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Club for sale?
Sheffield Wednesday is one of English football’s grand old names.
Four times league champions and three times FA Cup winners, the club has
strong support that is just waiting for success to return to Hillsborough.
JUST BEFORE Christmas 2018, Sheffield Wednesday owner Dejphon Chansiri hinted that he was
prepared to sell the club he bought for £ 37.5 million back in 2015. He was speaking at a fans’ meeting
and the subject of the club’s finances was being discussed. Sheffield Wednesday had been spending
significant sums on wages and continued to make substantial losses. The current situation was
unsustainable and had already incurred Wednesday a transfer embargo. The increased outlay, now
seen as a gamble on getting the club into the Premier League by 2017-18, the club’s 150th anniversary, had not worked.
Sheffield Wednesday are one of a number of clubs with the size, support, heritage and potential to climb higher, but their
best days are clearly behind them. They are a name that belongs to the past, although with the right investment and vision
and of course, patience, Sheffield Wednesday could certainly rise higher than their current status.
Sheffield, with a population of 520,000 is a two-club city and the dynamic between Wednesday and their neighbours
Sheffield United makes it something of an important football hub. The city has, after all, the world’s oldest football club in
Sheffield FC.

Faded lustre
Sheffield is the ninth biggest city in England and has played its part in the development of football in the UK. As an
industrial city, Sheffield was the iron and steel centre of the country, but mining in the surrounding areas was also a major
employer. In the city’s industrial heyday, the two Sheffield clubs enjoyed considerable success, with Wednesday winning
two league titles (1903 and 1904) and the FA Cup (1907). And in the inter-war years, the club won two league titles (1929
and 1930) and the FA Cup (1935).
Wednesday were relegated from the first division in 1970 and by 1975 they were in the third division with crowds dropping
to their lowest point since the Edwardian years. They made a comeback and reached the top flight again in 1984.
They were relegated from the Premier League in 2000 and since then they have generally been a second tier club, with a
few seasons in the third tier. They have retained their loyal support, however, and in 2017-18, they averaged 26,000 fans
per home game. Wednesday’s dilemma is that the Premier League era has largely passed them by. Despite attracting
overseas investment, their absence from the very top division hurts them by the year and makes it harder to open the door
to the financial benefits of huge broadcasting and commercial revenues as well as the bigger attendances that Premier
League football will bring.

Sheffield, with 2 big clubs and a major contribution to the history of
the game, is a football hub

2

State of Play I Game of the People I Sheffield Wednesday

February 2019

Crowd potential
Hillsborough, for many years, was seen as a blue riband ground, one that was used for the 1966 World Cup, 1996
European Championship and countless FA Cup semi-finals. The bad publicity the ground received over the 1989 disaster
has stayed with Hillsborough and the capacity has since been
reduced to 34,000. Despite this, Wednesday remain one of the
clubs that has considerable support and should the club become
truly successful again, crowds at Hillsborough will surely rise
towards capacity. It is not inconceivable that the ground would
be full should Premier League football return to Owlerton.
In 2018-19, crowds have dropped by 10%, but the average is still
above 23,000 and higher than four current members of the
Premier League. In the two previous seasons, attendances have
been more than 25,000 and in 2016-17,they reached the highest
point since 1998. The last time crowds averaged 30,000 was in the 1967-68 campaign.
Around 21,000 season tickets were sold for 2018-19. The club has shown its innovative streak by launching multi-year
season tickets that fans can buy to reserve their seat for up to five years.
The club has a growing social media presence, with 369,000 Facebook followers, 277,000 on twitter and 57,000 Instagram
disciples. This is, obviously much lower than the UK’s leading clubs, but locally, Wednesday’s Facebook audience is more
than twice neighbours United.
Wednesday also has strong community links, supporting charities such as hospices and child-based ventures and running a
broad range of projects that incorporate social well-being and good health.
In Comparison – Sheffield Wednesday attendances
SWFC
2017-18
2016-17
2015-16
2014-15
2013-14

