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Abstract 

This paper exploits data from eight recent playing seasons to examine the spectator appeal for 

League of Ireland fans of the national soccer challenge cup competition (the FAI cup).  The 

study finds a sizeable spectator attendance penalty for Premier Division clubs in FAI cup 

games for the earlier rounds of the tournament compared to league fixtures against the same 

opposition.  However, this is reversed by the penultimate stage of the tournament. The policy 

implications of these findings are discussed.        
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INTRODUCTION 

The empirical literature on the economics of sport is replete with studies modelling spectator 

demand in European soccer leagues (e.g., Buraimo (2014); Buraimo and Simmons (2008); 

Czarnitski and Stadtmann (2002); Forrest and Simmons (2006); Garcia and Rodriques (2002);  

Jena and Reilly (2016); Pawlowski and Nalbantis (2015); Peel and Thomas (1992); and Reilly 

(2015)).  However, football seasons in UEFA-affiliated leagues comprise not only a league 

competition but also a number of domestic cup competitions, the most eminent of which is a 

national football association’s challenge cup.  These tournaments are open to clubs across all 

national league tiers, as well as to selected semi-professional and amateur clubs playing in 

lower regional leagues.  The matches are played on a ‘knock-out’ basis with home advantage 

determined by a random draw and replays used to determine the outcome of matches drawn at 

full-time.  The cup winners also generally qualify for a place in a European club competition.      

Although historically prestigious, in more recent times national cup competitions have failed 

to generate the same level of spectator interest as league games, particularly for contests in 

earlier rounds.  This has implications for modestly supported domestic leagues if cup ties are 

scheduled on match days customarily designated for league fixtures.  Specifically, it may have 

match-day revenue implications if clubs are drawn at home to opposition from a lower-ranked 

league and/or consumer preferences are weaker for a cup compared to a league match.  

The purpose of this study is to determine the spectator attendance implications for League of 

Ireland clubs in playing matches against opposition in the national cup competition compared 

to a league setting.  The League of Ireland is one of the less affluent domestic leagues in Europe 

with clubs heavily reliant on match day revenues.  Reilly (2015) reported average league match 

attendance for the league’s top tier (i.e., the Premier Division) of about 1,500 spectators in 

2014 with annual ticket revenues estimated to be around €4 million.   The Conroy Report (2015) 

estimated annual turnover in the league’s two national divisions at approximately €13 million 



2 
 

for the same season.  The scheduling by FAI administrators of both league and national cup 

fixtures thus assumes some significance for clubs whose priorities are centred around the 

optimization of match day revenues.1 

The structure of the paper is now outlined.  The next section provides a brief background on 

domestic football in Ireland.  A subsequent section describes the data and the empirical 

methodology.  A penultimate section reports the econometric results and a final section offers 

some concluding policy remarks. 

 

BACKGROUND  

The League of Ireland was comprised of a 12-team Premier Division for the first six of the 

eight seasons used in this study, and reduced to ten for the two most recent seasons (i.e., 2018 

and 2019).  This change was accompanied by the introduction of a quadruple round-robin 

schedule in place of a balanced triple round-robin one.2 League fixtures are generally played 

between early March and late October.  All Premier Division teams compete in the Football 

Association of Ireland (FAI) challenge cup. This commences in early August with top tier 

teams competing across four rounds before a final at a neutral venue in early November.  In 

contrast to league games, gate receipts are shared between teams competing in FAI Cup ties.  

Contrary to some other European countries, semi-finals are not played at a neutral venue but 

staged by the team drawn first in the random draw for this round of the competition.   Three 

match day slots are assigned to the first, second and third (i.e., quarter-final) rounds of the FAI 

cup in lieu of league games in a 34-week playing season that also incorporates a two-week 

mid-season break.  Thus, league administrators are required to schedule a significant number 

of fixtures on days that are not a club’s traditional (or frequent) match day in order to complete 

the season within a specified time-frame.3   In addition, league games are also subject to 
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scheduling on a non-traditional day to avoid a clash with international matches, and such re-

scheduling is also common given both club commitments in European competitions and 

postponements due to adverse weather conditions.   

