance policy) that
simultaneously satisfy multiple rules underpinning their organisation. Public and commercial selfinterest can also be asynchronously complementary. For example, income from the sale of broadcast
rights – a commercial benefit – can subsequently be invested in the development of grassroots
participation programs – a public benefit. In turn, these public benefits can generate commercial
benefits via corporate sponsorship. These observations reflect the cyclical nature and duality of
structure in the system. The addition of an allocative resource to the structure (i.e., income from the
sale of broadcast rights) has enabled a type of agency (i.e., grassroots participation) which will recreate
the public interest rule. In turn, grassroots participation becomes an allocative resource, as it is an
asset that can be sold to sponsors, which recreates the rule of commercial self-interest.
The research also demonstrated that factors outside of AFL broadcasting contribute to
tensions. For example, agents inside AFL broadcasting have little control over shifting government
policies, the expansion and acquisition strategies of global media organisations, changing consumer
preferences, or the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Each of these factors cause tension, because
they represent a change in the domain and field, which disrupts the path dependency of organisations
in AFL broadcasting. This suggests the system of AFL broadcasting sits inside other systems, and like a
Russian nesting doll, other systems exist within AFL broadcasting, such as clubs and player
associations, which are impacted when the AFL and broadcasters react to the broader changes taking
place in culture, society, and the media. This example also indicates that broad changes taking place
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in society represent a shift in the availability and function of allocative and authoritative resources
enabling agency, and this creates tension, as agents must change their behaviour to preserve the rules
underpinning their organisation, if the structure is to be recreated.
The research also found that an entrepreneurial mindset can exploit the creative
opportunities arising from these tensions. Depending on the rule underpinning the structure that
enables their agency, entrepreneurs may resolve tensions by exploiting opportunities which deliver a
public or a commercial self-interest outcome, or both. However, it is rare for commercial institutions
to truly pursue public interests. Such pursuits may appear prima facie to be in the public interest, but
further inspection often reveals they are ultimately aimed at achieving a commercial outcome. Again,
this should not be surprising, given the way such institutions are structured, and the larger context
they operate within. In answering the research questions, the project also identified factors facilitating
entrepreneurial behaviour in AFL broadcasting. Agents need to develop an awareness of their context
and available resources, increase the productive capacity of their network, develop resilience, take
risks, and be creative; that is, develop novel variations valued within the field they engage with.
Within large organisational settings, entrepreneurial behaviour can also be supported by
senior leaders within the organisation, and an appropriate workplace culture. These conditions can
foster ‘intrapreneurial’ behaviour, where entrepreneurs in large organisations utilise the resources at
their disposal to exploit opportunities which deliver beneficial outcomes for the organisation. In the
larger context the system resides within, the research also found commercial self-interests are
perhaps the biggest motivating factor for intrapreneurs in AFL broadcasting. Specifically, increased
competition and changing consumption habits has required agents to look for new ways of protecting
and generating revenue, with several examples demonstrating how this motivation is expressed at the
micro level. Disputes over exclusivity in rights agreements, escalating enforcement of rights
protections, the exploration of new business models, the use of consumer data to drive strategy, and
the creation and maintenance of relationships between rights holders, broadcasters, and potential
competitors, are all manifestations of intrapreneurial agency motivated by commercial self-interests.
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Support for the intrapreneur concept is one of the most important findings from the research, as
intrapreneurs are likely to be especially valuable in AFL broadcasting, a creative industry characterised
by large organisations, such as the AFL, established and emerging broadcasters, and regulators.
Entrepreneurial observations apply equally to consumers, and consumers may be compelled
by commercial self-interests as much as their industry counterparts. Specifically, in the context of
flourishing neoliberalism that dominates Australian society generally, an agent’s power is a function
of their access to, and control over, commercially based allocative resources. For consumers, these
allocative resources are their disposable income and attention, and entrepreneurial consumers can
assert their power by changing their disposable income and attention preferences based on price. The
research also found consumers are increasingly agile in their spending and consumption habits, and
demand an improved user experience from consumption platforms. Entrepreneurial ‘trickster’
consumers can also cut, copy, paste, and share broadcast material, and generate revenue from it,
forcing broadcasters to reconsider their relationship with consumers and the regulation protecting
their rights in content. To better advocate for their interests, fans are also beginning to coalesce and
collaborate. The AFL Fans Association is an example of such an initiative, and with a stronger presence,
the AFLFA may be able to develop soft laws in concert with the AFL, or directly represent fan interests
in rights negotiations. Such codification of respect is a two-way street, however. Consumers need to
acknowledge some form of their investment – either financial or individual attention – is required to
financially support the AFL broadcasting system, and the AFLFA and the AFL need to dissuade
consumer behaviour that undermines the financial sustainability of the system, such as piracy.
As the analysis has demonstrated, the research also validates structuration theory, the
systems model of creativity, and the entrepreneur/intrapreneur concepts as valuable analytical tools.
These concepts help explain the cyclical nature and interdependency found in systems. They help
explain the contextual character of systems, as they are affected by broad changes taking place
outside the system, and which also affect smaller systems within them. They also explain the origin of
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power and how that power is deployed in a system, and provide a rational basis for understanding
creative behaviour, while also providing agents with the means to be creative.
However, identifying and implementing the types of creative changes needed to resolve
tensions in AFL broadcasting is not a project that has an end date. Agents should not expect the current
wave of disruption to pass quickly, leading to another 50 years of stability. While some consolidation
is likely, it is just as probable the forces of globalisation and neoliberalism will continue to cause
disruption and uncertainty over the next 50 years. As demonstrated by the commitment to
competitive balance and freely available coverage, public interests can be found in AFL broadcasting,
and opportunities to create public interest outcomes will continue to appear in the future, because of
the sport’s connection to socialisation and identity creation.
As indicated frequently throughout the discussion and analysis however, commercial selfinterests dominate AFL broadcasting, and in this context, participating in Australian culture by
consuming AFL games on television will ultimately become correlated to an individual’s level of
affluence. With government regulators also exhibiting free-market tendencies, protecting public
interests will be the responsibility of sports administrators, and due to the forces of neoliberalism
existing in the broader Australian and global context, there is little reason to believe public interests
will be defended by the AFL in the immediate future. Soon a point could be reached, if it hasn’t already,
where the commercial becomes the culture, and the culture, commercial.
In this context, the findings of this research project highlight several exciting opportunities for
future research. For example, in the context of reduced revenues and increased online consumption,
research could investigate the decision making of established broadcasters who must choose between
paying for expensive sports rights which attract the audiences needed to accelerate their digital
transformation or adopting a more financially prudent strategy without sports rights that potentially
slows the transition to digital. Research could also attempt to discover the rights acquisition strategies
in emerging broadcasters – which have been notoriously opaque – which could improve negotiation
strategies, the creation of rights agreements, and regulation reform. Conversely, while commercial
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self-interests dominate AFL broadcasting, the research also found commercial organisations can
realise financial benefits by focusing on public interests. As such, future research could investigate
whether private enterprise would ever be willing to consider non-financial aspects when ascribing
value to an operation and its assets. Would the AFL ever be willing to prioritise public interests during
negotiations and preserve free-to-air coverage in rights agreements, as it may ultimately deliver
commercial self-interests via greater audience awareness and participation? Similarly, the sidelining
of government in AFL broadcasting suggests other non-state agents are taking on the role of media
regulators, such as the AFL and broadcasters. In this context, research could investigate whether such
organisations believe they should serve a public interest function, and if so, how they identify and
assert their regulatory power.
Structuration and systems model of creativity could frame investigation into other areas of
the AFL ecosystem. For example, players and fans occupy a unique place in AFL broadcasting, as they
are authoritative resources who have power over others in the field, and yet they are simultaneously
allocative resources, who are considered assets in the domain by the league and broadcasters.
Research could investigate how these unique positions are experienced by those agents, leading to
potential industrial relation and consumer engagement insights for the AFL, the AFL Players
Association, and broadcasters.
The concept of intrapreneurialism could be investigated further. Specifically, the differences
between a common understanding of entrepreneurialism, and entrepreneurial behaviour that takes
place within an organisational setting can be further investigated. Such research can investigate how
organisational factors like risk aversion enable and constrain entrepreneurial behaviour, and whether
agents in these contexts perceive themselves as intrapreneurial and act accordingly, or whether
agents merely react to market forces in the system. Similarly, the research also highlighted that some
industry agents in AFL broadcasting tend to perceive structures as only limiting their creative
behaviour. Future research could investigate these perceptions further, potentially leading to
strategies for industry to recast structures as enablers as well as constrainers of creative behaviour,
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which may ultimately foster greater intrapreneurialism in AFL broadcasting. Women are also
underrepresented in AFL broadcasting, meaning intrapreneurialism and the ability to be
intrapreneurial is potentially experienced differently between genders. Accordingly, future research
could explore why this is the case and what it means for those women inside the system, such as what
presentational and negotiating skills are required by women to be able to realise their intrapreneurial
potential, how this differs to men, and if women get the same opportunity to develop and exercise
intrapreneurial skills as their male counterparts. There is also an opportunity to examine AFL
broadcasting through a cultural industry or MediaSport framework (Rowe, 2015). This would not
preclude creativity as a feature of the research site and could arguably focus more scrutiny on the
publicly oriented and cultural dimensions of Australian Rules football. Research could also explore
how the gatekeeper role of validating novel variations for inclusion in the domain is changing,
especially in relation to media commentators. Specifically, through the frameworks of structuration
theory and the systems model of creativity, research could further investigate value systems inside
traditional media outlets (Sherwood, 2017), the power of citizen journalists as emerging gatekeepers
(Sherwood, 2019), and the role of sports PR staff in shaping the production of news (Sherwood, 2016).
AFL broadcasting could also be examined through alternative theoretical prisms. For example,
by inculcating anti-siphoning regulation, the research found agents demonstrated their habitus during
rights negotiations, which enabled their behaviour and lead to creative outcomes such as rights
agreements. AFL broadcasting could accordingly be examined through the prism of Bourdieu’s theory
of cultural production (Bourdieu, 1993), which may offer further insights about power and the types
of capital in AFL broadcasting, such as how economic capital is deployed, and how cultural and social
capital are utilised during negotiations and over the term of an agreement. Opportunities also exist
for investigating AFL fandom. Building on the work of de Groot and Robinson (2008), research could
investigate how second screens, and augmented and virtual reality, can heighten the level of
connection between fan and their teams, potentially leading to the discovery of new forms of fan
participation and improvements in fan engagement. Using the diffusion of innovations model (Rogers,
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2003) and an ethnographic methodology, research could attempt to specifically identify the
innovators, early adopters, change agents, knowledge systems, local norms, industry promotion, and
interpersonal networks contributing to the social process of technology diffusion in AFL broadcasting.
An ethnographic study could also reveal the motivations and behaviours of the consumers of AFL
broadcasting, especially those who engage in produser (Bruns, 2013) and informal media behaviour
(Lobato and Thomas, 2015), including piracy. While identifying, engaging with, and reporting such
behaviour presents ethical challenges, understanding this behaviour could lead to strategies that
minimise piracy, or more importantly, new business models involving the monetisation of produser
content without unfairly exploiting their labour. An investigation into why AFLX failed is another
opportunity for future research, as it has the potential to falsify a proposition that the AFL governs
successful elite-level formats of Australian football, with any findings placing the management of AFL
and AFLW under closer scrutiny (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 77).
All that a case study can hope to achieve is to analyse and report on an object of study at a
particular moment in time. While this may limit the generalisability of case studies, this investigation
is fortunate to have taken place during an especially critical juncture. The case study initially
investigated a relatively stable system, built on 50 years of entrenched relationships and consumption
habits. The focus of the investigation shifted dramatically however, as a global pandemic caused
significant upheaval in both the broadcasting and AFL industries in Australia, which subsequently gave
the research an opportunity to analyse the system at a period of substantial change and compare it
with the former manifestation of the system. Investigation of the system during COVID-19 further
revealed subtle dynamics and tensions which may not have otherwise been identified, and it
highlighted the interdependency between broadcasters and sports organisations.
The case study also demonstrated that by acquiring knowledge about the domain and field of
the AFL broadcasting system, and by adopting an entrepreneurial mindset, practitioners and
consumers can identify and exploit the creative opportunities in these tensions. In the process,
practitioners and consumers recreate and reshape the structure of the AFL broadcasting system so it
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is more responsive to the dynamics of the contemporary media environment. This change is
necessary, because any system remaining static and ignorant of changes taking place around it risks
becoming obsolete and failing. However, AFL broadcasting is a dynamic system, and the structures
which enable and constrain agency in the system also create tension, providing agents who have
internalised the system with the opportunity to develop new forms of agency. These new forms of
agency reshape the system, ensuring its survival.
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Appendix