25,995
27,129
22,641
21,993
21,239

Sheffield
Utd
26,854
21,892
19,803
19,804
17,507

Rotherham
United
8,514
9,783
10,025
10,240
8,450

Leeds
United
31,525
27,698
22,446
24,052
25,088

Huddersfield
Town
24,040
20,343
12,631
13,613
14,213

Ownership
Sheffield Wednesday were bought by Thai businessman Dejphon Chansiri in January 2015, who purchased the club from
UKFI, Milan Mandaric’s company, for £ 37.5 million. Chansiri’s company, Thai Union, is the world’s largest producer of
canned Tuna fish. A few months earlier, Mandaric was on the brink of selling the club to Azerbaijani businessman Hafiz
Mammadov. Chansiri had lived in Sheffield for four years prior to buying Wednesday.
Chansiri, since taking over, has injected substantial amounts of his personal fortune into the club. As well making money
available for players, he has also improved the training ground and Hillsborough’s infrastructure. Chansiri transformed
Wednesday into promotion contenders and they have gone close on two occasions.
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With the implementation of the Football League’s Profitability and
Sustainability (P&S) rules, Wednesday have major issues to deal with
after running up significant losses that threaten to exceed limits –
under the EFL’s directive, a club cannot lose more than £ 39 million
over a three year period. Chansiri told fans at the forum that the club
hadn’t just broken the
rules by a small amount but by “eight figures”, suffering a “soft”
transfer embargo between April and August 2018 as a consequence.
He feared Wednesday could face an even harsher embargo if the
problems continued to the point where the club files its 2017-18
financials, which would have full impact on 2019-20. Reading between the lines, Wednesday have probably lost in excess of
£ 9 million in 2017-18 given that in the two previous seasons the deficits totalled around £ 30 million.
If clubs break the ceiling for losses, they can still spend, but they face the possibility of a points deduction. Basically the club
needs more “direct revenue” rather than cash injections to ease their problems. With that in mind, Chansiri
relaunched the Club 1867 scheme, a project that largely met with a lack of enthusiasm when first unveiled in 2017.
The new-style scheme aims to entice supporters to “invest” in the club with a view to receiving future benefits.
Chansiri has said, not unreasonably, that he wants Wednesday’s fans to show that it is not just his money they want to
spend. Since suggesting the club could be for sale, Chansiri claims he has already had a £ 30 million offer for the club.

Finances
The Championship is, notoriously, a division that spends too much money on players’ wages. The temptation to flex the
wallet in order to win promotion to the Premier is difficult to resist. In December 2018, Dejphon Chansiri reminded
fans that he had said that if promotion was not won in 2017-18, the club would have problems. This does sound as though
the club’s current pain was self-inflicted, because if people were aware of possible Financial Fair Play worries, who was
actually controlling the purse strings?
Sheffield Wednesday haven’t yet released their financials for 2017-18, but when they do, they should make interesting
reading. In March 2018, their last results announcement, they revealed an annual loss of £ 20.8 million, more than double
the loss for 2015-16. It was easy to see the increased expenditure, with salaries rising by 52% to £ 29.3 million from £ 17
million. This meant the wage-to-turnover ratio rose to a very worrying 126%. The club’s turnover had barely changed –
rising from £ 22 million to £ 23.4 million. Of the £ 23.4 million, 41% is derived from matchday income and 30% from
broadcasting – a marked difference from Premier League clubs and their lucrative TV deals.
It is also little wonder that wages had gone up so much as the club increased its headcount from 225 to 274. Interestingly,
Wednesday’s intangible assets also increased from 10.6 million to 15.9 million. In 10 years, Wednesday’s wage bill
has more than quadrupled – from £ 7.1 million to £ 29.3 million. While expenses during this period have almost tripled,
annual losses have gone from £ 3.7 million to more than £ 20 million. This all points to loading-up to try and win promotion,
but Wednesday, like many other clubs, have to compete with a growing number of clubs benefitting from parachute
payments. These payments are now very significant - £ 42 million, £ 34 million and £ 15.6 million for years one, two and
three respectively.
It’s a risk to push the boat out and in Wednesday’s case, it has failed, leaving the club with a financial position that is not
necessarily an existential threat given they have a wealthy owner who remains committed until he does sell the club (if
indeed that happens), but makes them very vulnerable to sanctions and renders them impotent from a competitive
standpoint.

