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INTRODUCTION

In August 2021, LEARFIELD released the inaugural Intercollegiate Fan ReportTM. Leveraging LEARFIELD’s expansive 
data and analytics platform, FanbaseTM, the initial report provided insights representative of an estimated 180 million 
college sports fans, as well as specific demographic and sociographic data of more than 20 million Known FansTM.* 
The report demonstrated that Known Fans are more affluent than the general U.S. population and span all ages and 
genders. The report also found that Known Fans are diverse in the way they engage and interact with college athletics, 
but that one factor is consistent—passion for the institutions and teams they support. Building on the annual report, 
LEARFIELD will continue to publish periodic reports that address more specific topics within the college athletics 
ecosystem. This report examines the influence and effects of COVID-19 on fan engagement, looking specifically at 
the 2021 college football season. 

The COVID-19 pandemic directly affected nearly every aspect of society. Significant financial losses and changes in 
operation became a forced reality for many industries, including college athletics. Postponed or canceled events and 
regulations severely limited fan attendance during the first half of the year, with many athletic departments navigating 
COVID-19 induced revenue shortfalls that persist today. However, the rise of vaccination rates and widely implemented 
precautionary measures have allowed college football to adapt with the return to full capacity across many campuses 
in 2021. Initial returns on viewership and fan attendance indicate signs of an emerging, though not yet full, recovery for 
college sports. This report takes a deeper dive into the return of college football in 2021 and the continued influence 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on both fan behavior and demographics amongst college sports fans. 

This analysis sought to answer the following questions in order to better understand the impact, recovery progress, 
and residual impact of COVID-19: 

• Has live attendance for college football shown signs of recovery in 2021? 

• How does TV viewership of college football in 2021 compare to previous years? 

• Have COVID-19 effects and/or precautions changed the way fans engage with college sports?  

• Did COVID-19 cause a shift in demographics of the fans attending live college football games? 

• Has COVID-19 impacted the distance fans are traveling to attend live games?

We will continue to monitor how COVID-19 impacts spring sports in 2022 and provide information in future reports.  

* Known Fans are fans who have a direct relationship with the school through ticket purchases, donations, sign-ups, and other transactions.
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It is undeniable that COVID-19 has had a massive 
impact on numerous industries across the world, 
including college sports. On March 11, 2020, the 
World Health Organization officially recognized 
COVID-19 as a pandemic.1 That same week, college 
basketball’s NCAA Championships were officially 
canceled for the first time since 1939.2 All spring 
sports would have their seasons canceled soon after. 
By the summer of 2020, many schools faced difficult 
decisions regarding lost revenue and uncertainty 
due to COVID-19. Several scholarship sports were 
dropped completely or temporarily by colleges and 
universities to alleviate the strain of lost revenue.3 The 
greatest worry for many athletic departments was the 
potential loss of the 2020 college football season.  

While most scholarship sports operate at some level of 
revenue loss for universities, college football typically 
produces the highest revenue for Division I Football 
Bowl Subdivision (FBS) athletic departments. In many 
cases, the revenue gained from college football 

2020 College  
Athletics

is vital in offsetting the costs of other sports and 
keeping athletic departments funded. Concerns of a 
lost college football season suggested an estimated 
$4 billion dollar loss of total revenue across Power 
5 schools.4  College football games are not just 
important for athletic departments and universities, 
but also for the towns and cities which play host to 
these games.5  Some college towns can see an influx 
of over $1 million dollars per home game during the 
season.6  As the COVID-19 pandemic continued, the 
uncertainty surrounding a potential 2020 college 
football season worsened.

Ultimately, some schools and conferences eventually 
canceled their 2020 fall sports.  However, the largest 
FBS conferences instead postponed the start of the 
season, before playing a limited schedule that often 
consisted of conference-only play. By the end of the 
year, 139 games were rescheduled or canceled due 
to the increase in COVID-19 cases and regulations.7

THE IMPACT OF 
COVID-19
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Starting with the cancellation of the NCAA Basketball 
Championships in 2020, COVID-19 led to a temporary 
downturn in engagement among college sports fans, 
and questions existed if fans would ever return to 
pre-pandemic levels. Pivoting to digital strategies 
became essential for athletic departments looking 
to engage, retain, and ultimately grow, their pre-
pandemic fan base. These digital strategies continued 
into the 2020 football season, where the impacts of 
COVID-19 remained evident. 