Appendix 1: Abstracts of publications
Reddin, E. (2017) “Cultural Citizenship, Social Utility, and Positive Network Externalities: The Role of
Anti-Siphoning Legislation,” Platform: Journal of Media and Communication, Vol. 8.2, pp53-67.
Rowe suggests that televised sport plays a substantial role in facilitating participation in a
nation’s culture (Rowe, 2004b). This sentiment is arguably more pronounced here in Australia
than anywhere else in the world—our broadcasting legislation contains provisions ensuring
that free-to-air broadcasters get priority when acquiring the rights of “events of national
importance and cultural significance” (Dept. of Communications and the Arts, 2017a, p. 1).
This provision lists some 1300 protected events, all exclusively sport. However, many
comparable countries list approximately 100 events, which include non-sport events. The
Australian Football League (AFL) is clearly identifiable as an Australian game and part of
Australian culture, making this code widely accessible is evidently a necessary requirement
for cultural participation. Yet, the free-to-air broadcasting market often fails to fulfil this
obligation. Despite the fact that approximately $900 million was paid for the most recent
round of free-to-air AFL broadcasting rights (Mason and Stensholt, 2015), evidence suggests
that there is a considerable disparity in AFL viewing opportunities in the free-to-air market.
While this situation would appear to erode the public access remit that sport has historically
supported, of more concern is that current regulatory arrangements appear to normalise such
an outcome. The concepts of cultural citizenship, social utility, and positive network
externality suggest that, in an ideal world, all games should be freely available to all citizens.
Leaving this function to the pay-TV sector raises issues about confining participation in media
sport culture to “the comparatively affluent sectors of the population” (Rowe and Hutchins,
2013, p. 4), undermining the perceived potential of sport to enrich cultural citizenship and
national identification. While it’s established that incumbent broadcasters face uncertainty
due to shifting audience behaviours, evolving delivery technologies, and new industry players,
this paper argues that regulation designed to preserve the cultural citizenship for Australians
which is facilitated by access to mediated sport requires considerable overhaul for it to remain
relevant and deliver its public access remit.

Reddin, E. (2017) “Speaking as a Produser: AFL Consumption in the Informal Media Economy,” Fan
Studies Network Australasia Conference, Wollongong, NSW, University of Wollongong, 30 November1 December
In August 2015, the Australian Football League (AFL) announced the sale of its 2017-2022
broadcast rights for $2.508 billion (Mason and Stensholt, 2015). The rights were purchased by
a consortium of pay-television, free-to-air television, and a telecommunications company.
Under the terms of the deal, aside from a small number of free-to-air games available to the
public each week, the holders of the rights placed AFL games behind commercial barriers to
access, thereby restricting consumption to a limited number of paid portals. By confining
access to only those who can afford to pay, this arrangement raises issues for cultural
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citizenship and participation (Rowe, 2004b). This is especially the case for ‘fans’, for whom
sport plays a particular role in constructing their identity (Gantz and Lewis, 2014). Accordingly,
those fans who are unable to afford to pay for coverage of AFL games may become motivated
to search for an alternative means of accessing this content, often through methods that may
not be defined as legitimate (Burroughs and Rugg, 2014). However, an investigation of this
type of fan behaviour, which can be broadly considered to be part of the ‘informal media
economy’ (Lobato and Thomas, 2015), reveals that the definitions and rhetoric put forward
from industry which support an ‘authorised’ versus ‘pirate’ dichotomy, may inadequately
describe the nature of the relationship between formal and informal fan behaviour (ibid.). The
examples used in this paper demonstrate that further analysis is needed to better understand
how and why these ‘informal’ fan practices manifest themselves, how those practices are
perceived from the ‘formal’ structures of broadcasting, and why an ‘authorised’ versus ‘pirate’
rhetoric is maintained by the industry when the realities of consumption and distribution is
rarely so straightforward.

Reddin, E. (2018) “Footy on your phone?? Really… Why researching sport matters,” FEDUA HDR
Research Forum, Newcastle, NSW, University of Newcastle, 10 July.
Outrage over the #Floptus coverage of the World Cup demonstrates Australians demand fair
and reliable access to those events defining us. Clearly, sport is part of the Australian culture:
the most popular events on television regularly feature sporting contests, fans build their
identity around it, and the government uses regulation to ensure certain sports remain on
free TV. So, imagine what would happen to the richness of the Australian culture if only 30
per cent of the population had access to sport on television, or if it was only available on
mobile devices? Such an outcome could result in ‘pirate’ behaviour by fans, in turn
threatening the sustainability of many sports. By using the Australian Football League as a
case study – one of the most popular sports in Australia – this research investigates the
tensions inside the production of sport on television, the entrepreneurial opportunities which
might emerge as a result, and the implications for Australian culture.

Reddin, E. (2018) “The implications of a case study into the television coverage of the Australian
Football League,” School of Creative Industries HDR P3 Symposium, Newcastle, NSW, University of
Newcastle, 26 & 27 September.
This research project demonstrates that, if left to market forces, the largest teams in the
Australian Football League (AFL) receive the most free-to-air coverage on television in
Australia. To the casual observer, this observation will come as no surprise – it makes
commercial sense for free-to-air broadcasters to show the games involving those clubs with
the largest followings. However, the implications for this project go beyond reaffirming
current business practices. This research demonstrates how the current broadcasting
arrangement has the potential to undermine the richness of the Australian culture, as the
supporters of smaller teams are less able to participate in AFL culture due to the emaciated
coverage of their team. The research then demonstrates how the current legislation works to
address this imbalance, while simultaneously highlighting the inadequacy of the regulation,
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and how the neoliberal tendencies of the government might further undermine the
regulation. The research also suggests piracy and informal media consumption could rise in
the current context, threatening the long-term health of the competition. More broadly, due
to the unique qualities and wide appeal of sport, the research supports the assertion that
sports rights are central to competitive advantage in the broadcasting market, while further
highlighting the unique motivations of fans when it comes to consuming sport and shifting
audience consumption patterns. Finally, while this research focuses on a relatively small group
of people within the field of sport in Australia, the findings can potentially be generalised to
other contexts, both domestically and abroad.

Reddin, E. (2019) “’When my children complain about Netflix not working, it’s always “Bloody Telstra”
or “Bloody Optus.” It’s not “Bloody Netflix,” right?’ Understanding the barriers and catalysts for
creating sustainability in sports broadcasting,” FEDUA HDR Research Forum, Newcastle, NSW,
University of Newcastle, 18 July.
People are watching less commercial television. This is a problem for businesses like Channel
7, 9 and 10. Their business is based on selling advertising to audiences. If the size of the
audience drops, then less money can be made by selling advertising. People are also watching
less pay-TV. This is a problem for businesses like Foxtel. Their business is based on selling
subscriptions. If the number of subscribers drops, then there’s less money coming into their
business. People watching less commercial and pay-TV is also a problem for elite sports. These
sports earn a lot of money by selling their broadcast rights to commercial and pay-TV.
However, if commercial and pay-TV are less profitable and unable to afford broadcast rights,
then sports have less money coming into their business. By using the Australian Football
League as a case study, this research looks into the implications of these tensions, and
identifies the opportunities which may emerge as a result.

Reddin, E. (2020) “Exploiting the entrepreneurial opportunities presented by a changing AFL television
environment: Adopting a creative and innovative approach to television broadcasting,” FEDUA HDR
Research Forum, Newcastle, NSW, University of Newcastle, 7 July.
Drawing on data from 36 participants and more than 70 documents, this presentation
summarises a Doctoral research project which is exploring the tensions and opportunities in
sports broadcasting in Australia. The way we consume television is changing, which
complicates the way we access culturally relevant content, such as sport. In this context, this
research attempts to identify the ways Australians will access televised sport in the future.
The presentation will outline the project methodology, the dominant themes emerging from
the data, and a preliminary summary of recommendations and findings for media theory and
practice.
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Appendix 2: How the researcher came to identify as an early majority adopter of innovations
Following media reports in September of 2019 that 57.1 per cent of Australians have access to a SVOD
service (Roy Morgan Research, 2019, online), the researcher records in their blog that “Streaming is
mainstream” (Reddin, 3/9/19, online). They calculate that OTT innovation has just passed the halfway
point of the Rogers Diffusion of Innovation curve, and moreover, the researcher is able to estimate
they belong to the Early Majority segment of users, based on their adoption of the technology in
August of 2017.
Long-term trends in Australian use of technology, 1999-2019

Figure 9: Trends in Australian use of technology (adapted from Roy Morgan Research, 2019).

Streaming has passed a tipping point in Australia, with more than half the population having regular
access to SVOD services. This creates tension for media companies as they need to transition their
business models to adapt to this change in consumption.
Everett Rogers’ Diffusion of Innovations Model

Figure 10: The diffusion of innovations model (Rogers, 2003).

The red curve overlaid on the Total SVOD data in Figure 10 above mimics the red curve overlaid on
model in Figure 11, supporting the Everett Rogers’ diffusion of innovations model (2003).
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Appendix 3: Template of the semi-structured interview script

Q: Please give me your name, organisation, and title.
Q: Can you give a basic description of your role in AFL broadcasting?

Q: Do you think the way people are consuming the game is changing?
Q: In your organisation, does any discussion about changes in audience consumption take place before
the negotiation of broadcasting rights?
Q: How does your organisation identify the opportunities which might come from changes in the way
the game is consumed?

Q Does the majority of the negotiations between the organisations take place in group settings, or is
it specialised individuals from the different organisations working together?
Q: How do you know if the position that you’re aiming for during the negotiation will be accepted by
the public?
Q: How do you know when the negotiation is complete?

Q: Does your organisation embrace the changes in the way the game is consumed, or is it resisted?
Q: Do you think these changes in consumption could impact the way broadcast rights are negotiated
in the future?
Q: What do you think the shape of broadcast rights will look like in the future?
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Appendix 4: List of industry conferences the researcher attended during data collection

2017:
- Money in Sport Conference, 12-14 November, Gold Coast, Australia.

2018:
- Money in Sport Conference, 28-30 November, Gold Coast, Australia.
-

4th Annual Australian OTT TV Summit, 26-27 March, Swissotel, Sydney.
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Appendix 5: Qualitative Research Tools
Coding Criteria:
Field: This includes people inside sporting codes (i.e., administrators, clubs, and players and their
representatives), especially those who have a relationship with broadcaster partners. It includes all
regulators who enforce legislation which relates to how sport is broadcast. It includes people whose
job it is to report and research the industry (i.e., journalists and market researchers). It includes all
audiences of the code, especially those who primarily consume the game via broadcasting.
Agent: Individuals or groups of people working inside the field, who can make decisions which change
the constitution of the domain and field of AFL Broadcasting. Agents have detailed knowledge of the
domain, relationships within the field, and tacit knowledge of the rules and resources defining the
institutions of the field and domain.
Agency: The capacity and capability of agents in the field to act and do things in the industry. It implies
a power hierarchy as agents have the capacity to make events happen. Agency also infers choice, as it
suggests agents may select different alternatives in each situation. Events happen because of agents
intervening in a situation through their choices and their power over others.
Domain: This includes cultures, knowledges, and conventions about:
-

-

-

-

-

-

Australian Culture, the AFL, and Television
o Contextual awareness: markets, non-economic benefits of property, political
environment, environmental considerations, ethics
Stakeholder Relationships
o History: The field, and the relationships within it
o Practice: Cultural literacies, consumption practices, terminologies
o External awareness: Informal understandings (i.e., fan interests), accountability
Characterising Entrepreneurialism in AFL Broadcasting
o Codes: Business models, business strategies
o Conventions: Relationship norms
o Knowledges: Personal education
The Arrival of Emergent Media Platforms and Changes in Consumption
o Industry data: Market trends, trade news, global trends, copyright modernisation
o Industry forces: Evolving production and consumption technology
o Content protection: Technology, education, and enforcement.
o Industry futures: New broadcast technologies and emerging competition
Regulation
o Oversight: Regulatory bodies and their powers
o Legislation: Copyright law, anti-piracy law, the Broadcasting Services Act
o Reporting obligations: Financial statements, annual reports
o Documentation: Policy and procedural documents
Business Models and Organisational Performance
o Business acumen: Business models, growth and sustainability, determining value,
planning and review, data collection and interpretation, literacies and operations,
consumption behaviour, national and international awareness
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-

-

o Reporting obligations: Financial statements, annual reports
Broadcast Rights Value
o Broadcast experience: Understanding technological capabilities, coverage logistics
o Rights acquisition: Tendering, Requests for Proposals, negotiations and agreements
o Value of Rights: Awareness of the business function of live sports coverage.
The Future of Broadcasting in the Context of COVID-19
o Relationships: Norms and conventions
o Rights packages: Code of broadcasting
o Rights defences: Code of law, broadcasting

Structures:
-

-

Rules: (Formulas for action; recipes for how to “get on” on life. They are guides for participants
on how to play the game). They include:
o Commercial self-interests: Neoliberal Capitalism, free markets, minimal regulatory
intervention, property rights and exploitation, self-interest, profitable business
models, financial growth, citizens as consumers, rewards, leveraging advantages,
separation of personal relationships from business, mitigating negatives,
competitiveness, meritocracy, assessable.
o Public interests: Fairness, respect for others, inclusiveness, equality, freedom, moral
agency, just conduct, integrity, laws, consumer protection, workplace relations,
teamwork, trust, emotional investment, loyalty, egalitarianism, fan interests,
accessibility, affordability, competitive balance, equalisation measures, transparency
Resources:
o Authoritative resources: The capacity to persuade others, or the capacity to hold
command over other persons. It includes all the relevant personal traits, abilities,
knowledge, and possessions that people bring to an interaction:
▪ Executive hierarchies: The AFL, broadcasters, regulators, stakeholders.
▪ Relevant personal traits, abilities, knowledge and attributes of agents.
▪ Legislation: laws, regulations
o Allocative resources: Objects, goods, material phenomena, and economic resources:
▪ Physical property: Venues and administration buildings, advertising
hoardings, corporate boxes, concession stands, media centres, AFL players,
broadcasting infrastructure
▪ Intellectual property: Team uniforms, logos, broadcast rights, the AFL fixture,
contracts, development programs, goodwill, digital assets, branding
▪ Money: The basis of financial transactions which only takes on value because
it is an agreed-upon unit of transfer.