 

DATA AND EMPIRICAL METHODOLOGY 

 

The analysis exploits 1,580 match-level observations for Premier Division clubs in either 

league or FAI Cup competitions between 2012 and 2019.  The empirical approach models the 

log of spectator attendance as a function of variables reflecting, inter alia, match and seasonal 

outcome uncertainty, fixture quality, recent team performance, and an array of opportunity cost 

measures. The specification also contains variables for whether or not the fixture was played 

on a club’s non-traditional match day and whether or not it was played within the FAI Cup 

competition.  The estimated specification in addition includes club-specific fixed effects, club-

specific trends, and season effects.  Table 1 provides a description of the variables used and 

Table 2 reports selected summary statistics. 

TABLES 1 & 2 HERE 

 

EMPIRICAL RESULTS & DISCUSSION 

The results for the log attendance regression model are reported in Table 3.   The estimates for 

seasonal uncertainty, fixture quality, recent team performance, the log of travel distance, and 

local rivalry (i.e., a derby match) are all in comport with prior intuition and the existing 

literature.  In addition, the estimate for the sunset time suggests longer daylight evenings are 

associated with lower attendance given the increased opportunity cost of live spectating during 

the summer.  However, the estimated effects for the differential in ex ante win probabilities 
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between two competing teams is statistically indistinguishable from zero suggesting Premier 

Division fan behaviour is not consistent with the match-level outcome uncertainty hypothesis.  

The findings are also incongruent with a competing theory developed by Coates, Humphries 

and Zhou (2014) based on reference-dependent preferences and loss-aversion.  Fixtures 

scheduled on a club’s non-customary match day incur an average ceteris paribus attendance 

penalty of about 9.4% compared to those occurring on a club’s traditional (or frequent) match 

day.4  This estimate is broadly consonant with those reported for other leagues by Baimbridge, 

Cameron, and Dawson (1996), Forrest and Simmons (2006), Madalozzo and Berber Villar 

(2008), Bermejo-Camacho, del Corral Cuervo and Gomez-Gonzalez (2017), and Goller and 

Krumer (2020).   

The regression model estimates in Table 3 are now examined to investigate whether and how 

spectator attendance at FAI Cup ties differs from that at League of Ireland Premier Division 

matches.   Data on a total of 57 FAI cup ties involving Premier Division teams played across 

all rounds of the tournament including the semi-finals are available for the eight seasons.  These 

data comprise 17 ties at each of the quarter-final and semi-final stages with the remaining 23 

played in the earlier rounds of the competition.  The estimated effect for the FAI Cup variable 

is found to be statistically insignificant in column (1) of Table 3 but this overall effect conceals 

a high degree of heterogeneity across the different rounds of the tournament as revealed in 

column (2) of this table.  Specifically, for those ties played in the earlier rounds, attendance is 

about 25% lower compared to a league match, on average and ceteris paribus.   This attendance 

penalty is over twice that associated with playing a league fixture on a non-traditional match 

day.  The point estimate for the differential between these two attendance penalties is –0.1875 

with an asymptotic standard error of 0.0535.  Consequently, spectator attendance is about 17% 

lower for earlier rounds of the cup competition compared to that for a league fixture scheduled 

on a non-traditional match day. The revenue implications for clubs are even greater than 
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implied by this point estimate as gate receipts are shared between competing teams for cup ties, 

and not all cup ties are played against Premier Divisions sides.    

Spectator attendance at quarter-final FAI Cup ties is estimated to be 28% higher compared to 

earlier rounds of the competition, on average and ceteris paribus, but the estimate relative to 

Premier Division League games is not found to statistically differ from zero.  The point estimate 

is computed to be 0.2500 – 0.2866 = –0.0366 with an asymptotic standard error of 0.0551.  It 

is only by the semi-final stages of the competition that attendance is found to be statistically 

higher in cup compared to league games, and by a substantial margin. The point estimate is 

computed as 0.7831 – 0.2866 = 0.4965 with an asymptotic standard error of 0.0830.  On 

average and ceteris paribus, attendance at semi-final FAI Cup ties is estimated to be about 64% 

higher compared to that for comparable league games.  Hence, there does appear to be spectator 

appeal for FAI cup games, albeit at the penultimate stage of the competition when such ties 

assume ‘event’ status.   