One such impact was limited or no fan attendance 
due to new policies meant to combat the spread 
of COVID-19. For example, most  Southeastern 
Conference (SEC) schools limited fan attendance to 
roughly 20-25% for football, with other conferences 
and schools enforcing similar or even stricter 
regulations.8 The 2020 season also saw a 19% drop in 
average viewership across college football compared 
to the 2019 season. A variety of factors, including fewer 
games, uncertainty around scheduling, and a lack of 
in-person attendance contributed to this downturn, 
all fueled by concerns around the pandemic. 

2020 College  
Football Season

Ultimately, the shortened 2020 college football 
season resulted in significantly less revenue for 
athletic departments from limited/no attendance, 
fewer televised games, and lessened sponsorship 
opportunities. Several articles questioned the future of 
college sports as COVID-19 not only threatened college 
athletics, but also enrollment numbers across colleges 
and universities.9 As both college and professional 
teams faced uncertainty and postponements, some 
sports writers openly wondered if fans would simply 
replace sports with other pastimes, and never fully 
return.10  

To assess these hypotheses and to understand COVID-
19’s impact on the 2021 college football season, this 
report leverages LEARFIELD’s Fanbase platform for 
data-driven insights. The remainder of the report will 
detail the impact on the 2021 season and ongoing 
progression towards a return to normalcy.  
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Television viewership for college football remained 
relatively flat from 2017-2019, with an average of 
roughly 1.2 million viewers per broadcast. However, 
this number dropped significantly during the 2020 
season, resulting in a nearly 20% drop in television 
ratings during the height of the pandemic. 

While 2021 viewership has not yet rebounded to 
2019 levels, TV viewership has seen strong signs 
of recovery by surpassing 2020 levels. Thus far, 
college football broadcasts have averaged nearly 
1.1 million viewers per game, recovering to 89% 
of 2019 viewership numbers (2020 was roughly 
81% of 2019 viewership numbers). While 2021 did 
not result in a 100% bounce back to 2019 levels, 
the increase is indicative of an overall growth trend.  

Primarily driven by COVID-19 restrictions, similar trends 
exist for live attendance following a disappointing year 
for live events in 2020. Looking at average attendance 
from a diverse set of 20 FBS programs around the 
country, attendance in 2021 has rebounded to 99.7% 
of 2019 levels, demonstrating the resilience of college 
football as a live event and signaling signs of optimism 
in the long term. It is also worth noting that at the time 
of data collection, this data is only 10 weeks into the 
2021 college football season, meaning some of the 
highest-rated and highest-attended games of the 
season have yet to be played. Late season rivalries, 
conference championships, and bowl games are 
likely to push these averages higher as the season 
comes to an end. 

2021 Football  
Viewership/Attendance



College sports fandom, particularly college football, 
is largely a social tradition woven into the fabric of 
our country dating back to long before the age of the 
Internet and social media. From pre-game festivities 
and rituals to team-specific merchandise and rally 
cries, the greatest college sports traditions revolve 
around the sense of belonging to a much larger 
community, with diverse groups of fans coming 
together to passionately support their favorite teams.  

Examining social media impressions* from official athletic accounts demonstrates the importance of college 
football and the impact it has on digital engagement. Digital engagement accelerated in the fall of 2020 with 
the start of the 2020 football season. As play resumed in a season filled with cancellations and delayed games, 
athletic social media accounts provided a resource for fans to stay updated on team news and interact with other 
fans. The chart above shows that this trend has continued in 2021 with the return of a full college football season 
in September 2021. This digital engagement lift, along with the renewed in-person attendance, demonstrates 
a continued connection with college sports fans and further possibilities for engagement and sponsorships.

*Social media impressions are the number of views received by a post from official social media accounts. Impression data is only available 

for authenticated accounts. 

Social Media
 Amidst the COVID-19 pandemic, many of these 
gatherings became impossible due to social distancing 
and limited capacity becoming a widespread reality. 
College athletic departments sought ways to capture 
the magic of college sports through digital engagement 
via social media and team websites which provided 
solutions to maintain their connection with fans.  