Document Analysis Template
1. Document Name
___________________________________________________________________________
2. Document Type/Nature (What type of document is it? Be descriptive)
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___________________________________________________________________________
3. Document Author (or Anonymous)
___________________________________________________________________________
4. Date of Issue
___________________________________________________________________________
5. Document Length
___________________________________________________________________________
6. Document Purpose
___________________________________________________________________________
7. Document Audience
___________________________________________________________________________
8. Document History
___________________________________________________________________________
9. Document Goals/Objectives
___________________________________________________________________________
10. Solicited or Unsolicited?
___________________________________________________________________________
11. Edited or Unedited?
___________________________________________________________________________
12. Document authenticity/credibility/accuracy/representativeness
___________________________________________________________________________

Document Analysis
1. Substantive content
Page no

Quote

Code

2. Relevance/Importance of the Document. Contribution of the Document.
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__________________________________________________________________________
3. Competencies/skills/attributes inferred in the Document
__________________________________________________________________________
4. Key Personnel/Acquisitions revealed in the Document
__________________________________________________________________________
5. Document completeness, or is it selective/missing elements?
__________________________________________________________________________
6. What does the document suggest about the STEEPLE contexts in which it was produced?
__________________________________________________________________________
7. What does the document suggest about the tensions existing inside the AFL broadcasting
and digital sectors?
__________________________________________________________________________
8. How might an entrepreneurial mindset exploit the creative and innovative opportunities
arising from these tensions?
__________________________________________________________________________
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Appendix 6: Free-to-air broadcast frequencies vs memberships/supporters/ladder position.
2015 Melbourne market
2015 FTA
Games

Team

2014 Members
(*10)

2014
Supporters

2014 Ladder
Position Inverted

2014
Members

2014 Ladder
Position

Geelong

17

438030

488,000

16

43,803

3

Collingwood

16

793470

719,000

8

79,347

11

Richmond

16

661220

429,000

11

66,122

8

Hawthorn

15

686500

439,000

17

68,650

2

Carlton

14

474850

637,000

6

47,485

13

Essendon

14

606460

690,000

12

60,646

7

North Melb.

13

390600

205,000

13

39,060

6

Sydney

11

401260

1,167,000

18

40,126

1

Port Adelaide

9

489680

238,000

14

48,968

5

St Kilda

9

307390

353,000

1

30,739

18

W. Bulldogs

9

315380

206,000

5

31,538

14

Adelaide

7

542490

580,000

9

54,249

10

Melbourne

7

359110

189,000

2

35,911

17

West Coast

6

585290

563,000

10

58,529

9

Brisbane

5

240120

615,000

4

24,012

15

Fremantle

3

487770

411,000

15

48,777

4

GWS

3

130400

55,000

3

13,040

16

Gold Coast

2

134780

102,000

7

13,478

12

Correlations
2015 FTA Games

2015 FTA Games

2014 Members

2014 Ladder Position
Inverted

2013-14 Supporters

1

2014 Members

0.662006358

1

2014 Supporters

0.390246037

0.46663261

1

2014 Ladder Position Inverted

0.410038458

0.487123422

0.410830318

1

2014 Predictors vs 2015 FTA Coverage
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2014 Ladder Position Inverted

2016 Melbourne market
2016 FTA
Games

Team
Collingwood

17

2015 Members
(*10)

2015
Supporters

750370

2015 Ladder
Position Inverted

2015
Members

2015 Ladder
Position

680,000

7

75,037
44,312

12

Geelong

17

443120

442,000

9

Richmond

16

708090

438,000

14

70,809

5

Hawthorn

15

729240

498,000

16

72,924

3

North Melb

14

410120

215,000

11

41,012

8

W. Bulldogs

14

352220

286,000

13

35,222

6

Sydney

11

488360

1,161,000

15

48,836

4

4

60,818

15

5

32,746

14

12

52,920

7
18

Essendon

10

St Kilda

9

Adelaide

8

608180

619,000

327460

294,000

529200

518,000

10

Carlton

8

473050

452,000

1

47,305

Melbourne

8

359530

214,000

6

13

Port Adelaide

7

540570

289,000

10

35,953
54,057

West Coast

7

602210

653,000

17

60,221
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Appendix 7: Summary of the AFL broadcasting field
The major players involved in the field of AFL broadcasting are those who can exert some form of
agency in the field, and then have that agency result in some form of change to the structure and to
the actions of others in the field – that is, they are able to exert a degree of power in the field.
Perhaps the most central agent in this sense is the Australian Football League as an
organisation. As a collective, the league decides who it licenses its’ media rights to – it exerts significant
agency in this respect, as it also chooses who to not license this allocative resource. Obviously, the AFL
has its own internal structure and different departments, but the main groups within the AFL are the
AFL Broadcasting Sub-Committee, the AFL Commission, the AFL Executive, and the AFL Football
Operations Sub-Committee. Individually, the key individuals are AFL Chairman Richard Goyder, AFL
CEO Gillon McLachlan, CFO & General Manager of Clubs and Broadcasting Travis Auld, General
Manager Football Operations Steve Hocking, Head of Women’s Football Nicole Livingstone, General
Manager Growth Digital and Audience Darren Birch, and General Manager of Strategy Walter Lee. The
league also has a “Competition Committee,” which was established in 2018 with the task of guiding
“decision-making for the AFL Commission and AFL Executive on key aspects of the future direction of
the AFL competition” (AFL, 2019b, p. 38). The Competition Committee oversees aspects such as laws
of the game, player movement, competition structure, development leagues, and innovation.
Members include club presidents, CEOs, coaches and football managers, AFL players and player
representatives, and executives from inside the AFL (AFL, 2019b, p. 38). Their “primary purpose is to
ensure that the many different streams of work across the entire AFL industry are working in concert
to ensure the overall progress of the game, on-field and commercially” (AFL, 2019b, p. 38).
In the field of AFL broadcasting, obviously the other key agents are the broadcast partners.
Presently, this includes Seven West Media, Foxtel, and Telstra. Each organisation has their own
department charged with broadcasting the code. At Seven West Media, this includes the Seven
Network, Seven Sport, CEO James Warburton, Chairman Kerry Stokes, Network Head of Sport Lewis
Martin and General Manager, Network Sport Operations Colin Southey. Departments within Foxtel
which contribute to the field of AFL broadcasting include Fox Sports and Fox Footy, while their
hierarchy includes News Corp Chairman Rupert Murdoch, Foxtel CEO Patrick Delany, and Head of Fox
Sports Peter Campbell. Telstra’s senior management includes CEO Andrew Penn, Chairman John
Mullen, and Group Executive, Product & Technology Christian von Reventlow, and their broadcasting
related departments include Media, and Broadcasting Services.
Other media and digital organisations feature less prominently in the field. This includes
emerging digital platforms such as Facebook, Google, and Twitter, which have some degree of
relationship with the AFL in terms of covering or promoting the game, and established media
organisations such as the remaining free-to-air broadcasters, radio stations, and newspapers, who
report on the game and assess many of the innovations presented to the field, and can influence the
acceptance of the innovations into the domain.
Aside from the league itself, fans of the sport are potentially the most powerful and important
agents in the AFL broadcasting field. While the league and the broadcasters can and do make decisions
which enable and constrain the opportunities for fans to participate in the field, fans also ultimately
decide the fate of the league and the broadcasters, as their capacity to choose to not participate in
the field, and to support another sport or to consume the sport in some other way, impacts the AFL
and the broadcaster. Fans are much less structured in the field, and aside from loose organisations
based on allegiance to particular clubs, the only structured representation for AFL fans is the AFL Fans
Association, or AFLFA. Anyone is free to become a member of the Association, with the AFLFA holding
elections each year to appoint executive positions on a volunteer basis. The AFLFA surveys its
members periodically to gauge their interest on particular issues in the game, and then lobby the
AFLFA and other parties based on the outcome of those surveys. An executive from the AFLFA
indicated in an interview during this research that they typically only lobby on matters where there is
a clear consensus among fans about a particular issue.
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AFL clubs are also key stakeholders in terms of AFL broadcasting. They are impacted directly
by the decisions made by the league when it sets the fixture, as it will determine how many free-toair games the club will get in any given season. They are the site around which many fans congregate,
and they are locations of key intellectual property, such as logos and club colours. Clubs are also the
entities the league uses to build games around, which become the primary trading tool in broadcast
rights negotiations. For example, it has been suggested one of the reasons the AFL were able to create
such a dramatic uplift in their most recent round of negotiations for broadcasting rights was because
they were able to add two extra clubs to the competition. Not only were these new clubs in nontraditional AFL markets – thereby potentially growing the market for AFL broadcasting – but two extra
teams also added an extra game to the weekly round of games, effectively adding to the properties
the AFL has available to license in media rights deals. Clubs are structured differently, but the
President and CEO at each club are the main protagonists in terms of AFL broadcasting. These agents
are often included on committees and groups formed by the AFL from time-to-time, to focus on
particular issues. For example, the AFL formed a special ‘Caronavirus Cabinet’ to tackle issues in the
game arising from the virus in 2020, and included Collingwood president Eddie McGuire, Sydney
Swans chairman Andrew Pridham, and Hawthorn president Jeff Kennett (AFL, 2020b, p. 14).
The AFL frequently acknowledges and includes players in their stakeholder relationships. The
players are obviously the main performers in front of the camera in AFL broadcasting, and their actions
are often subject to scrutiny and discussion around the coverage of the game. As mentioned, the
players are also in a unique position of being both stakeholders and assets in the field, and cross the
boundary of domain and field accordingly. As a collective they wield their power through their union,
the AFL Players Association, who feature heavily around periods of player rights negotiations, such as
Collective Bargaining and changes to fixture rules. Geelong player Patrick Dangerfield is currently
President of the AFLPA, while Paul Marsh is CEO. The Board features both male and female players,
and is funded primarily by the AFL. The Association is also the accrediting body for player agents.
Government regulators are also in the orbit of AFL broadcasting, although to a far lesser
degree that the parties mentioned above. The primary government agents and bodies relating to AFL
broadcasting however include the broadcasting regulator ACMA, and the Minister for Communication
and the Arts Paul Fletcher (previously Mitch Fifield) and their department. Less directly, other
government agents include the Federal Parliament, as ultimately, they pass laws affecting the
broadcasting of the AFL, such as anti-siphoning reforms.
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Appendix 8: Analysis of relationships inside the AFL, broadcaster, and fan fields
Relationships Inside the AFL
Relationships inside the Australian Football League stem from its function as the governing body of a
sport. As such, the function of many relationships inside the AFL is to promote participation and access
to Australian football, and to maintain the community initiatives of the league. Making the game
accessible for community benefit is evident in the AFL’s Strategy and Performance statement:
“The Company’s strategy is to promote the AFL brand throughout Australia and to a limited extent outside
Australia. Key Performance Indicators such as attendances at AFL games, television ratings, digital consumption
and participant numbers are used to measure the Company’s performance against this strategy.” (AFL, 2019b, p.
162)