4

State of Play I Game of the People I Sheffield Wednesday

February 2019

Ten-year financials

2016-17
2015-16
2014-15
2013-14
2012-13
2011-12
2010-11
2009-10
2008-09
2007-08

Turnover
23.4m
22.0m
14.9m
13.8m
14.9m
10.9m
9.4m
13.9m
11.2m
12.3m

Profit/Loss
(20.8m)
(9.8m)
(4.5m)
(5.6m)
(3.8m)
(5.2m)
15.8
(3.8m)
(3.7m)
2.2

Expenses
(36.2m)
(26.2m)
(16.7m)
(16.3m)
(17.7m)
(14.4m)
(16.2m)
(17.2m)
(13.4m)
(11.4m)

Wages
29.3m
19.2m
13.4m
12.5m
11.9m
8.3m
9.1m
9.6m
8.2m
7.1m

Transfer activity
Wednesday have broken their transfer record twice in the past couple of seasons, with 2017-18’s acquisition of Jordan
Rhodes from Middlesbrough costing the club an estimated £ 10 million. The club’s financials show that Wednesday have
made a profit on player disposals in each of the past five years, although only three times over the past decade has that
profit been more than a £ 1 million. In 2017, the profit was 551,000. According to TransferMarkt, Wednesday’s current
squad (36 players, average age 26.6), which comprises 55% foreign players, has a market value of around € 51.25 million.

Performance and stability
2018-19 is Wednesday’s seventh consecutive campaign in the Championship, but it is unlikely to be as successful as
the two seasons where the club reached the play-offs, losing in 2017 at Wembley to Hull City.
Owner Chansiri was keen to take the club into the Premier and provided the resources to try and achieve that goal.
In 2016-17, Wednesday paid money for the likes of Adam Reach, Almen Abdi and David Jones. The club’s wage bill
went up dramatically but it wasn’t enough to win promotion.
The club’s manager in 2016-17 was the Portuguese Carlos Carvalhal, the first non-UK born occupant of the
Hillsborough hot seat. He left the club in December 2017, to be replaced by Dutchman Jos Luhukay. Wednesday’s 2017-18
was disappointing after two near misses in 2015-16 and 2016-17, especially as resources had been made available
to try and forge a promotion-contending team.

2017-18
2016-17
2015-16
2014-15
2013-14
2012-13
2011-12
2010-11
2009-10
2008-09

League
CHAMP
CHAMP
CHAMP
CHAMP
CHAMP
CHAMP
LGE 1
LGE 1
CHAMP
CHAMP

Position
15th
4th
6th
13th
16th
18th
2nd
15th
22nd
12th

FA Cup
Round Five
Round Three
Round Four
Round Three
Round Five
Round Three
Round Four
Round Five
Round Three
Round Three

FL Cup
Round Two
Round One
Quarter-Final
Round Three
Round Five
Round Three
Round Two
Round Two
Round Two
Round One
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Luhukay was sacked in December 2018 after a run of one win and seven defeats in 10 games. Steve Bruce took over on
February 1, 2019. Over the past 10 years, and before the arrival of current manager Steve Bruce, Wednesday have had
seven full-time managers. The average lifespan of a Wednesday manager has been 85 games. The average win rate has
been 38.19%. The most successful incumbent in this period was Gary Megson.

Conclusion: Is the club for sale?
Whether or not Chansiri meant what he said about selling, it would seem that Sheffield Wednesday and their owner
may have reached a crucial stage of their relationship. The Thai’s honesty about the club’s current position deserves
credit, but surely, it is a financial situation of their own creation? From a motivational perspective, Chansiri must wonder
where he turns next in terms of Wednesday’s immediate future. If, indeed, the club is in danger of an embargo, one
solution could be for Chansiri to inject a large amount of cash that can win the team promotion and then suffer the
consequences. But has he tired of propping-up a club that has posted losses year-after-year? At the moment,
it appears he’s trying to force the fanbase to show its commitment to the club and provide substantial income through the
scheme he has launched – he may end-up being somewhat disappointed. The alternative is to push ahead and sell the club.
The Sheffield Wednesday name still has cachet and is certainly an attractive proposition – this is a Premier
club based on its potential and public appeal, albeit a lapse Premier club. But in this age of clubs being propelled to success
through large capital investments, it may be that Wednesday’s only way back to the top deck could be if a new, extremely
wealthy investor flies over the West Riding in a private jet and likes the view below…

Championship clubs like Wednesday have to deal with relegated rivals
that benefit from parachute payments to soften the blow of losing
Premier status.

Game of the People, February 2019
www.gameofthepeople.com

Other clubs featured so far in the State of Play programme: Birmingham City (August 2016), Charlton Athletic (June 2017),
Nottingham Forest (January 2018).

6