 

THE EMERGENCE OF 
DIGITAL ACCELERATION

Page   06



Further proof of this digital acceleration is also seen in data collected from official athletic websites. An analysis 
of site traffic during September and October for each of the past three years reveals that total sessions, unique 
users, and total page views have all increased from 2020 levels. Furthermore, the same metrics for 2021 also 
exceed 2019 levels during the same timeframe. This data suggests that fans are turning to online forms of 
engagement to stay connected with and up to date on their favorite teams. 

Athletic Website Engagement

Similarly, SIDEARM Sports, Powered by LEARFIELD,* reported a 14% increase in mobile site visitors from 2019 
to 2021. This trend is even more pronounced on weekends (closest to gameday for college football) with 
mobile users accounting for 73% of all weekend site traffic in 2021, compared to just 64% in 2019.  College 
sports fans continue to engage more digitally with their favorite teams, in large part due to to websites and 
mobile apps provided by SIDEARM. Digital engagement has proven to be a critical enabler for fan connectivity 
during the pandemic. 

 * SIDEARM Sports, Powered by LEARFIELD, provides a fan engagement platform that powers the official websites and mobile apps of 

collegiate athletic partners across the nation. This data does not include all SIDEARM schools for the purpose of consistency throughout 

the report, only schools with data for 2019 through 2021.

Web Engagement
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While signs of recovery exist across college, sponsorship still faces some challenges. Promotions, hospitality, 
radio, and display/sampling have shown revenue upticks from a disappointing 2020 but still lag behind 2019 
levels. COVID-19 continues to affect the multimedia rights industry due to reduced revenues and traditional 
viewership. 

Revenue across the board from these categories has returned to roughly 66% of 2019 dollars, lagging significantly 
behind the recoveries in digital engagement, TV viewership, and attendance. 

Sponsorship
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Official game programs and publications are another area of fan engagement that has shifted dramatically 
towards digital during the COVID-19 pandemic. LEARFIELD Publications has been a significant driver of enabling 
digital and mobile fan programs. According to LEARFIELD Publications, 2021 has seen an explosion of digital 
program requests (season previews, gameday programs, etc.) with the number of digital publications  and 
total views of those publications increasing over eight times over 2019 levels. Physically printed publications, 
while down from 2019 levels, remain sought after with similar quantities provided. Printed materials still have a 
strong presence, but COVID-19 has hastened the necessity and capabilities for digital programs for increased 
fan engagement. 

Programs

Comparison of Print and Digital Distribution
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DEMOGRAPHICS

The chart to the right shows the age distribution for 
2019 football buyers (FB19) compared with those 
for 2021 buyers (FB21). The age breakdown of fans 
remains largely unchanged from the pre-pandemic 
distribution. This suggests that largely the same age 
cohort of fans attending games in 2019 returned in 
2021, eliminating speculation that older fans would 
be hesitant to return to live events due to concerns 
around COVID-19.

The chart to the left shows a snapshot of income 
distribution for 2019 Football buyers (FB19) compared 
with those for 2021 buyers (FB21).  This data suggests 
that more fans are earning more than $150,000 per 
year, with that subsection of fans increasing nearly 27% 
between 2019 and 2021. Two possible explanations 
for this increase are: 

1. Higher-income fans are perhaps more insulated 
from financial hardships related to the pandemic, 
and thus more likely to attend in-person games. 

2. Existing fans have seen increased yearly earnings 
since 2019, bumping more into the $150k+ 
category .

 Nonetheless, similar demographic breakdowns 
suggest reasons for optimism around sponsorship and 
engagement in college athletics. It will be important 
to continue monitoring demographic trends as it 
relates to fans in decision-making going forward. 

Age and Income

Income Comparison

Age Comparison
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Precautions related to COVID-19 resulted in many limitations in the 2020 attendance of college football games. 
Although the 2021 season has seen the lifting of many of these restrictions, concerns related to COVID-19 
continue to hamper travel-based industries, such as airlines11 and hotels12. The COVID-19 pandemic has also 
resulted in noticeable shifts in population distribution, as people have moved away from tightly-packed urban 
centers in search of more living space, which renowned research firm Brookings describes as a “flight from 
density.”13 These factors suggest a potential shift in how far ticket buyers are traveling to attend games as 
COVID-19 recovery continues. 