However, the league also functions as a corporate entity, and relationships often operate to meet
these ends as well. The commercial objectives of the league are reflected in the organisation’s stated
Objectives, which include:
“iii. To help ensure that AFL clubs are financially secure and competitive.
iv. To provide the best possible benefits for AFL players and to drive the next generation of elite athletes to choose
our game.” (AFL, 2020b, p. 154, emphasis added)

Consequently, many relationships must balance the rules of public and commercial self-interests
underpinning the Objectives and Strategies of the organisation. The blending of public and commercial
self-interests inside the organisation are reflected by how the organisation changed its Strategy and
Performance statement in 2020:
“The COVID-19 pandemic has caused a sudden and major financial disruption to all levels of football, resulting in
the suspension of games, restrictions on crowds and cancellation of some community and school football
competitions. In the face of this crisis, the Company made several key decisions that have ensured the financial
stability and operational integrity of the 2020 elite competition including a cost reduction plan to significantly
reduce the financial exposure of the Consolidated entity, a review of the Company’s organisational structure
resulting in a reduction in the Company’s workforce compared to pre-COVID-19 levels, and securing $660 million
in additional borrowing facilities with NAB and ANZ to support industry liquidity. The AFL also utilised its capital
reserve totalling $60 million in 2020 to help mitigate the financial losses across the industry.” (AFL, 2020b, p. 154)

A similar blending of pubic and commercial self-interests can be inferred in statements on corporate
social responsibility:
“At the elite level, a dynamic environment requires the leadership of the game to form and maintain strong
partners across media, government, and community, which are vital to the long-term success of both the elite AFL
and AFLW competitions, and the wider game at all levels… At community level, it is both expected and required
that the AFL lead on issues of importance to its fans, while supporting community endeavours and using the game’s
profile to assist in driving charitable and community outcomes.” (AFL, 2019b, p. 124, emphasis added)

Public and commercial self-interests in relationships inside the AFL is reflected by who holds positions
of power inside the organisation. For example, in 2016, the AFL created a General Manager of
Inclusion and Social Policy (AFL, 2016a, p. 34), and in 2019 it appointed it first Indigenous AFL
Commissioner Helen Milroy, who has extensive experience in medical and mental health, and
indigenous affairs (AFL, 2019b, p. 18). The AFL also offers internal health and well-being initiatives to
staff, has a Workforce Gender Action Plan, and awards the Jill Lindsay Scholarship to encourage female
administrators within the football industry (ibid., p. 18). From a commercial self-interest perspective,
Robin Bishop was appointed to the AFL Commission in 2017, primarily because of his financial acumen
and experience in advising the AFL on “its $2.5 billion broadcast rights agreement” in 2015 (AFL, 2017,
p. 23). Travis Auld, the AFL Chief Financial Officer and General Manager of Clubs and Broadcasting, is
arguably the second most powerful person in the AFL Administration behind CEO Gil McLachlan, and
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many AFL departments have a primarily commercial function, such as Commercial Operations, AFL
Strategy, and the Infrastructure, Major Projects, and Investment department (AFL, 2020b).
Relationships Inside Broadcasters
A key difference between the relationships inside the AFL and those at Seven West Media and News
Corp, and previously Telstra, is that these organisations are more expressly motivated by commercial
self-interests. For instance, by improving revenue performance and creating efficiencies in the
business, Seven West Media aims to drive shareholder value, which underpins the company’s
economic sustainability (Seven West Media, 2019). News Corp attempts to create shareholder value
by increasing revenues and profitability, streamlining organisational structure, and assessing
investments to optimise their portfolio (News Corporation, 2019). In 2018, Telstra launched its T22
strategy, designed to simplify operations, reduce the cost base, and strengthening the balance sheet
(Telstra Corporation, 2019). Unsurprisingly, relationships inside the broadcasters are framed to meet
these commercial self-interests, even when they appear to serve public interests. For example, one of
the Strategic Objectives at Seven West Media is aimed at aligning “the Company’s culture to drive
innovation and change through technology and to continue to reduce the Company’s cost base”
(Seven West Media, 2019, p. 44). Telstra states it needs to “attract, develop and retain a workforce
capable of delivering our objectives” (Telstra Corporation, 2019, p. 14) which include maximising
shareholder return, and maintaining financial strength and flexibility (ibid., p. 34). Meanwhile, because
the company is listed on the Australian Stock Exchange (ASX), News Corp have “measurable objectives
for achieving gender diversity” in their workforce, a requirement of the ASX Corporate Governance
Council (News Corporation, 2019, p. 177).
Similarly, as Seven West Media, Telstra, and News Corp are all listed on the ASX, a relationship
also exists between the company shareholders and the administrators running the company. This
relationship has the capacity to directly impact AFL broadcasting. Annual reports indicate sports rights
are some of the costliest expenses in these organisations, so if administrators are unable to convince
shareholders about the merits of acquiring rights, or if shareholder returns are harmed by unprofitable
sports rights, then shareholders may demand a change of strategy inside the organisation, with sports
rights potentially no longer featuring in that strategy. Shareholders clearly hold the power in this
relationship, as they essentially constrain administrators by holding them to account on an annual
basis via shareholder elections. A free-to-air executive confirmed returning shareholder value is one
of their major concerns, and added that demonstrating the value in sports rights is becoming
increasingly difficult, given the challenges the free-to-air sector is facing (Participant 33, 20/6/19).
Relationships also exist between broadcasters as a collective, which can impact AFL
broadcasting. Broadcasters will work together to lobby the government for media reforms, which in
the past has included the removal of events from the anti-siphoning list (Fifield, 2017, online). A
telecommunications respondent also outlined why broadcasters may partner with other broadcasters
when acquiring sports rights, rather than competing against them:
“Every partnership needs to be evaluated on its face, but it is very normal for rights holders in the ‘paid’ space (e.g.
Foxtel, Optus, Stan etc.) to have close relationships with operators in the ‘free’ space (e.g. largely free-to-air), as
they can work together to drive a bigger outcome with some tensions, but no direct head-to-head clash.”
(Participant 29, 25/3/19)

Specifically, these partnerships weaken competitive tension in the market for sports rights and deflate
their cost, and they allow broadcasters to pool financial resources, which strengthens their negotiating
position. Successful consortiums can then allocate rights between themselves, so they avoid direct
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competition and protect exclusivity, which is one of the keys to monetising rights (Participant 33,
20/6/19). A successful consortium can also lead to synergies between broadcasters, such reducing
production costs and sharing content.
New relationships are also emerging as consumers migrate towards emergent technologies,
such as OTT broadcasting and augmented reality. To implement these technologies, broadcasters
must either develop relationships with specialist technology firms capable of doing so, or employ
workers with the necessary skill set (Participant 20, 6/8/18, Participant 26, 12/10/18). A specialist OTT
respondent said these relationships often involve educating broadcasters about the technology
involved and emphasising the value it can bring to the business (Participant 26, 12/10/18). The same
respondent indicated that broadcasters often have separate digital and broadcast teams and vary in
their openness to learning about OTT solutions, which adds complexity to the relationship (Participant
26, 12/10/18). Content on OTT platforms is also more vulnerable to piracy, adding stress to
relationships in and between broadcasters, especially where the business model is subscription-based.
For example, subscription broadcasters must employ workers to monitor for piracy, while
relationships must also be developed with emerging broadcasters such as social media platforms
where pirated content often appears, so it can be taken down (Participant 31, 20/2/19).
The quality of this relationship can determine the effectiveness of having pirated content
removed from digital platforms, and one respondent outlined how the nature of this relationship had
changed over time. Initially in online streaming, many digital platforms were reluctant to assist
established media companies in protecting their content, as they preferred to defend users and did
not appreciate the scale and speed that infringement occurred (Participant 31, 20/2/19). The
respondent explained how it wasn’t until some illegal streams went global on digital platforms that
they came forward and “actually apologised ... They could see that we tried [to stop it], and the
assistance just wasn’t there,” with the respondent citing the Mayweather Jr. vs. Pacquiao fight in 2015
as one such event (Participant 31, 20/2/19). Subsequently, many digital platforms gave established
broadcasters access to their live ingest content matching system to target illegal streaming, and
broadcasters will now spend anywhere from two to four weeks working with digital platforms in the
lead-up to a major event in an endeavour to coordinate content protection (Participant 31, 20/2/19).
While they believe content protection tools can still be improved, the respondent said specialist
independent protection vendors, broadcasters, and digital platforms are now together “trying to work
out ways of protecting content for the future,” and gave the impression that relationships with digital
platforms are more cordial compared with three-to-five years ago (Participant 31, 20/2/19).
Relationships Inside Fans
Fan relationships are marked by a range of differences, priorities, and self-interests, and are
potentially the most disorganised and irrational in comparison with those inside the AFL and
broadcasters. Aside from being framed in terms of their allegiance to, or rivalry with a club, fan
relationships are shaped by age, gender, ethnicity, regionalism, political views, knowledge, and
socioeconomics (AFL Fans Association, 2018). Fan relationships can be disparate, informal, and
fleeting, with little means of advocating for change, and they can be proximate, ritual, and enduring,
with some forming cheer-squads and advocacy groups (Participant 21, 25/9/18).
Fan relationships are predominantly marked by public interests. Most fans do not gain
financially through their fandom, and many fans act to realise non-financial benefits, such as group
association and a sense of identity (Hirshon, 2020, Samra and Wos, 2014). Fans also value loyalty (Funk
and James, 2001), and AFL fans who change team allegiance risk being shunned by other, even neutral,

360

fans. Fans mostly act in ways which reflect that loyalty. For example, a respondent from a fan lobby
said in their experience, most fans act according to their own self-interests, which meant prioritising
actions benefitting their club and reflect their loyalty (Participant 21, 25/9/18). Fans may financially
and emotionally invest in a club, even when the club is performing poorly on the field, and similarly,
as former Collingwood cheer-squad leader Joffa Corfe has demonstrated, some fans will spend money
in ways which demonstrate and reflect their loyalty, ahead of food and utility bills (Fox Sports
Australia, 2018c). Fans may also attempt to display their loyalty through aesthetic presentations of
club merchandise, colours, body markings, and logos, which again, may be an irrational spending
decision for those outside fan relationships.
However, fan loyalty is not uniform, adding nuance to fan relationships, and while access to
financial resources can provide fans with certain privileges, power in fan relationships is also a function
of knowledge about the team, the players, and the game, again potentially reflecting the importance
of public interests in fan relationships. Despite these power imbalances, the hierarchy of fan
relationships appears to be less structured than those of the AFL and the broadcasters, although some
hierarchy exists within cheer-squad leaders and the AFL Fans Association. These observations also
suggest clubs hold considerable power over fans, as their loyalty seemingly constrains their actions,
even though alternate choices exist, but by choosing to act in these ways, fans recreate the values and
structure of this section of the field in AFL broadcasting.
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Appendix 9: Factors enabling and limiting change in emergent media and consumption habits
The increasing amount of competition in the broadcasting sector is a catalyst for change. Because
there are more providers offering more content (Participant 13, 4/4/18, Barton, 2018), traditional
broadcasters are motivated to create new products, such as streaming portals (Participant 03, 7/6/17).
Competition can also lead to consumer-focused innovation within broadcasters, with a
telecommunications respondent saying the increase in competition in the sector required companies
to focus on “doing things that suit customers rather than carriers” (Participant 15, 6/4/18). Conversely,
path dependency in the existing business models of broadcasters and sports organisations creates
inertia against change. As one respondent observed, many broadcasters have been resistant to
change, because “they’ve just been unsure what would happen” if they let go of their old business
model (Participant 08, 22/9/17). This researcher observes such resistance to change when they call
Foxtel to cancel their satellite subscription, with the company trying to keep them as a subscriber by
offering significant discounts to the traditional satellite subscription (Reddin, 18/9/17, online).
Convincing shareholders about the need to fundamentally change the business model in the
face of competition can create uncertainty for broadcasters. As one respondent suggested,
broadcasters can improve their OTT portals to capture digital consumption, but “you’re going to have
to expose the shareholders to some risk if you do that because if you get it wrong, you could be
penalised” (Participant 08, 22/9/17). Several respondents felt those outside the industry often
underestimate the responsibility broadcast executives have to shareholders (Participant 08, 22/9/17,
Participant 33, 20/6/19), and the need to acquiesce shareholder fears is reflected in Annual Reports.
In 2017, Seven West Media said their content development strategy was underpinned by “a
commitment to enhance shareholder value” (Seven West Media, 2017, p. 10), and repeated this
commitment two years later, saying their investment and growth strategy is aimed at creating “long
term value for shareholders”(Seven West Media, 2019, p. 7). Broadcasters are evidently beholden to
shareholder wishes, and as shareholders’ main interest is generating a financial return on their
investment in broadcasters, commercial self-interest and neoliberal attitudes are expected to
dominate agency within these organisations.
The reluctance of established broadcasters to change their business model may be
accentuated by an inertia in television advertisers. As an advertising executive explained, some of their
clients are reluctant to experiment with digital platforms, because television is “still the number one
medium for mass reach” (Participant 34, 26/2/20). This observation was supported by a market
analyst, who said the fact online video advertising has not cannibalised traditional television
advertising has created uncertainty among advertisers about the merits of the online market
(Participant 18, 11/5/18). Advertisers are also wary of the online environment because of how digital
audiences are measured:
“It's still a bit like the wild west… in the online world in terms of people quoting audience figures. They quote on
video plays, and the whole auto-play thing can make that statistic almost seem worthless at times… And for
advertisers, that’s just not an ideal scenario for their ads to be running, so if they're not wary they should be very
wary of how they engage with audiences via those sort of advertising buys.” (Participant 08, 22/9/17)