  TABLE 3 HERE 

Finally, we use an impulse dummy to compute a prediction error and a corresponding standard 

error for each FAI cup match (see Salkever (1976)). The prediction error represents the 

difference between the actual log attendance at the cup game and the predicted log attendance 

at a comparable Premier Division league game involving the same pair of teams.    This exercise 

provides a suggestive insight into the degree of heterogeneity in estimated attendance effects 

across individual matches.  

Figure 1 provides a graphical illustration of the 95% confidence intervals for the 57 cup game 

estimates across the relevant rounds of the competition.  All but three of the 23 estimates for 

the earlier rounds of the cup competition is found to be negative with only one of the positive 

outcomes statistically significant. Nineteen yielded negative t-ratios with significance at the 
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5% level or better.  The averaged differential for the 23 matches was found to be –0.29, which 

is similar to the estimate reported in column (2) of Table 3. The individual estimates for the 17 

quarter-final ties averaged close to zero (–0.03), with under one-half of the estimates 

statistically insignificant at a conventional level.  However, this result is also somewhat 

nuanced as the average conceals variation in the estimates across games with four (six) found 

to be positive (negative) and statistically significant.   The average of the estimates for the 17 

semi-final ties is 0.51 with fourteen of the individual estimates yielding positive and 

statistically significant t-ratios.5 Overall, these findings closely cohere with estimates reported 

in column (2) of Table 3.  

FIGURE 1 HERE 

 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The empirical evidence suggests there are weaker consumer preferences for matches involving 

Premier Division sides in the earlier rounds of the FAI cup compared to league games involving 

the same teams, though these preferences are found to strengthen by the penultimate round of 

the competition.  Two potential policy considerations follow from our findings.  First, our 

analysis suggests use of the club’s traditional (or frequent) match day for early round cup games 

incurs an even greater attendance penalty than that associated with scheduling league fixtures 

on a club’s non-traditional match day.  Thus, staging cup ties in mid-week slots for the earlier 

three rounds of the competition, thus preserving the club’s traditional match day exclusively 

for league fixtures, is likely to provide more predictable and timely revenue streams for Premier 

Division clubs and help mitigate financial loss.6  

Second, given the attractiveness to spectators of semi-final contests in the national cup 

competition, administrators should consider re-formatting the semi-final matches as two-
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legged ties (i.e., home and away).  Such an arrangement is likely to enhance both the perception 

of fairness among clubs competing at the semi-final stage of the competition as well as their 

revenues.7     
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ENDNOTES 

1.  Kendall et al. (2010) review an array of technical issues associated with fixture scheduling 

and Goosens and Spieksma (2012) provide a detailed survey of scheduling approaches across 

25 European soccer leagues.  In addition, Wang, Goosens and Vandebroek (2018), using 

survey-based discrete choice experimental data, investigate the sensitivity of Belgian soccer 

fan preferences with respect to a variety of scheduling options.      

2.  In the newly introduced 10-team league format, each team plays the same number of games 

at home as away thus yielding a perfectly balanced schedule.  The preceding 12-team format 

used a triple round-robin arrangement, which was also ‘balanced’ under the definition of Knust 

and Thaden (2006) given the number of home and away games played differed by no more 

than one.     

3. Aside from the potential attendance penalty associated with scheduling fixtures on non-

traditional match days, Goller and Krumer (2020) also report a reduced home advantage for 

‘underdog’ teams playing on such days in the top soccer tiers of England, Germany, Spain and 

France.  