The chart above shows the distance from venue for 2019 football ticket buyers (FB19 buyers, solid-columns) 
compared with  2021 football ticket buyers (FB21 buyers, dashed-line).  The percentage of fans coming from 
within 10 miles of the stadium increased 16%, while the percentage of fans coming from further than 70 miles 
of the stadium decreased 40%. 

 Given these findings, it is possible that reduced travel due to COVID-19 has led to this drop in fans coming 
from further distances away. Another possibility is the continued trend of population migration.  

Commercial real estate and investment firm CBRE reported similar trends, synthesizing pandemic migration 
data into the following insights:14 

• Move outs accelerated from high-cost coastal markets (Ex. NYC, LA, San Francisco) 
• Move outs slowed from low-cost post-industrial cities (Ex. Pittsburgh, St. Louis)
• Move ins accelerated into Sun Belt metros (Ex. Phoenix, Dallas, Austin) 
• Move ins accelerated in suburban counties further from dense cities 

Considering most large college sports properties exist in suburban, post-industrial, or Sun Belt metro areas, this 
signals a likely correlation between distance from stadium of attendees and the COVID-19 migration patterns. 
If these migration patterns hold, or people remain in their new homes, it signals a sign for optimism in college 
sports attendance.

Distance from Stadium 

Distance from Stadium

Distance from Venue (Miles)

Percentage of Buyers



The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly impacted college athletics. The return of a full college football schedule 
and lessened attendance limitations in 2021 has brought both a sense of familiarity and hopes for continued 
progress in a multi-year recovery. Leveraging multiple sources of data from across LEARFIELD’s properties 
working within the collegiate space, this report has provided a deeper analysis of this recovery alongside the 
various ways in which COVID-19 has influenced change across the college athletics landscape. Early data on 
viewership and attendance for the 2021 college football season show promising returns regarding the long-
term strength of the college athletics ecosystem.

1. College sports are showing signs of recovery post COVID-19. Recovery is evident in average in-person 
attendance, increased digital engagement, and increasing television viewership, but sponsorship revenue 
and print revenue are still dampened by the negative impacts of COVID-19.  

2. COVID-19 has fundamentally changed the way fans engage with their favorite teams via digital channels. 
Social media, mobile apps, mobile ticketing, and digital publications provide schools with more data 
collection opportunities and new sponsorship opportunities for fan engagement.  

3. Despite COVID-19’s influence, college sports fans remain diverse in age and income and avid in their 
support. Early signs of fan demographics in 2021 indicate the long-term strength and resiliency of the 
entire collegiate athletics ecosystem and presents growing opportunities with both national and highly 
targeted local marketing.

Takeaways

CONCLUSIONS

Page   12



Page   13

Data for this analysis was gathered from a variety of sources within LEARFIELD, leveraging information from 
across the largest media and technology company in college sports. To examine the shifts in demographics 
(age, income, distance, etc.) for football buyers, the report relied on LEARFIELD’s proprietary Fanbase data.  The 
Fanbase data platform now includes data from over 120 universities, consisting of over 30 million individual, 
de-duplicated fan records, and a combined 3 billion plus data points.   From this data set, the Fanbase team 
created two cohorts of buyers consisting of those with football-related purchases for the 2019 season and the 
2021 season. In total 360,000 unique customer records were used for this analysis as a statistically significant 
representative sample.  

TV viewership data was collected from Nielsen for the 2019 and 2021 college football seasons. This data is 
tracked across several major networks and measures viewership by household members and persons aged 2-99.   

Attendance data for 20 FBS programs around the country was aggregated from post-game box scores and  
predominately included schools from the Power Five conferences.

Data on social media and website usage also came from Fanbase, which draws information from official athletic 
websites and social media accounts. No specific customer records, mentioned above, were tied to this analysis. 

Mobile ticketing data was collected from Paciolan’s digital wallet feature. This tool provides valuable data to 
schools in terms of mobile tickets downloaded and transferred. Mobile app usage data was also gathered from 
SIDEARM, which powers the web and mobile interfaces of many athletic departments’ websites.  

Analysis and development of the report was completed by LEARFIELD’s Fanbase team, with critical leadership 
and support from across multiple Fanbase leaders: Jim Hanauer, Billy Nayden, Lucas Moss, Ashik Idrisy, Joseph 
Fordham, John Staak, Iva Dedic, Stephen Kunkel, Jarrod Blumer, and several others.  The authors would like 
to extend a special appreciation to the LEARFIELD marketing team: Jennifer Davis, Kimberly Smiley, David 
Port, and Rosie Judd as well as the LEARFIELD family for collaboration on design, content, data aggregation, 
analysis, and input.  

For more information on the LEARFIELD properties that provided data for this report: 
• Fanbase 
• Paciolan 
• SIDEARM Sports   

Data Sources: 

DATA & 
METHODOLOGY 



Page   14

1. World Health Organization. (2020, March 11). WHO Director-General’s opening remarks at  the media 
briefing on COVID-19. Retrieved from https://www.who.int/director-general/speeches/detail/who-director-
general-s-opening-remarks-at-the-media-briefing-on-covid-19---11-march-2020

2. Pickman, B. (2020, March 12). NCAA Tournament Canceled Amid Coronavirus Concerns. Sports Illustrated. 
https://www.si.com/college/2020/03/12/march-madness-canceled-ncaa-tournament-coronavirus  

3. Dosh, K. (2021, June 22). Tracker: College sports programs cut during COVID-19 pandemic. Business of 
College Sports. https://businessofcollegesports.com/tracker-college-sports-programs-cut-during-covid-
19-pandemic/  

4. Schlabach, M. and P. Lavigne. (2020, May 21). Financial toll of coronavirus could cost college football at 
least $4 billion. ESPN. https://www.espn.com/college-sports/story/_/id/29198526/college-football-return-
key-athletic-departments-deal-financial-wreckage-due-coronavirus-pandemic  

5. Collins, C. (2020, September 9). Local budgets are desperate for college football, but COVID-19 is blocking 
the goal line. Urban Institute. https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/local-budgets-are-desperate-college-
football-covid-19-blocking-goal-line  

6. Kreidler, M. (2020, August 3). Coronavirus is placing college sports on hold, putting students, university 
budgets, and entire towns at risk. TIME. https://time.com/5874483/college-football-coronavirus/  

7. Cobb, D., Kercheval, B., & B. Sallee. (2020, October 16). College football sees 139 games canceled or 
postponed during 2020 regular season due to COVID-19 issues. CBS Sports. https://www.cbssports.com/
college-football/news/college-football-sees-139-games-canceled-or-postponed-during-2020-regular-
season-due-to-covid-19-issues/  

8. Traub, M. (2020, December 14). How many fans will be at college football games this year? SportsTravel. 
https://www.sportstravelmagazine.com/college-football-2020-schedule-fans-attend-status-sec-acc-big-
12-covid-19-pandemic/  

9. Jensen, M. (2020, March 27). College sports will be hit hard, and will not be the same economically after 
the coronavirus. The Philadelphia Inquirer. https://www.inquirer.com/health/coronavirus/coronavirus-covid-
19-college-sports-economic-impact-20200327.html  

10. Leitch, W. (2020, March 15). How will sports recover from this hiatus? New York Times. https://www.nytimes.
com/2020/03/15/opinion/sports-coronavirus.html  

11. Airlines for America. (2021, October 19). Emerging from the Pandemic. Retrieved from: https://www.airlines.
org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/A4A-COVID-Impact-Updates-12.pdf 

12. Krishnan, V., Mann, R., Seitzman, N. & N. Wittkamp. (2020, June 10). Hospitality and COVID-19: How long until 
‘no vacancy’ for US hotels? Retrieved from McKinsey & Company: https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/
travel-logistics-and-infrastructure/our-insights/hospitality-and-covid-19-how-long-until-no-vacancy-for-us-
hotels 

13. Frey, W. H. (2021, May 20). Pandemic population change across metro America: Accelerated migration, less 
immigration, fewer births, and more deaths. Retrieved from Brookings Institution: https://www.brookings.
edu/research/pandemic-population-change-across-metro-america-accelerated-migration-less-immigration-
fewer-births-and-more-deaths/  

14. CBRE. (2021, April). COVID-19 Impact on Resident Migration Patterns. Retrieved from: https://www.cbre.
us/research-and-reports/COVID-19-Impact-on-Resident-Migration-Patterns

SOURCES



Pages   015

LEARFIELD 
2400 Dallas Parkway, Suite 500 

Plano, TX 75093 

www.LEARFIELD.com 