In this regard, the market analyst said the vested interest digital platforms have in “telling as good a
story as possible” when it comes to metrics, has led to issues of accountability and “outright fraud” in
some instances (Participant 18, 11/5/18).
Broadcasting agreements can also promote or limit change. For example, one respondent
noted that an existing deal between a major sport and a traditional broadcaster makes it difficult for
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the sports organisation to develop a partnership with a technology-based company while those deals
are still in place (Participant 19, 13/6/18). The AFL has also shown a preference to work with existing
partners whenever media rights are up for renewal, as demonstrated by their desire to “build on the
current relationship” with Telstra during the drafting and negotiation of the 2012-2016 media rights
agreement (AFL, 2011, p. 66). However, existing rights agreements can facilitate change. The current
$2.508 billion AFL rights deal not only incorporates live streaming and digital rights – thereby
provisioning for an emerging form of consumption – but more importantly, the revenues from the
agreement allowed the league to invest in their own digital platforms so they could cater to changing
audience habits:
“The new broadcast rights cycle and our ongoing digital partnership with Telstra provides AFL Media with an
opportune moment to continue to invest in our digital engagement with supporters at all levels of football. We will
continue to… innovative [with] fan and club-led digital content and products which connect with supporters
through the shifting sands of the technology landscape.” (AFL, 2015, p. 23)

Change can also take place when rights agreements expire. The Foxtel business model is heavily reliant
on sports rights to attract subscribers, but their ability to renew rights may be negatively impacted by
changes in government policy or third parties who outbid them for rights (News Corporation, 2019, p.
14-16), leading to potential change. The company would also be negatively impacted if it overpays for
rights, because the cost would not be matched by the necessary “increases in subscriber and carriage
fees and advertising rates” (News Corporation, 2019, p. 23). Similarly, Seven West Media recognises
they need to secure rights “at a sustainable cost” (Seven West Media, 2019, p. 25), meaning like Foxtel,
change could take place if Seven West Media cannot justify the cost of renewing or acquiring rights.
Evolutions in technology have also enabled change. In the last ten years, the speed and
affordability of distribution via the internet has been accelerated by the introduction of 4G and 5G
wireless networks which, when coupled with technology such as the iPhone, enable the “mass
democratisation and federation of mobile internet” (Participant 16, 8/6/18). A telecommunications
respondent echoed this observation, saying the internet provided “access to a universal network, as
well as content,” and identified the smartphone as the device encapsulating such as shift (Participant
15, 6/4/18).
Telstra and Singtel have also indicated the NBN rollout has led to greater competition (Telstra
Corporation, 2018, Singtel Limited, 2019), and technological evolution also often lowers the barriers
to entry, further facilitating change in the marketplace. For example, the internet has “enabled the
disaggregation of content delivery from the ownership of network infrastructure,” meaning content
providers can create direct-to-consumer offerings over the internet (News Corporation, 2019, p. 20),
while tools and websites allowing users to create and publish their own content also reduces the effort
and expense of producing and distributing content (Participant 31, 20/2/19, News Corporation, 2019).
A free-to-air respondent similarly outlined how the factors which enabled OTT platforms such as
YouTube and Netflix to enter the video-on-demand market are also available for others such as
“Twitch or… Snapchat or Messenger” to deliver a similar experience (Participant 16, 8/6/18). Telstra
have also recognised that “changes in telecommunications technology are lowering barriers to entry,”
resulting in increasing competition, especially from new mobile, broadband, and OTT providers, who
have “lower cost bases, and agile, innovative business models” (Telstra Corporation, 2017, p. 16).
Conversely, technological limitations may inhibit change. Digital broadcasting largely takes
place via a data network, and the shift to digital distribution and consumption places increasing
demand on that network, which may or may not be able to support the increased demand. Despite
the government investing “significantly in communications networks to keep up with current and
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expected future demand” (ACMA Communications Report 2017-18), respondents also felt Australia
lacks a reliable, high-speed network which can accommodate a large-scale migration of audiences
towards online video consumption (Participant 02, 6/6/17, Participant 13, 4/4/18, Participant 12,
21/2/18, Participant 08, 22/9/17, Participant 19, 13/6/18). Another respondent believes this issue of
the network being unable to withstand spikes in demand during live sport, or “contention” of the
network, is widely unappreciated in the delivery of sports via OTT, adding the system is liable to crash
when “3-4 million” people attempt to get online to consume content (Participant 36, 10/6/20). The
respondent acknowledged that solutions are being developed to resolve the problem, but indicated
“there is an issue in terms of OTT being the premium service of massive games,” especially for games
like the NRL Sate of Origin that gets “11 million viewers, or thereabouts” (Participant 36, 10/6/20).
The high fidelity, low latency signal demanded by sports audiences also adds cost and compression
issues in the network environment (Participant 17, 9/5/18), with one OTT respondent saying sport
“really is the acid or litmus test for what we’re trying to do” in terms of testing the capacity of the
network to deliver content (Participant 26, 12/10/18).
Historical network design means some of these performance issues are especially difficult to
overcome. Specifically, the data network in Australia was initially designed to deliver voice services,
but as access to the internet became more important, the network had to be reverse engineered to
prioritise data delivery (Participant 15, 6/4/18). Furthermore, the network in Australia was built on a
“hub-and-spoke” model – where a central database is networked out to customers – but that design
is no longer suited to contemporary consumption habits, where consumer preferences are better
matched by “edge-based” networks, which has forced organisations to invest in network redesign
(Participant 15, 6/4/18). These problems are exacerbated by the scarcity of radio spectrum,
unresolved international standards, and the fact the industry is still “engineering-led,” which limits its
ability to cater to the needs of consumers (Participant 15, 6/4/18).
Regulatory reform has also enabled change. In 2018, the government introduced laws making
it harder for pirates to circumvent site-blocking measures and gave copyright owners the ability to ask
search engines to “demote or remove search results for infringing sites” (Fifield, 2018b, online). The
government has also been able to extend regulations preventing gambling advertising in “live sports
programs during children’s hours” to include online platforms (Dept. of Communications and the Arts,
2017c, p. 1). However, as demonstrated in the results and discussion section on Regulation, legislation
can also limit the capacity for change, especially if it no longer reflects the reality of the media
environment. For example, content requirements limit the ability of free-to-air broadcasters to
innovate because of the financial burden it adds; and yet digital platforms are not required to invest
in Australian production in the same way, because content requirements do not apply to them
(Participant 13, 4/4/18, Participant 25, 5/10/19). The government has also made several superficial
changes to anti-siphoning regulation in recent years (Dept. of Communications and the Arts, 2017a),
but the clear consensus from participants is that the scheme is out of date (Participant 07, 31/8/17,
Participant 13, 4/4/18, Participant 03, 7/6/17, Participant 10, 26/10/17, Participant 19, 13/6/18,
Participant 25, 5/10/19). Regarding copyright, one respondent similarly felt the safe harbour reforms
introduced in 2018 should have included digital intermediaries and rules requiring them to keep
infringing content down (Participant 24, 3/10/18).
Metric and data analysis can also facilitate change. For example, Optus chose to invest in
video-on-demand after noticing their 650 million mobile customers throughout Asia and Africa were
increasingly “using their mobile devices to access movies, sports and other entertainment content”
(Singtel Limited, 2018, p. 60). A telecommunications respondent confirmed they pay close attention
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to the volume and nature of consumption on different platforms, revealing people streaming on
mobile devices are more likely to watch shorter forms of content on-demand, while consumers
watching on television are more likely to watch longer forms of content live (Participant 29, 25/3/19).
However, digital metrics sometimes have questionable accuracy, which can complicate change. News
Corp for example believe “failure in accurately measuring demand, particularly demand generated
through new platforms, may lead to under-measurement and, in turn, lower advertising pricing and
spending” (News Corporation, 2019, p. 21), challenging the stability of investment strategies and
business models.
Change can also be facilitated by relationships at club-level. To meet increasing consumer
demand for behind-the-scenes content, media teams within clubs will create content for social media
platforms, but an AFL player revealed how their interactions with internal media teams are moderated
by respect. For example, other than generic content such as training footage, which is often posted
online without players consent, the player said, “99 per cent of the time… [the media team will] ask
you, ‘Is it alright if we put this up?’” before posting content (Participant 37, 24/8/20). The respect for
player permission can affect subsequent content opportunities for the media team:
“The more they ask you about every time they get you on camera, the more respect you earn from them, and the
more I guess you allow them to video you in different circumstances and do other things… So, it’s really dependant
on the [player] and how much respect they have for the media people.” (Participant 37, 24/8/20)

The need to protect the reputation of the organisation and commercial considerations may also inhibit
change from taking place at club level. For example, while they felt they had “all the freedom in the
world” on social media, the player also recognised there were situations where players needed to be
careful about what they posted, saying, “if it’s going to be offensive at all, the club will jump on it
pretty quickly” (Participant 37, 24/8/20). The player also explained why they need to avoid posting
content which might jeopardise a relationship with a sponsor:
“So, we can’t post about, say, Jeep. Let’s say you’ve got a photo of a Jeep; ‘I’ve got a new Jeep, thanks to this
dealership for helping me out, blah, blah, blah.’ You can’t post that because we’ve got a different car manufacturer
as a protected sponsor.” (Participant 37, 24/8/20)

