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In Bulletin 32, John Nauright calls for research on sports attendances and
culture in Australia in a comparative context. While applauding the notion, this
is no new area of research. More than twenty years ago at the second
Sporting Traditions Conference, I explored soccer and social control in
Scotland, 1873-1973. That paper explicitly addressed the questions of sports
attendance rates in Scotland and Australia and their implications in the
context of notions of social control. I concluded then that the Australian
experience was not unique, though it did have some distinctive features.
Since then there has been a fair amount of work on participation rates in
sports, bedevilled as it is by statistical problems. My friend, Steve Darby,
when he was at the Australian Soccer Federation, used to keep his
participation rate data in a file on his computer labelled ‘forgery’.

A simple-minded comparison of stadium sizes and ‘local’ populations
does not get us very far. Stadium sizes change, sometimes quite radically.
Most of the great world stadia now have much smaller capacities than their
peak attendances in the early post-war period as safety standards rise. See
Table 1 below for some data. In 1964 Reg Padey designed VFL (later
Waverley) Park in Melbourne to cater for 157,000 spectators, which would
have made it the second largest stadium in the world, behind the Maracana in
Rio de Janiero at 220,000. Waverley was ‘completed’ with a much smaller
capacity, though 92,000 did squeeze into the ground in 1981. With the
finishing of the Colonial Stadium at Docklands in 2000, Melbourne has three
stadia capable of holding crowds of over 50,000 and several more with multi-
thousand capacity.

What gives Melbourne its comparative distinction is that it can produce
crowds to partly fill several of these stadia at the same time or over the same
week-end for Australian Rules Football. Until the 1980s it supported a whole
competition, if you include Geelong as part of the Melbourne conurbation. It
can also fill large grounds for a range of sports. For example three of the
largest crowds to watch soccer in Australia have been 105,000 at the
Melbourne Cricket Ground in 1956 for Russia versus Yugoslavia in the
Olympic final (also the closing ceremony!), 93,000 for Australia v Italy in the
2000 Olympics and 85,000 for Australia v Iran in 1977 in a World Cup
qualifier. The average crowd at the Olympic soccer at the MCG in 2000 was
47,000, even though Australia only played one game there and the
competition was restricted to players under the age of 23, plus a maximum of
three over age players. When Chile played Spain in the men’s competition
after the United States met China in a women’s game, the atmosphere inside
the stadium was extraordinary with four groups of spectators attached to the
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teams and a huge number of uncommitted fans becoming caught up in the
excitement. This despite the fact that there was no Australian team in sight.
There were capacity crowds at other Olympic venues for soccer in 2000. The
total attendance for the competition was 1,069,250.

In the case of Melbourne a similar tale to soccer can be told for rugby
union and to a lesser extent for rugby league. Then there is the Australian
tennis open at Flinders Park and the Formula One Grand Prix at Albert Park.
Next there is horse racing at Flemington, particularly, though not exclusively
the Spring Carnival and the Melbourne Cup. Cricket at the MCG for test and
one-day matches produces huge aggregate attendances. Does this range of
sporting activities which are sustained by a population of 3-5 million,
depending on whether one takes Melbourne or Victoria as the denominator,
make Melbourne the sporting capital of Australia or the World? What are we
to make of the participation in other sports such as golf, fishing, and netball
where numbers claimed dwarf the attendance data mentioned above.

One might put some of the attendance data down in part to the
availability of the facilities. Sydney has lacked these huge venues until 2000.
Now that the Olympic Stadium at Homebush exists we have seen some very
large turnouts there, but will these be sustained in future? The stadium
operators do not think so, and downsizing to 80,000 capacity is taking place
now that the games are over. Soccer had a close to full house of 98,212 for
its final at Homebush between Cameroon, the eventual winner on penalties,
and Spain. Rugby Union attracted 109,487 for an Australia versus New
Zealand Rugby Union match, but some doubt has been expressed about
announced crowds for Olympic events. The 112,524 given for the night of
Cathy Freeman’s 400-metre run has been claimed to be closer to 104,000.
Even so this is a stunning figure in a comparative Olympic context, given that
this is the largest stadium constructed for an Olympic Games. Many of the
attendees will be ‘theatre goers’ rather than sports devotees and any account
of sports mad nations has to take account of the different types of audiences
which attend sports matches. One would be fairly confident in asserting that
the proportion of ‘theatre goers’ would be higher for the Olympic Games than
for regular matches at Sydney and Melbourne venues.