4. Given the logarithmic nature of the dependent variable this dummy variable effect is 

computed as [e–0.0991 – 1]100 = –9.4% using the relevant estimate from column (2) of Table 

3.  Similar computations are undertaken for comparable effects discussed elsewhere in the text. 

 

5.  It is acknowledged that the quality of the estimated prediction errors is contingent on an 

adequately specified regression model. In general, the estimates obtained are well determined 

and the model fit satisfactory on the basis of the ‘within-R2’ value.  The fact that the averages 

of the prediction errors for the different rounds of the cup competition closely approximates 

the corresponding estimates obtained from specification (2) in Table 3 is also re-assuring.  

Nevertheless, the key contribution offered by the exercise is illustrative in nature with Figure 

1 primarily used to convey the heterogeneous pattern of the point estimates across the different 

cup rounds.          

 

6.  The decision to schedule cup ties in this fashion would have to be made by league and FAI 

administrators and could not be exercised independently by clubs.  One concern associated 

with such a proposal is the potential implication for the participation of non-league clubs in the 

competition. However, given earlier rounds are generally played in August, an evening mid-

week fixture would not disadvantage non-league clubs drawn at home as an absence of 

floodlighting does not present as an issue during the summer months.     

   

7.  It is envisaged that gate-sharing arrangements would not apply under a two-legged semi-

final.  A win at this stage permits progress to the final where the ultimate winner has the 

opportunity to compete in the following season’s financially lucrative Europa League 

competition.  Therefore, the stakes are relatively high, so a two-legged tie would introduce a 

greater degree of fairness at the penultimate stage of the competition.  There is the possibility 

that an extreme result in the first leg renders the second a potential ‘dead-rubber’ with 

implications for attendance. This is acknowledged but viewed as a tail-risk since semi-final ties 

invariably tend to be close contests.     
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Table 1: Variable Description 

Variable Name Variable Descriptions 

loge(attendance) This is the natural logarithm of the number of spectators in 

attendance at the match. The attendance data are obtained 

from the www.extratime.ie website or directly from clubs in 

certain circumstances. 

diff_prob This is the difference between the implicit probability of a 

home win and the implicit probability of an away win.  The 

implicit probabilities are expressed in proportional terms 

and computed from betting odds provided by the bookmaker 

Paddy Power. The implicit probabilities are net of the 

bookmaker’s profit or ‘over-round’. 

seasonal uncertainty This is a dummy variable equal to 1 if the home team can 

still win the championship at the time of the fixture; = 0 

otherwise. 

fixture quality This is defined as (Ri + Rj)/2 where Ri is the rank of the home 

team and Rj that of the visiting team prior to the fixture. The 

ranks range from 1 for the bottom to 12 for the top club.   

points The proportion of points won by the home team in the three 

league matches immediately prior to the current fixture.   

loge(distance) The natural logarithm of the distance by road between the 

competing teams’ stadia, where distance is originally 

measured in kilometres. 

derby = 1 if the fixture is a derby match involving games between 

Dublin city rivals Bohemians, Shamrock Rovers, 

Shelbourne and St.Patrick’s Athletic or fixtures involving 

the two County Louth clubs (Dundalk and Drogheda); = 0 

otherwise. 

kick-off time The time of kick-off of the fixture expressed in terms of the 

24-hour clock. 

sunset time The time of the sunset on the day the fixture is played 

expressed in terms of the 24-hour clock.  

non-traditional day =1 if the fixture is staged on a day of the week that is not the 

traditional (or frequent) match day for the club; = 0 

otherwise. 

FAI Cup =1 if the fixture is a FAI Cup tie; = 0 otherwise. 

 

Quarter-Final =1 if the fixture is a quarter-final FAI Cup tie; = 0 otherwise. 

 

Semi-Final  =1 if the fixture is a semi-final FAI Cup tie; = 0 otherwise. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.extratime.ie/


12 
 

Table 2: Summary Statistics for Variables 

Variable Mean Minimum Maximum 

loge(attendance)  7.2605 

(0.6770) 

  4.9334 8.8567 

diff_prob  0.0997 

(0.3780) 

–0.8433 0.8705 

seasonal uncertainty  0.5240 

(0.4996) 

  0   1 

fixture quality  6.4199 

(2.4500) 

 1.5 12 

Points  0.4719 

(0.2851) 

  0 1 

loge(distance)  4.7658 

(1.0835) 

0.5008 6.0568 

Derby  0.0810 

(0.2729) 

 0 1 

kick-off time  19.2394 

(1.0286) 

13.45 20.30 

sunset time 

 

 20.0490 

(1.30910) 

16.53 22.13 

non-traditional day 

 

 0.2734 

(0.4458) 

 0 1 

FAI Cup 

 

 0.0361 

(0.1865) 

 0 1 

Quarter-Final  0.0108 

(0.1032) 

 0 1 

Semi-Final  0.0108 

(0.0132) 

 0 1 

Note: The total sample size is 1,580 and appropriate standard deviations are reported in parentheses. 
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Table 3: Loge(attendance) Estimates for League of Ireland Football  

Variable      (1)     (2) 

 

diff_prob –0.0377 

 (0.0339)   

–0.0311 

 (0.0332)   

seasonal uncertainty   0.2018***  

 (0.0296) 

  0.2056***  

 (0.0288) 

fixture quality   0.0779*** 

 (0.0052) 

  0.0775*** 

 (0.0051) 

Points   0.1866*** 

 (0.0383) 

  0.1905*** 

 (0.0378) 

loge(distance) –0.1064*** 

 (0.0129) 

–0.1073*** 

 (0.0126) 

Derby   0.2039*** 

 (0.0421) 

  0.2002*** 

 (0.0413) 

kick-off time   0.0010 

 (0.0105) 

  0.0123 

 (0.0098) 

sunset time 

 

–0.0240*** 

 (0.0069) 

–0.0186*** 

 (0.0070) 

non-traditional day 

 

–0.0903*** 

 (0.0225)   

–0.0991*** 

 (0.0222)   

FAI Cup 

 

  0.0053 

 (0.0528) 

–0.2866*** 

 (0.0501)   

FAI CupQuarter-Final 

 

      ⸸   0.2500*** 

 (0.0728) 

FAI CupSemi-Final 

 

      ⸸     0.7831*** 

 (0.0963) 

Club Specific Fixed Effects Included Yes Yes 

Club Specific Time Trends Included Yes Yes 

Season Specific Effects Included Yes Yes 

Within-R2 0.4381 0.4559 

Observations 1,580 1,580 
Notes: The data are drawn from eight playing seasons (2012 to 2019); the regression models are estimated by 

OLS as Least Squares Dummy Variable (LSDV) models with club-specific fixed effects; the Koenker chi-squared 

test for heteroscedasticity with one degree of freedom is computed to be 94.5 for the specification in column (1) 

and 90.4 for the specification in column (2), so robust standard errors are reported in parentheses for both columns; 

***, ** and * denote respectively statistical significance at the 0.01, 0.05 and 0.1 levels using two-tailed tests; the 

Wald-transformed F-test for the joint significance of the club fixed effects in specification (2) is F(18,1523) = 

41.4, while the comparable test for club-specific trends in specification (2) is F(19, 1523) = 2.6, both tests are 

statistically significant at conventional significance levels; the Wald-transformed F-test for the joint significance 

of the seven season dummies included in specification (2) is F(7,1523) = 46.7, which is significant at the 1% level; 

⸸ denotes not applicable in estimation.  
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Figure 1: Confidence Intervals for FAI Cup Game Estimates at the 95% level  

 

Notes: The estimates are the log difference in the actual attendance level between an FAI cup game and 

that predicted for a comparable league game between the same two Premier Division sides; the estimates 

and corresponding standard errors are provided by the OLS estimate for an impulse (or observation-

specific) dummy for each cup tie; the vertical lines represent the 95% confidence interval for the estimated 

prediction errors, while the dots represent the OLS point estimates; the t-ratios for the prediction errors are 

interpretable as studentized residuals and three-quarters of these exceed 2.5 in absolute terms; the 

confidence intervals are best interpreted as approximate given the use of robust standard errors (see Godfrey 

(2008)).         
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