Consumption habits and increased competition clearly provide the catalyst for change in the field of
AFL broadcasting: while rights agreements, metrics, regulation, and evolutions in technology provide
the antecedent conditions for change in domain. However, inertia in broadcasters, sports bodies,
audiences, and advertisers, as well as outdated regulation, inferior digital networks, and a lack of
emergent media interest in sports rights all prevent change from taking place by discouraging agency
which destabilises the domain and the field, and instead encourages behaviour reinforcing the status
quo. Evidently, some parts of the field of AFL broadcasting are willing and open to change, while others
are hesitant and resist change. Some structures are also enabling new forms of agency while
simultaneously restricting older, historical forms of agency, which indicates a power shift taking place
in AFL broadcasting. These observations corroborate Csikszentmihalyi’s (1988b) notion that some
fields within systems are more open than others to new ideas, and some domains are more accessible
than others, which create or limit the capacity for creativity and innovation. These results also validate
the assertion by Csikszentmihaly (ibid.) of the difficulty in separating various elements of a system for
analysis, as each of these factors enabling change rely on, and are relied upon, by other elements in
the system. For example, it is difficult to analyse changing consumption habits without also
considering evolutions in technology, increased competition, and regulation.
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Appendix 10: Participant perspectives on the normative function of regulation
Of the 37 primary participants engaged for the project, 25 were asked during their interview what
they thought the function of regulation should be. This question was applied regardless of the industry
the participant worked in, but responses often addressed articles or regulatory bodies specific to their
industry. The point of the inquiry was to determine if there is a common theme among agents in the
field of AFL broadcasting about the normative function of regulation. Responses often lead to
fundamental discussions about the function of government, and to what degree it should intervene
in the market.
Three overwhelming themes emerged from the responses. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the main
sentiment can be summed up as “the less regulated [a market] is, the better” (Participant 23, 3/10/18),
or a preference for “light touch” regulation (Participant 10, 26/10/17). This position was underpinned
by a belief that free markets provide the best outcomes for businesses and consumers, or as another
respondent said, “Less regulation brings out the best people, the best clubs, the best teams – the
cream rises to the top with it” (Participant 30, 5/12/18). If regulation is needed, these respondents
felt self-regulation is the best strategy, arguing businesses know best when it comes to understanding
how to regulate to their own industry. For pro-market respondents, government intervention could
only be justified in cases of extreme consumer exploitation and the accordant need for consumer
protection. For example, one respondent felt regulators should only directly intervene in the market
where addictive services or products are involved (Participant 18, 11/5/18), while another felt some
regulation is necessary to prevent cartels from developing (Participant 15, 6/4/18). Similarly, in
relation to ACMA, one respondent felt the body should have the power to investigate consumer
complaints only if absolutely necessary, believing in the first instance, “the onus is on the broadcaster
or the publisher to sort out problems with the consumers” (Participant 08, 22/9/17). These examples
provide a glimpse into the values of the field of AFL broadcasting, and demonstrate how the structure
of regulation can shape agency within media organisations.
The second key theme to emerge from participants was that increased competition and
changing audience behaviours are challenging the relevance and effectiveness of existing regulation.
One respondent summarised these challenges by saying, “You have a handful of global platforms,
which are basically more powerful than quite a few small countries around the world” (Participant 18,
11/5/18). Similarly, because of the greater competition broadcasters’ face, another doubted if
broadcast regulation “is still currently doing what is set out to,” saying it needs to change so
broadcasters can compete in that type of an environment (Participant 14, 6/4/18). A sports
administrator also felt regulators needed to be more adaptable, especially in the context of “ongoing
change in the broadcast and media landscape and in the way people consume content” (Participant
27, 2/11/18).
Many respondents felt anti-siphoning to be especially challenged by the dynamics of the
current media environment, with one respondent saying because anti-siphoning restrictions are
applied differently for established and emerging broadcasters, “That it’s broken. That is broken
legislation” (Participant 07, 31/8/17). Another said free-to-air broadcasters don’t need anti-siphoning
protection, asking “Does Kerry Stokes need to be protected by the federal government?” (Participant
09, 26/10/17). One respondent said that as competition increases and sports rights become ever more
complex, it will become increasingly difficult to quantify “who actually owns what, and who’s licencing
whatever rights,” which will make it difficult to know “what they should be trying to regulate
essentially” (Participant 11, 12/12/17). Another argued for review of the legislation, saying “the
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Federal government has to apply a much more modern set of legislations or rules around how people…
can engage and can consume sport” (Participant 12, 21/2/18). Similarly, another felt anti-siphoning
should address the acquisition and distribution of rights, doubting if the legislation in its current form
– where it only addresses the acquisition of rights – could still provision for consumer access in
situations where rights migrate towards platforms such as Facebook (Participant 12, 21/2/18).
Copyright regulation faces parallel challenges. As one respondent explained, in copyright
historically, “the owner is the one who has to protect their private property, and they have to bring
actions if they see that their rights are violated” (Participant 24, 3/10/18). However, in the
contemporary environment, digital intermediaries such as Facebook and Google have the means to
control intangible property (such as sports broadcasts) which appears on their platform, whereas the
rights owner often does not, and accordingly, the respondent felt digital intermediaries should bear
some of the burden of taking infringing content down (Participant 24, 3/10/18).
The final theme can be described as pro-regulation, with some respondents believing
industries need to be regulated. For example, a free-to-air respondent said that aside from
safeguarding community interests, regulators play an important role in researching what is happening
in the industry, so it can provide “a single source of truth that we can all rely on” (Participant 13,
4/4/18). This research allows regulators to set rules for that industry so businesses can provide a
service to the best of their ability, and, in the case of free-to-air television, realise a public benefit
(Participant 13, 4/4/18). A sports administrator identified fairness as a key function of any regulator,
saying they need to be aware of, and balance, the interests of all parties, or allow leeway if there is
one party whose interests outweigh others on a principle of fairness (Participant 28, 2/11/18). Another
identified standard setting, monitoring, and enforcement as vital regulatory functions (Participant 26,
12/10/18), while one said data security and privacy will become increasingly important in the next few
years as users shift their consumption online, adding these issues need to be addressed if the internet
is going to “be a valuable and trusted business tool” (Participant 31, 20/2/19).
A free-to-air respondent felt governments should intervene in the market, because
historically, “Markets don’t self-regulate very well,” and that media regulation should be “based on
the impact that content has on our culture and local economy” (Participant 16, 8/6/18). Another
respondent from the free-to-air sector similarly felt media regulation should focus primarily on
cultural identity:
“[T]he Minister of Communications and their team should be very, very focused on protecting Australian’s cultural
identity through media. The issue is that every country has a cultural identity, and… as children grow up, it should
be on all of our minds to be able to take them through their cultural identity, bring them into an environment
where they have a cultural identity, and allow them to understand other cultures. If we don’t protect cultural
identity through media we will become a sort of a generic world culture through the media.” (Participant 17,
9/5/18)

A belief in the purpose of anti-siphoning persists, even if it only to a degree. One respondent said
broadcast regulation ought to protect the public “from losing access to the content that should be
free and available to everyone” (Participant 14, 6/4/18), and another felt anti-siphoning is working
because Australian’s can still watch most major sporting events on television for free, without having
“to go to the pub to watch… if you can't afford pay TV” (Participant 17, 9/5/18). Similarly, while they
felt sports broadcasting regulation may be complex, convoluted, and imperfect, another respondent
said anti-siphoning “probably works reasonably well,” adding it is “fair enough” for dedicated sports
fans to have to pay for content (Participant 19, 13/6/18).
Significantly, respondents did not always take a pro- or anti- position in terms of regulation.
One participant from the AFL was particularly even handed in their views on regulation, saying it needs
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to balance the interests of both the public, and organisations who create and own the content
(Participant 27, 2/11/18). A respondent from a broadcasting regulator also took a balanced approach,
saying the responsibility of their organisation is to promote self-regulation and competition while
protecting consumers, and fostering an environment where media respects community standards and
responds to user needs (Participant 32, 23/7/19).
Participant responses on the normative function of regulation provide many insights. The
responses often infer the balance between public and commercial self-interest which regulation needs
to achieve, while respondent attitudes toward regulation also often reflect the rules underpinning the
organisation the participant works for: public or commercial self-interest or a combination of both.
The responses highlight instances where rules are in conflict between regulators and industry: many
agents in AFL broadcasting are inclined to obey a rule of commercial self-interest when making choices
and acting in relation to regulation, unless the authority of the regulator prevents them from doing
so. However, there are also times when agents see the rules in alignment, especially for those who
work in institutions where regulation is a function of their organisation. This can include nongovernment agents, such as sports administrators. As such, it may be possible to use these responses
as a predictor of agent behaviour when they act in relation to regulation in the future. For example,
as they act according to the rule of commercial-self-interest, agents in subscription broadcasting
typically take an anti-regulation stance, suggesting those agents will change their agency in the future
in ways which will reshape regulation, so the rule of commercial self-interest becomes more
prominent in the structure. For these agents, this can be achieved by lobbying for change in the
regulation so it benefits them commercially, or by identifying and exploiting gaps in the existing
legislation to achieve commercially beneficial outcomes. In this latter scenario, unless government
agents also change their agency to restore a balance of public interests to the structure, it’s likely
consumer protections will suffer. Whether regulatory agents choose to act in this way may depend on
the guiding principles of the government.
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Appendix 11: Analysis of non-fixture related competitive balance mechanisms
Competitive balance measures are designed to ensure that supporters of any club can believe their
team has a legitimate chance to win each week, regardless of their club’s financial strength (AFL,
2014b, p. 23, AFL, 2019b, p. 20). These mechanisms are reviewed annually, and include measures
designed to even the distribution of talent across the competition, such as the player draft, transfer
rules, and limits on player salaries and football department spending (AFL, 2019e). The league also
addresses the financial gap between big and small clubs, with a discretionary allocation of funds
allowing smaller clubs to invest in their football departments and business operations (AFL, 2014b,
AFL, 2014a, p. 23). An AFL respondent indicated that clubs who don’t receive as much free-to-air
coverage compared with other clubs are compensated via the discretionary allocation of funds, with
funding distributed to clubs based on their structural inequities, which can include “a weaker
commercial fixture” from a broadcast perspective (Participant 27, 2/11/18). Other structural
inequalities include “different supporter base sizes, differing commercial arrangements with
stadiums… and access to income from non-football related businesses” (AFL, 2018b, p. 156).
However, these competitive balance mechanisms result in trade practices which may be illegal
in other contexts. For example, the income that players and coaches may earn is restricted by salary
cap rules, and the league can prevent the movement of players between clubs “if it can be
demonstrated that restraint is necessary to achieve” competitive balance (AFL, 2019e, p. 12). The
discretionary allocation of funds to smaller clubs to help them improve their competitiveness also
comes with increased financial oversight from the league. These clubs are subject to Competitive
Balance Action Plans, which identify the key issues the club must focus on and contain the “funding
conditions and reporting requirements these clubs must adhere to” (AFL, 2015, p. 46). A respondent
from an AFL club further revealed the size of a club’s distribution payment relates directly to the
amount of financial oversight from the league, so “the more money they give you, the more oversight
they have” (Participant 23, 3/10/18). For clubs receiving a large distribution payment, this oversight
takes the form of monthly “check-ins” on club business, with the league needing to sign off on the
club’s annual strategy and budget, and significant material decisions (Participant 23, 3/10/18).
The league also has the discretion to implement ‘Competition Assistance’ measures such as
additional draft picks to improve the competitiveness of some teams (AFL, 2018b, p. 41). The league’s
‘National Gambling Policy’ and AFL Rules meanwhile prohibit any person from attempting to
improperly influence the result of a match (AFL, 2013b, AFL, 2019e). After it was revealed the
Essendon Football Club had engaged in systematic doping of its playing list in 2012 (AFL, 2013a), the
league introduced a revised Anti-Doping Code and a standalone integrity department (AFL, 2013a, p.
113-114, AFL, 2014a, p. 120-121). However, the AFL is also wary of over-regulating the competition,
saying they do not want to “stifle innovation,” and aim to reach an outcome where “all clubs can
compete more effectively” without reducing their ability to “attract high-quality people and make
consistently good decisions” (AFL, 2013a, p. 16).
Respondents were nonetheless largely supportive of competitive balance mechanisms. An
AFL coach said they were “absolutely 100 per cent behind” the salary cap and the draft, believing
“that’s what’s made our code the best code in Australia,” and pointed to the unpredictability of the
competition to support their argument (Participant 35, 27/4/20). An AFL club respondent supported
the soft cap on football department spending, saying they did not want an English Premier League
situation, where only a handful of clubs can win each year because of their financial strength, and they
supported the discretionary allocation of funding, arguing the league gets it “close enough” most of
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the time (Participant 23, 3/10/18). Implementing a system of discretionary allocation of funding
required significant consultation with the bigger clubs, who stood to receive less revenue under the
system. The AFL believes the current model has been widely embraced by the industry however, with
the league CEO suggesting “Everyone understands that actually having all 18 teams able to compete
is a good thing. A rising tide lifts all boats” (Fox Sports Australia, 2017). Also, the discretionary
allocation of funding does not impact club-generated revenue, meaning smaller and larger clubs are
incentivised to grow their non-football business operations (AFL, 2014b).
While the AFL policy of competitive balance appears to have wide support across the AFL, it
is not unanimous. An AFL club respondent did not like soft limits on football department spending,
saying if you can make more money than other clubs despite equalisation measures such as the draft
and player salary cap, then “you should be able to get a competitive advantage somewhere”
(Participant 35, 27/4/20). While the AFL distributes money to the clubs as part of competitive balance,
the same respondent also felt the league makes it difficult for the clubs to make money on their own
terms, because:
“the AFL monetise the jerseys and all that sort of stuff. But also, the AFL have their own sponsors, so you can’t
have sponsors that are in competition.” (Participant 35, 27/4/20)

Another AFL club respondent supported this observation, saying they are also cautious about
attracting sponsors who are in competition with the league’s own, and the respondent also
questioned the discretionary allocation of funding to clubs (Participant 30, 5/12/18). Specifically, while
they understood the need to support less financially stable clubs such as St Kilda, North Melbourne,
and the Western Bulldogs, they doubted if these clubs should be funded on an ongoing basis, asking
“when is enough, enough?” (Participant 30, 5/12/18). The respondent also believes the AFL is now far
more regulated than when they started working in the industry, and questioned whether competitive
balance was the ideal way to manage the competition:
“I think the AFL is just trying to make everybody the same by bringing down the larger clubs, but it’s not going to
fix it. Nor is bringing the smaller clubs up into the larger clubs to ensure equalisation… [I]t just comes down to belief
system: Do you believe that every club is created equal, and should get the chance to win a premiership… and
should we be starting to narrow that gap?” (Participant 30, 5/12/18)