Instead of focussing on stadium capacities and attendances at
blockbuster games, what is essential if serious comparative work is to be
done is to develop good statistical data on average attendances and
participation over long periods. This is available for most major codes of
football and Richard Cashman has published excellent series for cricket. The
denominator to be applied to such data requires to be established.
Proportions of some potentially relevant populations were discussed in my
article on Scotland, and related to other forms of activity, such as work.

Then there are questions about the social composition of crowds, first
addressed by John Hutchinson in the case of football (soccer) in Scotland
and Tony Mason and Jim Walvin in England. Rob Hess has begun to explore
the gender composition of crowds in Australia with an eye on international
comparisons. The ethnic dimension to sporting activity in Australia is
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significant in some areas, but relatively unimportant in others. The biggest
crowds tend to occur when the core support for a sport is supplemented by
significant numbers from outside the normal spectating community for that
particular sport.

In comparison with the USA where the predominance of home
supporters in venues is the norm, in Australia and the United Kingdom, fans
of home and away teams congregate at the venues. Australian soccer has
regularly drawn crowds for international matches in which a proportion of
those present support the ‘away’ team. Rugby union international matches
against New Zealand also have a generous ‘away’ support. The
transformation of Australian Rules Football into a national code with teams in
five mainland states means that ‘away’ support has diminished for matches
between interstate teams. Some spectators are highly club or team specific,
others will watch a range of different teams. Some are sports specific, others
watch a range of sports in seasons. In the USA this is catered for by defined
short seasons for each of the major sports. In Australia and much of the rest
of the world seasons overlap, especially where games are played in northern
and southern hemispheres. FIFA is currently engaged in establishing a
common calendar for football (soccer) but is finding it extraordinarily difficult
to do so.

Nauright makes another set of suggestions about the consumption of
sports in Australia. Such a notion derives from the popular academic fad
about the commodification of sport. But there are many people in Australia
and elsewhere who do not believe that sport is a commodity, indeed there is
a huge battle going on between those who have never accepted that sport
can be a commodity and those who pretend that it is. A radical critique of the
notion of sport as a commodity is required. Too many recent writers take the
notion of commodification for granted, rather than treating it as a site of
contestation. Sports historians ought to be very wary of assumptions that
sports can be treated as simply a branch of the entertainment industry as
many corporatised sporting and non-sporting groups insistently wish to do.

Attempts to manipulate the size and composition of crowds are probably
increasing, as witness the reconstruction of football stadia in England
following the Taylor Report and the intervention of the Murdoch and Packer
groups in rugby league and cricket. Hence modern attendance data may not
be directly comparable to those of previous eras. The availability of ‘live’
matches on television must have had some influence on the willingness of
people to attend games in person. This may have changed over time. Some
observers point to increased attendances at top games in major leagues, but
the net effect on total live attendances for the sport across all levels may have
declined.

In England all-seater stadia have been required for Premier League
soccer matches since Taylor, but there is strong evidence that this has met
various forms of resistance from spectators, a proportion of whom continue to
stand in seated areas for most of the match. This sometimes gives rise to
conflict with seated fans. Stadia which are designed for seated audiences

20



may suffer structural problems when fans start swaying or jumping.
Turning once again to participation rates, those sports which seek

commercial or public funding are now required to justify these subsidies by
audited participation rates. Those sports which do not, tend still to rely on
vaguer guesstimates. The Victorian Soccer Federation used to propound
information about participation in terms of the numbers of registered players
which was wildly at variance with evidence of the numbers of teams taking
part in competitions under their auspices. Anyone who had ever been
registered tended to be counted. This has been rectified in the last decade,
though there are still opportunities to exaggerate by referring to youngsters
taking part in school soccer, when the involvement in the game may be very
ephemeral. Attempts to reduce gender balance and discrimination seems to
have had a significant effect on participation rates for girls in sports in
Australia and in the United States, where the impact of Title IX has been the
subject of much research and controversy.

