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HOW long before the stranglehold that
Manchester United, Chelsea, Arsenal and
Liverpool have on the top three positions
in the English Premiership is broken?

With the start of the new season just
a week away, it is impossible to see any
club other than the four battling for the
top three positions in 2007/08.  

Indeed in the last 10 seasons, apart
from Leeds finishing third in 2001 and
Newcastle the same in 2003, the top three
positions in the Premiership have been oc-
cupied by three of the “Big Four”, reflect-
ing an unprecedented degree of elitism at
the top level of English football.  

Even in the two other major European
leagues that is La Liga and Serie A, such
domination by so few clubs has never oc-
curred.  

In Spain, apart from the traditional
powerhouses Real Madrid and Barcelona,
seven other clubs have finished in the top
three in the last 10 seasons. In Italy’s Serie
A, Udinese, Lazio, Fiorentina and Roma
have figured in the top three, alongside
the traditionally dominant Juventus, AC
Milan and Inter Milan.   

Up until the 1970s, the top division in
England was the most competitive and
open of all the major European leagues.  

But that competitiveness has steadily
declined since World War II.  

Taking four periods of 15 seasons each
from 1947 to 2007, the number of different
clubs winning the title has declined from
eight to seven, to six to four.    

The number of different clubs finishing
in the top three has also declined, from 
15 between 1947-1962 to 10 over the last
15 seasons.  

While the advent of the Premiership in
1993 definitely accelerated the formation
of this narrow elite in England, earlier
events set the wheels in motion.  

In 1961, the maximum wage for play-
ers was abolished.  

The effect was that smaller clubs with
more limited resources could no longer
hold on to their best players. Lancashire
clubs like Burnley, Preston and Blackpool
were among the earliest to feel the effect.  

In the early 1980s, an arrangement 
by which clubs shared their home gate 
receipts with the away club was scrapped
and that allowed sides with larger home
attendances to accumulate wealth 
much faster than those with smaller home
gates.  

Medium sized clubs like Ipswich and
Nottingham Forest, big guns in those days,
were hit particularly hard and never re-
covered, clubs with big ground capacity
and a huge fan base, like Man United and
Liverpool, cashed in.

With revenue generated from the turn-
stiles, such clubs attracted better players,
improved their chances of success, and in
turn attracted even more fans.  

That cycle has also been shaped in re-
cent years by external investors.

These rich businessmen look for clubs
with either a great history or a substantial
fan base, and when they find them, there
is an injection of substantial funds almost
immediately and the gap to the smaller
clubs widens even further.

The formation of the Premiership saw
clubs awash with huge sums of money from
cable broadcasters Sky Television.

Changes in recent years in the rules for
qualification for the Champions League —
with the top four in England now qualifying
for the lucrative tournament — reinforced
the wealth gap between the top clubs and
the rest in the Premiership.  

Of course, merely having a large fan
base does not guarantee a place in the
elite, as Newcastle United fans will testify.  

Even the big clubs largely finance the
acquisition of top players by incurring debt,
which means there is only a small window
for a club to achieve success in order to
cross the threshold and join the elite.

Otherwise, they risk collapse, as Leeds
found out.  

Newcastle United looked set to cross
the threshold when they finished second to
Manchester United in successive seasons
in 1996 and 1997, but managerial missteps
and some poor decision-making in the trans-
fer market cost them dearly.  

But once a club have established them-
selves among the elite and developed a
pedigree, they have the potential to sustain
their position in the rarefied group for a
whole generation entirely off the back of
their loyal fans.

Despite going 25 years without a league
title between 1967 and 1992, and suffering
relegation in 1974, Manchester United’s
successes in the 1950s and ’60s, tinged by
the Munich disaster of 1958, meant that the
Red Devils remained the most famous and
best-supported football club in the world,
even before they ended their barren run in
the first Premiership season of 1992-93.  

Liverpool won 11 titles in 18 seasons
between 1973 and 1990 in the old First Di-
vision and won four European Cups.

While they are currently on a run of 17
seasons without the title, the pedigree of
the club is confirmed, they will not lose

their elite status in the foreseeable future.
Sadly, the days of minnows breaking

into the top three in England are long gone.  
It was not uncommon in the first 50

years after World War II, it has not occurred
for more than 10 years now. We will almost
certainly not see the likes of Nottingham
Forest, who under the guidance of the late
Brian Clough, charged to the league title
in 1978 immediately after promotion.

Or Watford under the management of
Graham Taylor in 1983, with a young John
Barnes wreaking havoc against most de-
fences, they finished runner-up to Liver-
pool. 

Armed with a good fan base and com-
plemented by the millions of new owner
Roman Abramovich, Chelsea are now mem-
bers of the elite.

These days, that is the way to go if
clubs want to become “elite” members, it
is why the likes of Aston Villa and New-
castle have the best chance of becoming the
newest additions in the near future.  
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HAVES AND HAVE NOTS

It never used to be the case
that England’s top flight 
was dominated by so few  

IS THERE ROOM AT THE TOP?
1947-1962

Club 1st 2nd 3rd
Man Utd 3 4 0
Wolves 3 3 3
Tottenham 2 2 3
Arsenal 2 0 2
Portsmouth 2 0 1
Burnley 1 1 1
Chelsea 1 0 0
Ipswich 1 0 0
Preston NE 0 2 1
Blackpool 0 1 1
Sheff Wed 0 1 0
WBA 0 1 0
Derby Co 0 0 1
Huddersfield 0 0 1
Sunderland 0 0 1

1963-1977

Club 1st 2nd 3rd
Liverpool 5 3 2
Leeds Utd 2 5 1
Man Utd 2 2 1
Everton 2 0 2
Derby Co 2 0 1
Arsenal 1 1 0
Man City 1 1 0
Tottenham 0 1 2
Nottm F 0 1 0
QPR 0 1 0
Burnley 0 0 2
Chelsea 0 0 2
Ipswich 0 0 2

1978-1992

Club 1st 2nd 3rd
Liverpool 8 5 0
Everton 2 1 1
Arsenal 2 0 1
Nottm F 1 1 3
Aston Villa 1 1 0
Leeds Utd 1 0 0
Man Utd 0 3 2
Ipswich 0 2 1
S'hampton 0 1 0
Watford 0 1 0
Tottenham 0 0 3
C Palace 0 0 1
Sheff Wed 0 0 1
WBA 0 0 1
West Ham 0 0 1

1993-2007

Club 1st 2nd 3rd
Man Utd 9 3 3
Arsenal 3 5 1
Chelsea 2 2 1
Blackburn 1 1 0
Newcastle 0 2 2
Liverpool 0 1 5
Aston Villa 0 1 0
Leeds Utd 0 0 1
Norwich 0 0 1
Nottm F 0 0 1

Spain
Club 1st 2nd 3rd
Barcelona 6 4 1
Real Madrid 5 4 1
Valencia 2 1 2
Deportivo 1 4 4
A Madrid 1 0 0
R Sociedad 0 1 1
A Bilbao 0 1 0
Mallorca 0 0 2
R Zaragoza 0 0 1
Real Betis 0 0 1
Sevilla 0 0 1
Villarreal 0 0 1

Italy
Club 1st 2nd 3rd
Juventus 6 4 1
AC Milan 5 1 3
Inter Milan 2 3 3
Roma 1 4 0
Lazio 1 2 4
Parma 0 1 2
Fiorentina 0 0 1
Udinese 0 0 1
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