These observations indicate the rule of public interest often governs the agency of AFL agents. For
example, the league redistributes playing talent via the draft and salary cap, and allocates funding to
benefit smaller clubs. The fact these actions would be illegal in any other open market business
environment reflects their public, rather than commercial, benefit. Similar public benefits are
reflected in the Laws of the Game, which state “players of various sizes, football and athletic ability
have an opportunity for success in the game” (AFL, 2016b, online). However, the rule of commercial
self-interest also motivates competitive balance decisions, as the league believes an evenly balanced
competition will deliver maximum audiences who can be monetised for maximum financial return.
Clearly, these rules are not always in alignment, and the rules of public and commercial self-interest
are continually competing for ascendency in competitive balance decision making, as demonstrated
by the arbitrary allocation of distribution funding to clubs.
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Appendix 12: Further analysis of the value broadcasters and the AFL attach to broadcast rights
Broadcasters: The Value in Sports Rights
Almost exclusively, broadcasting organisations perceive the value of rights in commercial terms, which
is to be expected because of the rules underpinning those organisations. The commercial benefits
which rights generate then enable agents inside the organisation to make further decisions according
to the rule of commercial self-interest, so the structure is recreated. Specifically, the audience
certainty, advertising revenues, and stable market share that premium sport generates (Participant
19, 13/6/18) enables a broadcaster like Seven West Media to develop a “transformational business
strategy” (Seven West Media, 2018, p. 9), focused on “creating and securing the best entertainment,
news and lifestyle content” (Seven West Media, 2019, p. 17). Potentially, even more importance is
ascribed to sports rights by subscription broadcasters. One respondent indicated the amount of
money subscription broadcasters invest in sports rights suggests they are “pretty vital” to their
business model, adding that in the case of Foxtel, “that’s their number one thing” (Participant 19,
13/6/18). Specifically, the respondent explained how subscription broadcasters have historically used
sports rights to break into new markets, and in this regard, indicated Foxtel had similarly developed a
sports-based streaming product to capture new audiences and increase their penetration in Australian
(Participant 19, 13/6/18).
The significance of sports rights to subscription broadcasters is also reflected in public
comments by executive agents from these organisations. Foxtel CEO Patrick Delany has said sport
remains a “key focus” for the organisation, with their AFL and NRL rights the “big beacons” of their
Fox Sports channels” (Mediaweek, 2017a), while News Corp Chief Executive Robert Thomson has said
acquiring Cricket Australia rights would help address “seasonal customer churn” (News Corporation,
2018, p. vii). Mr Delany also felt their sports content would allow the organisation to add subscribers
on their streaming based services, and in 2018 indicated their stable of “major rights [are] hammered
down for the next five years,” giving the company time to develop strategy and monetise the rights
(Mediaweek, 2018b). These comments again support the contention that broadcasters see rights in
commercial terms, and that commercial returns from rights enable the types of agency within the
organisation which will recreate the broadcaster as a commercially self-interested structure.
The comments above also indicate that media organisations will acquire sports rights to
defend an existing market position, or alternatively, to break into existing markets, and the defensive
or offensive strategy adopted by the broadcaster can subsequently influence rights negotiations. For
example, one respondent indicated that traditional broadcasters will often try to secure rights for as
long as possible, because it gives them a degree of certainty in a challenging market environment, and
while expensive, longer deals give traditional broadcasters more time to monetise the rights and
realise a return on investment (Participant 04, 21/6/17). The respondent acknowledged that some
rights agreements outlive their usefulness because they were too long and no longer capture audience
interest, but nonetheless felt buying rights for as long as possible to be an effective defensive strategy
– especially for subscription television – as sports fans are “rusted-on,” and consumption patterns are
unlikely to change overnight (Participant 04, 21/6/17).
Purchasing rights to keep them away from competitors is another defensive strategy a
broadcaster can adopt. One respondent confirmed that broadcasters will “absolutely” acquire or
renew rights so competitors don’t get them, and felt in that situation broadcasters will sometimes
overpay for rights, especially if “emotions get heated and the competitive instincts of the network
bosses and executives kick-in, when they find out their competitors might get it instead of them”
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(Participant 19, 13/6/18). A subscription broadcaster also revealed they may seek to acquire rights
“because it plays into another strategy that we might have” (Participant 07, 31/8/17), such as keeping
the rights away from a competitor. In relation to the AFL specifically, one respondent said buying the
rights was a good deal for Seven West Media, because it prevented the competition from acquiring
the rights and accordingly improves the market share and revenue share of Channel 7 (Participant 04,
21/6/17). News Corp similarly notes the competition “for popular programming licensed from third
parties is intense,” and the success of the organisation depends in part on their ability to “obtain and
retain rights to desirable programming” (News Corporation, 2019, p. 22). The strategy of acquiring
rights to defend a market position and prevent rights from being acquired by competitors possibly
peaked for News Corp in 2015, where in the space of four months the company paid A$2.3 billion for
the AFL and NRL rights (News Corporation, 2016).
However, rights may also be acquired as an offensive strategy. For example, as suggested
above, Foxtel used sports rights to capture new OTT audiences and adapt their business model to
changing market conditions. Emerging broadcasters are especially well positioned to capitalise on
shifting consumption habits and increased demand on data networks, and acquire sports rights as an
offensive strategy to break into the broadcast market:
“If you’re Optus… you actually say, ‘If media consumption changes, we own a mobile network, and video
consumption on mobile is going through the roof, so [Football rights] is the place where we want to differentiate
ourselves, and we want to show the power of our mobile network and what we can do’.” (Participant 04, 21/6/17)

As they seek to reach audiences and secure revenues in Australia, emergent media organisations are
also increasingly likely to secure rights as an offensive market strategy. Multiple respondents noted
emergent media companies have the financial reserves to purchase rights (Participant 08, 22/9/17,
Participant 07, 31/8/17, Participant 15, 6/4/18), and News Corp also notes these organisations face
“fewer regulatory burdens, better competitive positions in certain areas, greater operating
capabilities, [and] greater access to sources of content or other services” (News Corporation, 2019, p.
20). Telecommunications companies are well positioned to acquire rights as consumers seek the
convenience and flexibility of consuming on mobile devices, and in theory “can offer 100 per cent
reach,” due to the extensive network coverage in Australia (Participant 09, 26/10/17). More than one
respondent also used Optus’s acquisition of the English Premier League (EPL) rights in Australian in
2016 as a good example of such an offensive strategy, because it captured a niche, hard-core audience
who were willing to move across from Fox Sports who had held the rights for 20 years, and who were
willing pay for the service (Participant 04, 21/6/17, Participant 08, 22/9/17). Like established
broadcasters, the commercial returns of this strategy have allowed agents inside the emerging
broadcaster to make subsequent decisions that recreate the organisation as a commercially selfinterested structure. A year after acquiring the EPL rights, the company launched a 24-hour sports
channel (Singtel Limited, 2017), and another respondent believes Optus primarily acquired the rights
to the 2018 World Cup to disrupt market competitor Telstra (Participant 23, 3/10/18).
There is uncertainty however about the value emergent broadcasters place on sports rights,
as many of them have not had to previously pay for content, and have a successful business model
without sport (Participant 08, 22/9/17, Participant 04, 21/6/17).Facebook have admitted they don’t
pay for “95 to 96 per cent” of live sport which appears on the platform (Impey, 2019, online). Emergent
media business models are also not especially suited to monetising sports rights. As one respondent
explained, platforms such as Amazon, Facebook, and YouTube would have to significantly increase the
amount they charge for advertising to afford sports rights, and as they don’t earn as much subscription
revenue as their pay television counterparts, it is difficult for emergent media to monetise rights
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through either an advertising or subscription-based business model (Participant 18, 11/5/18). In this
context, the respondent felt it’s more likely technology companies will invest in “tier-2 or tier-3 rights
as they get their heads around the model” (Participant 18, 11/5/18); an observation corroborated by
Facebook, who say that while they have purchased some sports rights, this is for experimentation on
the platform and to test the product-market fit of the sport (Connolly, 2019, Carp, 2019).
New media are nonetheless more likely to take on rights as the media landscape evolves.
Telstra noted in 2017 that nearly 90 per cent of their fixed broadband customers were on some form
of media/entertainment bundled service, with “access to the best content… critically important to us
as demand for media continues to grow” (Telstra Corporation, 2017, p. 5). One respondent speculated
that interest from emerging platforms will place sporting federations in tension, as some boardroom
members will be content with their established relationships, while others will say, “We want the
cash” (Participant 07, 31/8/17). As pirated and user-generated content inevitably ends up on their
platforms, emergent media are also bound to play a role in sports rights, with a respondent involved
in the protection of broadcast content revealing a significant amount of their job involves liaising with
digital platforms such as Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, and Twitch about content protection
(Participant 31, 20/2/19).
As previously discussed, both established and emerging broadcasters see value from rights in
their ability to promote other aspects of their business. For example, while more than one respondent
acknowledged rights may have limited profitability on their own, these respondents also said rights
can be profitable if established broadcasters consider the value they add by promoting other content,
which increases overall audiences for the broadcaster, in what is known as the ‘halo’ effect (Participant
04, 21/6/17, Participant 17, 9/5/18). Evidence of established broadcasters using sport for their ‘halo’
effect is found in annual reports. In 2018, Seven West Media outlined how the Australian Open Tennis
and Winter Olympics delivered record audiences at the start of the year, which were used “as
platforms to launch our 2018 first half schedule, which includes perennial juggernauts My Kitchen
Rules, House Rules… [and] The Good Doctor” (Seven West Media, 2018, p. 21).
On the emergent media scene, platforms such as Amazon may use sport rights to support
their retail business (Participant 04, 21/6/17, Participant 36, 10/6/20), while telecommunications
companies have often used sports rights as part of a ‘triple-play’ strategy, where mobile and fixed-line
subscriptions are bundled together with premium content such as sport, to differentiate the service
and attract customers (Participant 15, 6/4/18). Evidence of a bundled strategy can be found in both
Telstra and Optus annual reports (Telstra Corporation, 2019, p. 23, Singtel Limited, 2018, p. 8), and a
respondent from one of Australia’s largest telecommunications firms indicated content like sport is
increasingly needed to differentiate the company, “because the core business model of selling
connectivity is rapidly commoditising – it is becoming like gas and electricity” (Participant 29, 25/3/19).
In the same manner, sports rights also maintain value for broadcasters because of their lack
of substitutability. A free-to-air respondent explained that unlike drama, which can easily be watched
on-demand or replaced by other drama content, genres such as news and sport are not easily
substituted by other content, and especially for sport, its value comes from watching it live and not
knowing the result (Participant 13, 4/4/18). One respondent went so far as to suggest the rights to the
major football codes are critically important to the financial viability of free-to-air broadcasters in
Australia. They outlined how peculiar the Australian market is – with two major football codes dividing
the country – and that a free-to-air broadcaster “who does not have one of the two football codes is
in trouble” (Participant 33, 20/6/19).
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The respondent also acknowledged rights are expensive, and that it’s getting increasingly
difficult to determine what media organisations – especially established broadcasters – are willing to
pay and risk losing when acquiring rights (Participant 33, 20/6/19). In this regard, respondents have
concerns about how much longer commercial free-to-air broadcasters can continue to afford rights.
For example, because more entertainment options are available compared with 15-20 years ago, and
because sports rights are no longer offered on an exclusive basis, one free-to-air executive felt
audiences have become fragmented, making it harder to extract value from rights, and diminishing
the ‘halo’ effect of sport (Participant 33, 20/6/19). The fragmentation of audiences also fragments
advertisers, as they chase niche audiences on a number of platforms, which puts downward pressure
on advertising rates free-to-air broadcasters charge, while at the same time, commercial partners
“don’t necessarily need to spend in broadcast to amplify their association. They can do it themselves
through their own digital channels” (Participant 33, 20/6/19). This situation leaves free-to-air:
“without exclusivity of content, audience, or revenue, as consumption is changing from big screen to any screen
and long form to short form. Therefore, there must be a significant change coming for sports rights, and the way
that they operate, because the traditional model of a free-to-air broadcaster paying a significant fee up-front and
then trying to make their money back later is gone.” (Participant 33, 20/6/19)

Another respondent similarly felt flattening advertising revenue makes it difficult for free-to-air
broadcasters to sustain “a doubling of the value” of sports rights (Participant 13, 4/4/18), with a freeto-air respondent similarly suggesting they couldn’t simply pass on a “30-40 per cent” increase in
rights fees to advertisers, because “we’ve got to a tipping point where the advertisers are capped out”
(Participant 33, 20/6/19). In this context, more than one respondent questioned the financial
sustainability of free-to-air broadcasters and their ability to pay for major sports rights (Participant 09,
26/10/17, Participant 19, 13/6/18, Participant 33, 20/6/19), with respondents predicting free-to-air
rights will accordingly either plateau or decline (Participant 13, 4/4/18, Participant 09, 26/10/17).
While there is some appreciation from broadcasters that rights have a non-commercial value
(Seven West Media, 2017, p. 49), such data is rare and only tangentially relates to rights. Accordingly,
the value ascribed to rights by agents in broadcasting is almost always seen in commercial terms,
highlighting the rule of commercial self-interest underpinning these organisations and driving agent
behaviour. Two responses from participants exemplify this sentiment. One respondent stressed that,
given shareholder funds are used to finance their acquisition, assessing the value in rights when
acquiring them is influenced by a desire to see a sustainable return on investment (Participant 16,
8/6/18). Another respondent indicated that while broadcasters may hold some concern for fans and
run the risk of alienating them if they are not treated with respect, the primary concern for
broadcasters is monetising the rights (Participant 4, 21/6/17). Nevertheless, changes to the domain
and field of AFL broadcasting motivate agents inside established broadcasters to make risky, expensive
decisions to defend the position of their organisation, or to attack new markets. In doing so, they
recreate the structure of the organisation and change the dynamics of the field. Either way, the rule
of commercial self-interest within broadcast organisations motivates agents to act in a way which will
preserve the profit-generating structure of the organisation.
Sports Organisations: The Value in Sports Rights
A large amount of the importance attached to rights inside sports organisations is their commercial
value. The AFL is no exception, as the league has aligned their business model and investment strategy
to their last two broadcasting agreements (AFL, 2012, AFL, 2016a). The significance of the commercial
value of media rights is also evident when comparing the growth in revenue from rights over time.
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Not only has revenue from broadcasting grown from $167million in 2011 to $397million in 2019, but
the revenue earned from broadcasting as a percentage of total revenue over that time has also grown
from 43.7 to 50 per cent:
2019 Revenue

2011 Revenue

Consolidated
2019
2018
$’000
$’000

Consolidated
2012
2011
$’000
$’000
Revenue from operating activities

Revenue from operating activities
Broadcasting and AFL media

225,577

167,250

Broadcasting and AFL media

397,439

391,504

Commercial operations

159,744

146,608

Commercial operations

290,338

279,375

Football operations

8,632

10,560

Football operations

17,337

18,708

Game development

8,542

8,998

Game development

38,367

38,327

Other revenue

42,998

31,259

Other revenue

34,458

34,682

Contra advertising revenue

26,000

17,500

Contra advertising revenue

16,000

16,000

471,493

382,175

793,939

778,596

Table 6: Comparison of AFL Revenues (adapted from AFL, 2012, p. 130, AFL, 2019b, p. 166).

To protect and maximise the commercial value of their rights, the AFL acts as a cartel when selling
rights (AFL, 2019d, p. 95), implementing policies which prevent non-rights holders from capturing
match vision without permission (AFL, 2020a), and by requiring clubs and players to cooperate with
broadcasters (AFL and AFLPA Inc., 2016, p. 95-96, AFL and AFLPA Inc., 2019, p. 53). As also discussed
in the section on business models and organisational performance, the AFL employs strategies to
improve the competitive balance of the league and the ‘spectacle’ of games, which also amplifies the
commercial value of rights, as it delivers close results and appealing contests (AFL, 2019b, p. 30). The
commercial self-interest attached to rights are also reflected in how the AFL consults with the
government on regulation reform, as demonstrated in their submission to the Copyright
Modernisation Review via the Coalition of Major Professional and Participation Sports (COMPPS,
2018). Respondent data also highlights the commercial self-interest seen in rights by sporting
organisations. One said the AFL, like many sports, are reliant on “television money” (Participant 19,
13/6/18), while another indicated that if the revenues from broadcasting aren’t protected, “the
money just won’t be coming through the door” (Participant 31, 20/2/19).
Data also reflects the public benefit attached to rights inside sports organisations. One sports
administrator said the relationship they have with broadcasters is possibly their most important
relationship, because the marketing and promotion which the relationship provides flows through to
grassroots participation and fan development (Participant 02, 6/6/17). Another sports administrator
said television, particularly free-to-air, is a tool to grow their game, which is necessary given the
competitive sports market in Australia, and to support their argument, further revealed that fan
surveys indicate both established and potential fans would prefer to see more games on mainstream
free-to-air television (Participant 05, 10/8/17). In this context, the balancing of public and commercial
self-interests in rights agreements are evident in two key areas within sports organisations: prioritising
reach or revenue when licensing rights, and investing the revenues earned from rights.
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Historically, the options available to sports organisations when taking their rights to market
has been framed as one of two possibilities: The public benefit of almost universal reach which freeto-air offers in Australia, or the commercial benefit of premium revenues offered by subscription
television, which comes at a cost of only reaching approximately 30 per cent of Australian households
(Participant 05, 10/8/17, Participant 09, 26/10/17). This tension is evident inside the AFL. In part, the
AFL’s objective and strategy is to promote the AFL brand throughout Australia and to a limited extent
overseas (i.e., achieve reach), and to “provide the best possible benefits for AFL players” and ensure
financially strong clubs (i.e., secure revenue) (AFL, 2020b, p. 154). Similarly, the league said the goal
of the 2017-2022 negotiation was to reach an agreement “that provides a strong return for the game”
(i.e., secure revenues), and “stronger access for supporters” (i.e., increase reach) (AFL, 2015, p. 20).
In many respects, the league has been able to preserve reach outcomes especially in nonVictorian markets. As mentioned in the results and discussion section on stakeholder relationships,
with some small exceptions the last two rights deals have included a requirement for the ‘home’ teams
in non-Victorian states to be shown live into those states, regardless of whether the coverage is
produced by the free-to-air or subscription broadcaster (AFL, 2011, p. 31-32, AFL, 2015, p. 22). Similar
outcomes have been achieved regarding the AFLW, where live coverage of “all non-Victorian club
matches [are broadcast] into their respective local markets” (AFL, 2018b, p. 49). An AFL respondent
said this requirement “helps grow and sustain” the fan base in those markets, and added they have
worked with Channel 7 to have as many games as possible in those states on the primary rather than
secondary digital channels, because the reach is greater (Participant 27, 2/11/18). It should also be
noted however, these reach outcomes also potentially serve a commercial self-interest in the long
run, as the free-to-air coverage helps grow the AFLW and non-Victorian AFL markets.
However, one respondent doubted if the AFL will be able to preserve such reach in the future,
saying it was “frankly really dumb” that Foxtel accepted this requirement (Participant 36, 10/6/20),
and not all competitions have these levels of bargaining power with broadcasters. For example, one
respondent revealed the A-League broadcast agreement does not include any clauses requiring the
free-to-air broadcaster to show the game on the main channel, relegating most of the games to
secondary channels (Participant 05, 10/8/17). Nevertheless, free-to-air respondents highlight the
importance of their reach for sports. One free-to-air executive said, “lessons have been learned” by
sporting organisations about not having free-to-air coverage, and used the example of rugby union
and A-League to support their argument, saying those sports opted for subscription television
revenues in their last agreements, resulting in a loss of visibility and relevance, and ultimately, a
diminishing of their rights value (Participant 33, 20/6/19).
Data suggests the reach versus revenue tension has been resolved in favour of revenues inside
sports organisations, especially in the absence of any regulatory requirement to preserve free-to-air
coverage. For example, an industry observer said sports are largely “wedded to the pay-TV dollar,”
and will often forego free-to-air reach to secure larger revenues from pay-TV (Participant 19, 13/6/18).
Another respondent said the primary defender of any public interests are the sports themselves, and
was adamant that in the end, “the money always wins” (Participant 04, 21/6/17). An administrator
from another football code admitted that in their last agreement, the revenue offered by a
subscription broadcaster trumped their lack of reach (Participant 09, 26/10/17), while a rights
negotiator said the AFL and NRL have steadily prioritised revenue over reach, especially in their last
rights deals, where “reach came second, and value came first” (Participant 36, 10/6/20).
Coverage outcomes confirm these observations, as over the last two agreements, the number
of AFL games produced by Channel 7 has fallen from four games per round to three-and-a-half (i.e.,
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seven games over two rounds) (AFL, 2011, p. 31-32, AFL, 2015, p. 22), resulting in up to 11 less matches
on free-to-air in some markets (AFL, 2017, p. 133). Importantly, it is not necessarily an either/or
proposition when sports organisations are considering reach and revenue, with data indicating both
free-to-air and subscription broadcasters can co-exist as part of the broadcasting ecosystem. For
example, the Head of Fox Sports Australia Peter Campbell has articulated the need for
complementarity in subscription and free-to-air coverage:
“Not everything can be covered properly on one channel for many sports. Sports rights owners are far more
sophisticated now than 15 or 20 years ago when they started to embrace subscription television. Depth, reach and
engagement with viewers – we are both after the same thing.” (Mediaweek, 2018a, online)

A mix of broadcast partners also allows a sport to address the needs of different audiences. For
example, a subscription broadcaster felt their appeal is they can reach hard-core fans who crave
extensive coverage (Participant 07, 31/8/17), while an AFL respondent also suggested affordable
subscriptions options exist for fans who don’t get to see their team on free-to-air (Participant 27,
2/11/18). Another respondent felt the mix of free-to-air and subscription coverage could include
emergent broadcasters in the future, as sporting organisations “know they need a combination of free
and pay, online and broadcast” to reach mass audiences (Participant 16, 8/6/18). Subscription
broadcast partners also have an interest in sharing coverage with free-to-air broadcasters, as free-toair coverage helps to grow exposure and audiences, which the pay television operator can convert
into an increase in subscribers (Participant 05, 10/8/17, Mediaweek, 2018b). Free-to-air coverage can
also realise additional commercial benefits by driving more value from a league’s sponsors and
corporate partners (Participant 05, 10/8/17), while pay television can lead to public benefits, with a
subscription broadcaster suggesting the revenues they provide can fund grassroots development
programs (Participant 07, 31/8/17).
A large part of the value attached to media rights for sports organisations accordingly is that
it provides them with the commercial benefit of a largely guaranteed source of revenue over several
years, which allows them to achieve public benefits by investing in the sport. Specifically, COMPPS
suggests the revenues from rights allow sporting organisations to invest in ‘grassroots’ and community
support programs, keep admission prices down, fund clubs and athletes, invest in facilities and
infrastructure, and to operate without reliance on government funding (COMPPS, 2018, p. 2-3). The
AFL similarly suggest broadcast revenues helped develop the AFL Media department, build a capital
reserve, fund state and women’s football, resource the AFLPA, and acquire Docklands Stadium (AFL,
2019b), which one respondent called a “masterstroke,” as it provided collateral to secure $600 million
in credit during the coronavirus pandemic (Participant 36, 10/6/20). In the most extreme cases, this
revenue can be invested in expanding the competition, with a clear symbiosis between expanding the
competition and broadcasting revenues.
As previously discussed, in the late 2000s the AFL expanded the competition by creating new
teams in Queensland and New South Wales (AFL, 2012, p. 25). The addition of two new teams required
significant investment by the league, but it also created an additional game each week, therefore
increasing the value of broadcast rights, with the additional revenues being reinvested into the
expansion teams (Fox Sports Australia, 2018b). The AFL also uses broadcast revenues to fund annual
distribution payments to clubs and thereby support competitive balance. Specifically, the distribution
payments ensure all teams meet 100 per cent of the salary cap (Participant 14, 6/4/18, Participant 30,
5/12/18), which evens out the player talent at each club. Meanwhile, distribution payments contain a
variable component, which allows the league to address the structural inequalities of each club
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(Participant 27, 2/11/18), such as a poor commercial fixture, inadequate resources, and other
unfavourable commercial arrangements (AFL, 2016a, p. 144).
The value attached to rights inside sporting organisations reflects a mix of public and
commercial self-interest rules underpinning those structures. For example, AFL agents must balance
the public benefits of free-to-air reach against the commercial benefits of the premium revenues
offered by subscription television when licencing their rights. The commercial returns from media
rights also enable agents inside these organisations to realise subsequent public interests. The AFLW
competition and competitive balance measures recreate the rule of public interest in the AFL
structure, but these actions are not possible without first realising commercial benefit from licensing
rights. Additionally, public interest initiatives, such as the AFLW and grassroots development
programs, can ultimately generate commercial benefits via sponsorship and audience growth, and
agents inside sporting organisations do not face a simple either/or decision when choosing between
public and commercial self-interests when licensing rights.
These observations reflect the complexity of AFL broadcasting, and the difficulty in trying to
separate components of the system for the purpose of analysis, again highlighting AFL broadcasting
as a creative system. The observations also highlight the interdependency of agency and structure,
and the interdependency of the rules of public and commercial self-interest in the context of the
structure, demonstrating structuration in AFL broadcasting. However, the erosion of free-to-air
coverage over time, and the suggestion that fans who are not serviced by free-to-air can access
coverage if they are willing to pay for it, indicate the rule of commercial self-interest has taken hold
inside the structure of the AFL. The AFL also relies on the commercialisation of rights to support their
daily operations and to initially resource development programs until they begin to generate
commercial returns, which again foregrounds commercial self-interest in the organisation. As
discussed early in the thesis in relation to the state of Australian culture and society, this trend may
be indicative of wider socio-political and economic neoliberal shifts taking place in Australia which has
encouraged structures to move in this direction.
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