So much research remains to be done as Nauright suggests, but it
should begin from the basis of what is already known and it needs to take
account of more sophisticated measures of attendance and participation than
is implied by comparisons between stadia sizes and populations of the cities
in which they are located.
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Table 1: World Football Stadia in the Twentieth Century
Early Classics

Stadium Country City Built*** Capacity Record
DateAttend.

Maracana* Brazil
Rio di

Janeiro
1950-65 220,000 199,850 16/07/1950

Hampden Park Scotland Glasgow 1903-37 150,000 149,547 17/04/1937

Wembley** England London 1922-23 126,500 126,047 28/04/1923

Bernabeu Spain Madrid 1944-82 120,000 124,000 30/05/1957

MCG Australia Melbourne 1954-6 120,000 121,696 26/09/1973

Crystal Palace England London 1895 120,000 120,081 19/04/1913

lbrox Park Scotland Glasgow 1887-1939 110,000 118,567 02/01/1939

Soldier Field USA Chicago - 100,000 105,840 22/08/1947

Rose Bowl

Stadio Olimpico

USA

Italy

Los
Angeles

Rome

-

1928-53

100,000 103,985 20/01/1980

80,000 80,000 17/05/1953

* Estadio Mario Filho
** 200,000 are said to have besieged the ground in 1923
*** Dates of construction of the UK grounds do not include post-1960 developments. Most
of these have resulted in reduced capacities but better amenities
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Table 2: World Football Stadia in the Twentieth Century
Later modern or other large stadia

Stadium Country City Built Capacity

May Day stadium North Korea Pyong Yang - 150,000

Mineirao Brazil Belo Horizonte - 130,000

Azadi I ran Teheran - 128,000

Salt Lake India Calcutta - 120,000

Estadio da Luz Portugal Lisbon 1954-70 120,000

Nou Camp Spain Barcelona 1944-82 115,000

Azteca Mexico Mexico City

-

114,000

Utama Senayan

Stadium Australia

Nasser Stadium

Sources:
Simon Inglis, The Football Grounds of England and Wales, London, Willow Books, 1985.
Simon Inglis, The football grounds of Europe, London, Willow Books, 1990.
Richard Henshaw, The Encyclopedia of World Soccer, Washington, New Republic Books,
1979.

Indonesia Jakarta 110,000

Australia Sydney 1999 110,000

Egypt Cairo 100,000

Top 80 Stadia. Retrieved 4 February 2000 from the World Wide Web:
http://members.xoom.com/_XMCM/stadia/top.html
World Stadiums. Retrieved 4 February 2000 from the World Wide Web:
http.//www.worldstadiums.com/main.html
Official NFL Record and Fact Book 1995, New York, Workman, 1996

24

-

-


	LA84 Foundation Home Page��������������������������������
	LA84 Foundation Search Page����������������������������������
	ASSH Bulletin No. 33 February 2001�����������������������������������������
	Editors.���������������
	Contents.����������������
	Bradmans Test Average is 99.94: Fact or Fiction?�������������������������������������������������������
	The Debate over Strenuous Sports for Girls in the Early 1900s.���������������������������������������������������������������������
	Sports Mad Nations? Some Research Already Done.������������������������������������������������������
	Notices.���������������
	John Harms.  Memoirs of a Mug Punter.  (Book Review)�����������������������������������������������������������
	Conference Announcement.�������������������������������
	Recent Publications.���������������������������
	Victorian ASSH Chapter.������������������������������
	ASSH Apology.��������������������

