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Consumer perceptions matter:

A case study of an anomaly in English football
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April 8, 2024

Abstract

In 1983 England’s fifth-tier football competition introduced a two-points-for-a-
home-win and three-points-for-an-away-win reward system. This system was abol-
ished after three seasons. The anomalous point system may have been introduced
to reduce home advantage but the reasons are not fully clear and neither are the
reasons for abolishing the system shortly after its introduction. We find that the
new point system did not affect match outcomes but it did influence match atten-
dance negatively. We speculate that the alternative point system was perceived
as unfair to potential buyers of seasonal tickets or individual match tickets some
of whom as a response decided to avoid watching the game in person. Consumer
perceptions seem to matter.
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1 Introduction

In 1981 the English Football League increased the reward for winning football matches

from two points to three points. In 1994 most of the rest of the footballing world followed

suit. The rationale for introducing such a rule was to encourage more attacking play,

and hence make football more exciting for spectators, increasing its demand.

In 1983, England’s fifth level competition — at the time called the Alliance Premier

League, soon to become the Football Conference and now the National League — intro-

duced a slight variant to this rule. An away team would achieve three points for a win,

but a home team only two. Hence, for home teams, the reward from winning reverted

back to what it was prior to 1981, while the away team maintained the increased reward

introduced in 1981. Such a differential reward system suggests an alternative motivation

other than encouraging more attacking football — a desire to reduce home advantage.1

It would appear to reflect a belief that the home advantage is a function of away teams

being insufficiently attacking in their intent.2

This paper focuses on an analysis of the effects on match outcomes and match at-

tendance of the anomalous system of awarding more points for an away win than for a

home win. The paper proceeds as follows; in Section 2 we present details of the changes

in the reward system and discuss some studies on the consequences of these changes. In

Section 3 we detail our data and its sources, in Section 4 our methodology is outlined,

and in Section 5 we present our results. Section 6 concludes.

2 Changing the reward system

2.1 Three points for a win

Three points for a win’s introduction in the English Football League was argued to be

necessary as it ensured that away teams could no longer draw two matches (as might be

the outcome from playing ultra-defensively for both matches) and get the same reward as

winning one and losing one (as might be the outcome from employing a more attacking

1Newspaper articles of the time, e.g. “It’s pointless”, Coventry Evening Telegraph, Saturday 3rd
September 1983, certainly suggest that that was the underlying motivation for the rule change.

2Calls for greater rewards for attacking play go back a long way. On November 20 1934, Jimmy
Hogan wrote in the Daily Mirror proposing “Bonus and 3 points for ‘away’ wins”, with the sub headings
“Visiting side must fight”, and ““Safety first” players happy with half the spoils”.
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approach for both matches). The new point system intended to make matches more

exciting with more goals and less games ending in a draw. Excitement was expected

to increase stadium attendance which had been declining for some time. However, the

change from two to three points for a win does not seem to have had an impact on

match outcomes or stadium attendances. An early assessment is provided by Mehrez

and Pliskin (1987) who concluded that goal scoring did not increase nor did the number

of games ending in a draw go down. Brocas and Carrillo (2004) argued that it is not

at all clear that the three point rule will stimulate increase offensive play. If towards

the end of a game a draw is close teams are encouraged to play more offensively to turn

the draw into a win. However, at the beginning of a game a team may have a more

defensive strategy to avoid conceding goals and keep the option of turning a tie towards

the end of the match into a win. Therefore, teams may on average may play more

defensively under the new point system. Garicano and Palacios-Huerta (2005) showed

that sabotage resulted from the introduction of 3-points for a win, rather than necessarily

more attacking play. Teams had more to defend once ahead, and hence still played

defensively, or even sabotaged their opponents in order to maintain the lead. Bloyce

and Murphy (2008) gave a description of how the three-point-for-a-win rule came to be

concluding that the effects of the attractiveness of the football matches were limited.3

They compared goals scored per game in the First Division of the Football League in the

1970–81 period, 10 years before the new point system was introduced, with the period

1981–92, 10 years after the new point system was introduced. The average increased from

2.5 to 2.6, an average increase of 0.1 goals per game; an extra goal every ten matches.

2.2 Alliance Premier League

The Alliance Premier League (APL) introduced the two points for a home win and three

points for an away win in 1983.4 The APL was a fledgling league at the time (it started

3With a reference to an article in The Times of 27 August 1981 Bloyce and Murphy (2008) mention
that in the discussion about introducing the three-points-for-a-win system Gordon Taylor, the incom-
ing secretary of the Professional Footballers’ Association would have preferred the three points to be
connected to the away side.

4This reward system was not unique. As one of the reviewers pointed out to us, in the League of
Ireland, in the 1981/82 season a 4-3-2-1 system was introduced with four points awarded for an away
win, three points for a home win, two points for an away draw, and one point for a home draw. This
reward system lasted one season to revert back to the 3-1 system for one season, then to the 2-1 system
until in the 1993-94 season it changed to the the 3-1 system. Butler and Butler (2017) analyzing the
rule changes find that these had no effect on match outcomes.
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in 1979 bringing together the best teams from a set of regional leagues) that introduced

this variant to the variant. The league had been set up to gain access to the English

Football League (EFL), which up to that point had operated an election system to allow

teams to enter into it.5 As such, the APL can be thought of as a rival league; see Che

and Humphreys (2015) for an economic treatment of such rival competitions, albeit with

a North American focus. While the clubs of the APL would never rival the First Division

of the EFL (now the Premier League), an analysis of the strengths of teams in the APL

and the Fourth Division shows that APL teams were comparable, and maybe of a higher

quality than the lowest ranked EFL teams. Between 1973/74 season and 1978/79, in

the 77 FA Cup match-ups between Division Four and non-league teams, the non-league

team won 26, about a third of such games. This was not necessarily a fluke; Elo ratings

calculated for all teams in each of England’s top five divisions, and averaged per division

per season, are plotted on the left hand panel of Figure 1. These Elo ratings reflect

the strength of teams, on average, in each division each season, and show that in the

early 1980s, APL sides were even as good as Division Three teams. The right panel of

Figure 1 reports the implied probability that an APL side would beat a team from each of

the divisions above, both at home and away. In the 1980s, APL teams had about a 60%

chance of beating a Fourth Division team at home, and a 35–40% chance of beating them

away.6 In 1986/87, the APL achieved its aim of securing promotion to (and relegation

from) the EFL. At the same point, the two/three point distinction was dropped, and the

APL fell into line with the EFL.

In the three years of the existence of this rule, home teams won 46% of matches,

a little down from the 49–50% in previous seasons — but not statistically significant.

This is somewhat contrary, however, to Pollard (1986), who wrote (page 244): “As far

as the scoring of points goes, home advantage has thus almost been eliminated by the

new system.” Hence, whether the creation of an unbalanced point system giving a higher

5That is, the well-known promotion-and-relegation system in English football only really ex-
isted between the top four divisions up to that point. The bottom four teams of the Fourth
Division would have to apply to be re-elected to the EFL. In practice, of the 303 recorded
cases of clubs facing re-election, in 264 of them the club was re-elected and hence remained
in the league. On four occasions a club did not seek re-election, and hence on just 35 oc-
casions in almost a century of elections was a member not re-elected. Election data from
www.nonleaguematters.co.uk/forum/gforum.cgi?do=post attachment;postatt id=3506.

6These Elo rating calculations are made using the system set out by (Elo, 1978) applied to English
league and cup football through history. An additional correction for Elo predictions (which are provided
on a unit scale and don’t allow the possibility of a tied outcome) also accounts for the home advantage
in English football that is set out in Section 4 is also applied.
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Figure 1: Average seasonal Elo ratings (strengths) since 1975 for English football’s top 5
leagues (left hand side), and the probability that a fifth division side would beat a team
from the four higher divisions at home or away (right hand side).

reward for an away win affected match outcomes is not clear.

There were small aggregate effects in final league standings from the two-point change.

The Champions of the division would have been different in 1983/84 (Bath City rather

than Wealdstone) and 1984/85 (Nuneaton Borough not Maidstone United) had the three-

points for a win system not been altered. In 1985/86 the Champions would have been the

same, but the relegation outcome would have differed (Dagenham, rather than Wycombe

Wanderers, would have been relegated). On average, teams had 10 points fewer under

the system, but on average final league positions were unaffected.7

2.3 Match attendance

Whereas one might not expect too much concerning the effects on match outcomes this

may have been different for match attendance. Football fans may or may not go to

the stadium of the team they support. They may go to enjoy the match but they may

also abstain from visiting the stadium for reasons not directly related to the expected

performance of their team or the opponent. Buraimo et al. (2016) for example analyzed

the effects of a corruption scandal in Italian football in the 2005-06 season. Because some

club officials were found to be guilty of corruption their clubs were punished typically

by point deductions. Buraimo et al. (2016) found that home attendance for the clubs

involved in the corruption fell by about 16% compared to the clubs who not punished.

The authors concluded that the drop in attendance was not necessarily caused by moral

7The maximum positional change was three places. One such case was Bath City in 1983/84, who
finished 4th but would have finished 1st had three points been awarded for a home win.
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disapproval of the home fans as a sign of protest. An alternative explanation is that the

point deductions made it difficult for the clubs involved to end up high in the league.

Thaler (1985) presented a theory of consumer choice in which mental accounting plays

a role. In this theory the perceived fairness of a transaction is important. It may be

that the setting of the two/three points system is perceived as unfair to potential buyers

of seasonal tickets or individual match tickets. If so, stadium attendance would have

suffered.

A novel strand of attendance demand literature in recent years has considered the con-

cepts of shock, surprise and suspense, after the work of Ely et al. (2015). Buraimo et al.

(2020) found that shock and surprise have a positive effect on television demand, while

Fischer et al. (2023) and Pawlowski et al. (2023) found suspense decreases complemen-

tary activities at football matches (alcohol sales and social media posting, respectively).

We are unaware of any analyses considering shock, surprise and suspense on stadium

attendance, but it is plausible that changes in shock, surprise and suspense levels caused

by the perceived unfair reward system could affect demand.8

Finally, on the subject of unfairness, as already mentioned, APL clubs had to apply

for election to the EFL, rather than achieving EFL status from finishing as champions.

It is plausible that a failed election bid was perceived as unfair by supporters of that

club, and hence reflected in attendances in the following season. Many supporters of

football teams buy ‘season tickets’, bundles of tickets for an entire season, purchased

before the season has begun. Such fans will make decisions based on outcomes of the

previous season, such as a failed election bid. A final quirk of the system at the time is

that the APL team put forward to be elected to the EFL was not necessarily the APL

champion. In 1982 third placed Telford United were put forward, and in 1983 second

placed Maidstone United were put forward.

3 Data

Our data is collected from two sources: for matches since 1999 from Soccerbase (www.soccerbase.com),

and before 1999, Archives.football (www.thefootballarchives.com). It is the match results

in terms of goals scored for each team, as well as in most cases the attendances (complete

8Indeed, we do try and include a measure of shock akin to that used in this literature at match level
in order to consider whether shocks in a given week affect matchday attendance for the next home game.
We found absolutely no effect at all.
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seasons through to 1990/91 hence covering the time period of interest).

The Soccerbase website is a well-regarded source of football-related data, having been

used in numerous previous academic studies, and is operated by the Racing Post. The

Archives.Football website is a more community-run site, where the website’s owner op-

erates a ranking system for the veracity of information for each match. In the Football

League, historical attendance numbers are known because of the need of clubs to re-

port to the Football League for revenue sharing and tax purposes. At non-league level,

attendances would be announced on the day, and recorded in matchday programs to

be collected and referred to at a later point. There is no reason to believe that any

measurement error would vary between the different periods we study in this paper.

Figure 2: Average seasonal attendances (log scale) since 1975 for English football’s top
5 leagues.

In Figure 2 we plot seasonal average attendance data for English football’s top 5

leagues. The data show that across all the English football leagues, the mid-1980s were

the low point in demand for football attendance, most likely as a result of poor economic

circumstances in England (Reade and Van Ours (2023)). After the 1986/87 season,

relegated clubs from the EFL begin to enter the dataset with much greater attendances

than the clubs that previously existed in the APL. Therefore, we end our sample at the

end of the 1986/87 season. We limit our comparison to a small number of seasons either

side so that the ‘control group’ is similar to the ‘treatment group’. Therefore, the first

season in our sample is 1979/80 at the time when a win counted for two points.

In Table 1 we present summary statistics for our eight seasons in full, which amounts

to 3,532 observations. Home teams score around half a goal more than away teams, and
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there is almost three goals a game, on average. Home teams win around 47% of the

time, away teams 27% of the time, with about 26% of matches ending as draws. Forecast

outcomes are based on the Elo rating system (Elo, 1978), a well-known system devised

for chess and commonly applied across many sports including football (e.g. Hvattum

and Arntzen, 2010; Reade and Garcia-del Barrio, 2023). The forecast outcomes are, on

average, quite close to reality, with the average home win probability being 47%, and

28% for the away win. Expected home points are 1.4 over the sample, and expected

away points are about one. The average attendance over the sample period is 915, just

under a thousand, while the local areas (local authorities or districts) around the football

clubs in the APL over this period is about 150 thousand people. Finally, this nationwide

competition had, on average, teams travelling about 114 miles to reach away matches.

Table 1: Summary statistics

Statistic N Mean St. Dev. Min Pctl(25) Pctl(75) Max

Home goals 3,532 1.688 1.386 0 1 2 8
Away goals 3,532 1.183 1.107 0 0 2 6
Total goals 3,532 2.871 1.793 0 2 4 11
Goal difference 3,532 0.504 1.755 −5 −1 2 8
Home win outcome 3,532 0.474 0.499 0 0 1 1
Draw outcome 3,532 0.259 0.438 0 0 1 1
Away win outcome 3,532 0.267 0.442 0 0 1 1
Probability of home win 3,532 0.471 0.102 0.059 0.398 0.542 0.781
Probability of draw 3,532 0.253 0.023 0.103 0.242 0.271 0.274
Probability of away win 3,532 0.276 0.083 0.083 0.215 0.329 0.838
Expected home team points 3,532 1.380 0.325 0.220 1.142 1.571 2.452
Expected away team points 3,532 1.022 0.276 0.302 0.825 1.205 2.618
Attendance (1,000s) 3,532 9.147 0.441 0.121 0.61 0.110 0.5640
Population local area home team (100,000s) 3,532 1.564 0.902 0.509 0.923 2.206 5.050
Distance (100s of miles) 3,532 1.135 0.576 0.040 0.702 1.501 3.023

Figure 3 shows the evolution over our sample period of the expected points for home

teams and away teams. Panel (a) shows the expected points per match, panel (b) shows

the seasonal average difference in expected points for home teams minus away teams.

Both figures clearly show the implications of the change in the points system. Obviously

in the seasons with three points for a win the expected numbers of points are higher for

both home and away teams in comparison with the seasons with two points for a win.

In the three seasons with fewer points for a home win the difference in expected points

between home teams and away teams is very small. In other words, the home advantage

in terms of expected points in these three seasons almost disappeared.

In Table 2 we break the means of these variables into the four separate time periods

8



(a) Home and away

(b) Home minus away

Figure 3: Expected points per match
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under consideration. In 1979–81 each team got two points for a win, in 1981–83 both

teams got three points for a win, in 1983–86 only the away team got three points for a win,

and in 1986/87 both teams got three points for a win again. Each column is the mean

for that variable for that sub period, with stars indicating the statistical significance of a

difference in means test.9 In 1981–83, total goals increase from 2.66 to 2.93, with 0.18 of

that for the home team, and 0.09 for the away team. These differences are statistically

significant, but they did not result in more wins for the home team, statistically, as that

proportion changed from 49% (1979–81) to 50% (1981–83). When the reward for home

teams fell back to two points, home goals fell back, on average, by 0.1 of a goal, and away

goals increased by a further 0.06. This brought the proportion of home (away) wins down

(up) to 46% (28%) from 50% (25%) but these changes are not significant. Considering

expected points, these were 1.2 and 0.8 for the home and away teams respectively in

1979–81, and rose to 1.67 and 1.08 in 1981–83 with three points for a win. In 1983–86

the home team’s expected points fell back to essentially their previous level (1.19) and

away expected points remained at 1.08. As such, the expected difference in points was 0.4

in 1979–81, 0.6 in 1981–83, then 0.1 in 1983–86, and back to 0.6 in 1986/87. Attendances

were falling throughout much of this period, dropping from 1,115 in 1979–81 to 919 in

1981–83, then further to 800 in 1983–86 before recovering to 921 in 1986/87.

Figure 4 shows that over the seasons 1979/80 to 1989/90 the likelihood of a home

win did not change very much while the probability of an away win increased somewhat.

Over the three seasons of our main interest the win probabilities do not seem to be very

different from the seasons before or after. Figure 4 also shows the development of seasonal

attendances where over the three seasons of our main interest these are lower than in the

seasons before and after.

4 Methodology

We first consider simple linear models in a number of match outcome variables to see if

there was any measured and significant impact of the rule change. Our unit of analysis

is the match level, and hence we think about matches between home team i, and visiting

team j at time t. Because we consider many seasons, we have a significant number of

repeat observations. Our dependent variables are:

9It is the significance of a dummy variable for that sub-period in a regression of the variable on that
row on dummies for each of the three subsequent time periods.
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Table 2: Means of main variables for different sub-periods of our data sample.
1979–81 1981–83 1983–86 1986/87

Home goals 1.59 1.77∗∗∗ 1.67 1.73∗

Away goals 1.07 1.16∗ 1.22∗∗∗ 1.31∗∗∗

Total goals 2.66 2.93∗∗∗ 2.89∗∗∗ 3.03∗∗∗

Goal difference 0.53 0.61 0.45 0.42
Home win outcome 0.49 0.50 0.46 0.45

Draw outcome 0.27 0.25 0.26 0.25
Away win outcome 0.25 0.25 0.28 0.30∗

Probability of home win 0.47 0.47 0.47 0.47
Probability of draw 0.25 0.25 0.25 0.26∗

Probability of away win 0.28 0.28 0.28 0.28
Expected home team points 1.20 1.67∗∗∗ 1.19 1.66∗∗∗

Expected away team points 0.80 1.08∗∗∗ 1.08∗∗∗ 1.08∗∗∗

Attendance (1,000s) 1.11 0.92∗∗∗ 0.80∗∗∗ 0.92∗∗∗

Population local area home team (100,000s) 1.37 1.64∗∗∗ 1.59∗∗∗ 1.65∗∗∗

Distance (100s of miles) 1.13 1.14 1.15 1.10
Reward winning match (points): Home win 2 3 2 3

Away win 2 3 3 2

• Goals by the home (away) team, team i (j), denoted giijt (gjijt).

• Home win: Hijt = 1{giijt>gjijt}.

• Draw: Dijt = 1{giijt=gjijt}.

• Away win: Aijt = 1{giijt<gjijt}.

We include a small number of other explanatory variables to control for any remaining

variation in our dependent variables:

• Elo prediction, eloijt: This is a variable that takes any value on the unit interval,

where 0 implies that the away team is certain to win, and 1 implies the home team

will certainly win.

• Wins per game, wpgit and wpgjt. Elo ratings are one measure of the quality of

teams involved in matches, and they are a function of match outcomes weighted

for the quality of the opposition. A simpler measure is just to look at the wins a

team achieves. Because wins will accumulate over a season, we take wins per game,

which is the ratio of wins at any point in a season to the number of matches played

so far.
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Figure 4: Win probabilities and seasonal attendances; 1979/80 – 1989/90

• Form, formit and formjt: While wins are a season-level measure, being reset

to zero at the start of each season, Form is a more temporary measure of team

quality, and is conventionally the number of points achieved in a team’s most recent

matches. We take the six most recent matches.10

We also include fixed effects for home and away teams and the gameweek of the season in

order that any effect we see cannot be attributed to different teams. We cannot include

season fixed effects as we seek to identify an effect that only existed at a seasonal level.

Our explanatory variables of interest are:

• Two Home Points Rule, 2hprt: This is a variable taking the value 1 for the seasons

when a home team only received two points for a win while the away team received

three points if they won. That is, for the seasons 1983/84, 1984/85 and 1985/86

this variable takes the value 1.

• Three Points Rule, 3prt: This variable takes the value 1 for the seasons where

both teams received three points for a win. That is, season 1981/82, 1982/83, and

1986/87 in our sample.

10We also add a small fraction of the goal difference and goals scored a team has achieved, in each six
matches. These are the two tie breakers if two teams have an equal number of points, and so our form
measure reflects these tie-breaking variables.
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We are mainly interested in the first of these two ‘treatment’ variables, but given that

three points for a win was a significant structural change in English football, we also

include this to consider whether it had any impact.

Our first set of regression models are thus:

yijt = αi + αj + α1eloijt + α2wpgit + α3wpgjt + α4formit + α5formjt + γ12hprt + γ23prt + εijt.

(1)

Having looked at match outcomes, we then consider attendances. The attendance

data need to be thought of within the context of English football — at the time the

game was struggling, with declining attendances continually since the postwar boom.

The low point for EFL attendances was 1986, the point at which the experiment ended

(and promotion/relegation was introduced). With our modelling we follow the same

approach as Humphreys and Zhou (2015) and Coates et al. (2014) who brought in a

range of theories regarding fan, or consumer behaviour.

As such, we model log attendance on measures to capture fan preferences for the

home win, for quality, for a number of aspects of competitive balance, and for loss

aversion. We don’t have information on ticket prices at the time. Dobson and Goddard

(2004) provided a set of price indices for the Football League divisions. We included

the Fourth Division price index but find that it makes no difference to our regression

results and the coefficients are insignificant. Furthermore, we do not have information

about hooliganism or weather conditions both of which may have affected attendances.

Incidents of hooliganism or bad weather may have had a negative influence on attendance.

However, we think that in the context of our analysis not including hooliganism or

weather as explanatory variables may not the very important. It would have been if

hooliganism would have been more severe or weather would have been worse during the

seasons 1983/84 to 1985/86 than they were during earlier or later seasons. Although

we cannot rule this out we think it is not very likely. We also do not have information

about ground capacity. However, we think that this is not problematic as in our period

of analysis attendances had been declining for some time so capacity constraints are

unlikely to be important.

We run:

log(Aijt) = γ0 + γ1pijt + γ2p
2
ijt + γ3PT + αℓLSt + γiQi + γjQj + νtDt + εijt. (2)

13



Here:

• Aijt: recorded attendance of match between team i and j at time t.

• pijt: Probability of home win (team i). This is calculated using a multinomial

logit model that includes the Elo prediction, the points earned per game, the goal

difference per game, and the form (points in the last six matches), all for each team.

As per Humphreys and Zhou (2015) we correct for the impact of team quality in

this measure, given that that is an additional variable in the model. We do this by

regressing the probabilities on the quality variables and using the residuals from

that regression.

• PT : This is the price of attending a football match. As mentioned above, price data

is very hard to find in football, especially back to the 1980s in non-league football.

As such we are unable to include PT in our empirical model. We include, where

possible, measures that proxy the cost of attending, most notably the distance

between the two clubs competing in a match.

• LSt: The League Standing Effect, as coined by Neale (1964). This is the total

number of position changes in the leagues standings after the most recent set of

matches in the division. This is one of the measures that Humphreys and Zhou

(2015) used to account for the League Standing Effect.

• Qi, Qj: Team quality. We measure this using the league position of each team

before each match.11 We consider seasonal measures of team quality also, since

a proportion of attendees at any match will have purchased a season ticket, a

bundle of tickets for the entire season, purchased before the season began, based

on information from the previous season. We include the previous season’s league

position, and a dummy for whether the team was champion.

• Dt: Matchday-specific characteristics. Here, we include dummy variables for the

day of the week as midweek evening matches tend to have lower attendances. We

also include the physical distance, in miles, between the two teams. This can only

be included when we include home and away team fixed effects. When we use

match-up fixed effects the distance variable drops out.

11The league position is calculated based on two (or three) points being awarded for both home and
away teams.
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The expected home win probability ignores the probability of a draw occurring. Em-

pirically about 25% of all matches end in a draw. Therefore, Besters et al. (2019) used

as an alternative measure match expectation, defined as the expected number of points

for the home team. They found that this measure outperforms home win probability. As

shown in panel b of Figure 3 the number of expected points is much lower in the two-

points-for-a-home-win three-points-for-an-away-win period. In fact the home advantage

as measured through the expected number of points for the home team almost disap-

pears. This also implies that there is a high correlation between the dummy variable

“Seasons with 2 points for a home win” and the number of expected points. Therefore,

we did not include the expected number of points as explanatory variable.

Additionally, we employ an event study approach to consider the impact in the games

immediately after the rules were introduced (and abandoned). We include a time trend

for home match of the season in our event studies, in order to control for the fact that

there is natural variation across the season.

In this case, our generic model for the three different policy periods (introduction of

three points for a win, introduction of two points for a home win, end of two points for

a home win):

log(Aijt) = α0 +
20∑

k=−10,k ̸=0

αkpolicyt−k + βXijt + εijt. (3)

In (3) Xijt is a set of explanatory variables almost identical to those included in (2). We

estimate (3) up to the 20th match of the three seasons where rule changes occurred —

1981/82, 1983/84 and 1986/87.

5 Results

We firstly consider the extent to which the new rule impacted match outcomes. In Table 3

we regress match outcomes (home win, draw, away win), goals scored by the home and

away team, the total goals scored and difference in goals scored, on variables that might

explain that, as well as dummy variables for the new points regimes (3 points for a win

in 1981/82 and 1982/83, 2/3 points for a win in 1983/84, 1984/85 and 1985/86, and back

to 3 points for a win in 1986/87). We also include fixed effects for the home and away

team in a match as well as the gameweek of the season, and cluster standard errors at
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the home team and season level.12

Our estimations are over all the seasons up until the end of 1986/87 season, hence eight

seasons and 3,532 matches. The impact of the two-points home win rule is represented

by the “Two home points rule” row in the table. The impact of the two home points rule

is insignificant on match outcomes in the first three columns of the table.

Home goals and away goals are slightly more likely than before the two-home-points

period, and away goals a little more likely (about 0.11 more away goals on average).

Total goals are thus also more likely, and the goal difference is smaller. Only the away

goals and total goals impacts are significant, and even then only at the 10% level.

The three points rule had a more significant impact on goals but not on outcomes.

Home goals became more likely by at least 0.14 on average, and away goals by about

0.16 in 1981, and then by about 0.24 in 1986, with the cumulative effect on total goals

showing via the total goals column (6). The goal difference appears to have been affected,

increasing during each three-point period via the expected points difference coefficient,

but this effect is not significant.

As such, we are left to conclude that the impact on match outcomes was not dramatic,

even if we can see changes in the raw numbers from Table 2. Controlling for team quality

renders these effects mostly insignificant.

If we in turn consider attendances at these matches, we can see from regression results

in Table 4 that there was an impact. These regressions all have fixed effects for the day

of the week and the month of the season, as well as team-specific fixed effects which are

indicated in the ‘FE’ row. If we consider our constructed probability of a home win to

be a good predictor of how competitive a match is and hence how interesting, then in

the first column we see that attendances were around 17% lower during the three seasons

of the two home points experiment. Adding in more salient measures of home and away

team quality and allowing for habit formation by introducing lagged attendance in the

second column reduces the size of the effect to around 11%, but it remains significant.

We find evidence of habit formation as lagged attendance has a significant and positive

effect.

12To address potential concerns about the use of OLS on count data we present parameter estimates
of logit models for home win, draw and away win in Table A.1 in the Appendix. There we also present
parameter of Poisson models for home goals, away goals and total goals. When estimating a Poisson
model for goal difference we add a constant to the observed goal differences such that the minimum goal
difference equals zero. The parameter estimates are different in magnitude from our regression results
in Table 3, but the sign and significance are similar.
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Table 3: Regression results considering major match outcome variables

Dependent variable:

Outcome Goals
Home win Draw Away win Home Away Total Difference

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Elo prediction 0.147 0.041 −0.188 0.862∗∗ −0.164 0.698 1.025∗∗

(0.139) (0.118) (0.125) (0.316) (0.203) (0.420) (0.326)

Three points rule 0.005 −0.007 0.002 0.175∗ 0.114∗ 0.289∗ 0.062
(0.025) (0.022) (0.020) (0.083) (0.057) (0.136) (0.054)

Two home points rule −0.023 0.004 0.019 0.056 0.092∗ 0.147∗ −0.036
(0.019) (0.026) (0.018) (0.052) (0.046) (0.066) (0.053)

Wins per game (home) 0.119 0.011 −0.130∗∗ 0.159 −0.359∗ −0.200 0.518∗

(0.067) (0.045) (0.046) (0.226) (0.160) (0.297) (0.257)

Wins per game (away) −0.079 0.080 −0.001 −0.297∗∗ −0.109 −0.406∗ −0.188
(0.064) (0.076) (0.073) (0.120) (0.122) (0.185) (0.158)

Form (home) 0.004 −0.001 −0.004 0.009 −0.005 0.004 0.015
(0.005) (0.003) (0.003) (0.012) (0.017) (0.019) (0.018)

Form (away) −0.005 −0.002 0.008 −0.019∗∗∗ 0.008 −0.011 −0.026∗

(0.004) (0.002) (0.004) (0.004) (0.010) (0.010) (0.012)

Observations 3,532 3,532 3,532 3,532 3,532 3,532 3,532
R2 0.075 0.024 0.071 0.088 0.071 0.056 0.109
Adjusted R2 0.051 −0.001 0.047 0.064 0.047 0.031 0.086
Residual Std. Error (df = 3442) 0.487 0.439 0.432 1.341 1.080 1.765 1.678

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

We include season-level measures also to account for season-ticket holders who make

their purchase decisions each summer based on the previous season. One league position

higher the previous season leads to a small increase in attendance the season after (about

0.3%). Being champion the previous season, in a time period when the champion was not

necessarily promoted, decreases attendances by between 3 and 5%. Each club that was

put forward for election to the Football League between 1979 and 1986 was not elected,

and hence we can see whether that decision led to fans making different decisions about

attending. We find that a failed election bid increases attendances by around 4%. This

may be an effect akin to that of failed Olympic bid host cities, who experience similar

positive economic impacts to cities selected to host (Rose and Spiegel, 2011).

The introduction of a time trend in the third column to capture the reality that

attendances at English football were declining over the time period does reduce the

impact to about 9%.13 In the fourth column we introduce match-up fixed effects rather

13Note that we do not introduce season fixed effects as the effect we seek to identify is a season-long
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than separate fixed effects for the two teams, and this has no impact on the size of the

effect.14 In the fifth column we use corrected probabilities of a home win (removing

the effect of team quality on the probability in order that it only reflects uncertainty of

outcome). Doing this has no impact on any of the coefficients in the model, and the

effect of the two-home-points season remains at about 10%.

In the final three columns we extend estimation through to the point that the league

stopped for Covid-19 in March 2020; in column (6) we repeat the regression of column

(4) for the longer sample, in column (7) we extend the regression in column (5) and

in column (8) we add dummies for the seasons with one promotion spot to the EFL

(1986/87 onwards), and two promotion spots (2003/04 onwards). Neither are significant.

The impact of the two-home-points rule is notably larger when we estimate over the

longer sample. However, attendances were more broadly rising in English football over

the entire period after the mid-1980s, which likely accounts for much of this larger effect.

As a robustness check on our findings, we run ‘placebo’ regressions presented in

Table A.2 in the Appendix, in which for comparison the first column shows the parameter

estimates for the APL (see also Table 4). We run exactly the same regression as reported

as in the first column but we estimate instead over the Second, Third and Fourth Divisions

of the EFL, the divisions above the APL. These divisions were treated to the three-point

rule, but not the two-point-home rule, and this is reflected as the two-point-home rule

coefficient is insignificant in each of these regressions.

Our event study outcomes are shown in Figure 5. In the middle panel we plot the

impact of the two-home-points rule. To the left of the vertical solid line we plot the ten

matches before the rule was introduced, which are all insignificantly different from zero.

Immediately after the solid vertical line, where the two-home-points rule was introduced,

attendances fall, and in the second and third gameweeks after the change they are almost

20% lower than previously. Through to gameweek 15 attendances are between 5 and 15%

lower than before the rule change was introduced.

In the bottom plot, the rule was abandoned where the solid vertical line is plotted.

Again, in the ten games prior to the rule’s abandonment, attendances are not significantly

different from zero, although all coefficients are negative.15 To the right of the solid line,

effect.
14It does, however, mean that the distance variable cannot be entered. This is absorbed into the fixed

effects, and before that we could see that each 10 additional miles between two teams would reduce the
attendance by about 1%.

15It is worth noting that the rule’s abandonment was anticipated; an article in the Staffordshire
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Table 4: Regression results considering attendance
Dependent variable:

log attendance

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Lag log attendance 0.410∗∗∗ 0.408∗∗∗ 0.457∗∗∗ 0.457∗∗∗ 0.387∗∗∗ 0.389∗∗∗ 0.383∗∗∗

(0.052) (0.052) (0.060) (0.059) (0.031) (0.031) (0.030)

Win in last home game 0.085∗∗∗ 0.085∗∗∗ 0.077∗∗∗ 0.077∗∗∗ 0.073∗∗∗ 0.073∗∗∗ 0.073∗∗∗

(0.008) (0.008) (0.009) (0.009) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006)

P(H) 0.918∗∗∗ −0.889∗∗ −0.842∗∗ −0.647∗∗ −1.320∗∗∗ −1.380∗∗∗

(0.101) (0.298) (0.303) (0.185) (0.363) (0.354)

P(H)2 0.791∗∗ 0.755∗∗ 0.556∗∗ 1.504∗∗∗ 1.551∗∗∗

(0.313) (0.318) (0.183) (0.427) (0.416)

Corrected P(H) −0.183∗ 0.056
(0.080) (0.087)

Corrected P(H)2 1.140∗ 1.265∗∗

(0.559) (0.469)

Position (home) −0.014∗∗∗ −0.014∗∗∗ −0.013∗∗∗ −0.012∗∗∗ −0.012∗∗∗ −0.012∗∗∗ −0.012∗∗∗

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Position (away) −0.006∗∗∗ −0.006∗∗∗ −0.004∗∗∗ −0.005∗∗∗ −0.006∗∗∗ −0.005∗∗∗ −0.006∗∗∗

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

League position changes 0.004∗∗∗ 0.004∗∗∗ 0.004∗∗ 0.004∗∗ 0.004∗∗∗ 0.003∗∗∗ 0.004∗∗∗

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Distance −0.001∗∗∗ −0.001∗∗∗

(0.0002) (0.0002) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Population (home) 0.002 0.003 0.002 0.002 −0.0004 −0.0004 −0.00002
(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.005) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Population (away) 0.002 0.003 0.002 0.002 −0.0005 −0.0005 −0.0001
(0.002) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Seasons with 3 points for a win −0.048 −0.034 −0.038 −0.038 −0.023 −0.026 −0.051
(0.039) (0.038) (0.035) (0.034) (0.045) (0.045) (0.035)

Seasons with 2 points for home win −0.170∗∗∗ −0.116∗∗ −0.098∗∗ −0.098∗∗ −0.098∗∗ −0.146∗∗∗ −0.148∗∗∗ −0.126∗∗∗

(0.042) (0.041) (0.039) (0.035) (0.035) (0.043) (0.044) (0.044)

Season (time trend) −0.005 −0.004 −0.004 0.007∗∗∗ 0.007∗∗∗ 0.004
(0.006) (0.005) (0.005) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003)

Seasons with 1 promotion spot 0.094∗

(0.053)

Seasons with 2 promotion spots 0.038
(0.035)

Last season’s final position −0.003∗∗ −0.003∗ −0.003∗∗ −0.003∗∗ −0.003∗∗∗ −0.003∗∗∗ −0.004∗∗∗

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Champions previous season −0.030∗ −0.031∗ −0.033∗ −0.036 −0.053∗∗∗ −0.055∗∗∗ −0.040∗∗

(0.013) (0.014) (0.017) (0.020) (0.013) (0.012) (0.019)

Denied election to FL last summer 0.038∗∗ 0.041∗∗∗ 0.041∗∗ 0.041∗∗ 0.072∗∗∗ 0.075∗∗∗ 0.064∗∗

(0.013) (0.011) (0.017) (0.017) (0.020) (0.020) (0.025)

Observations 3,532 3,502 3,502 3,502 3,502 14,079 14,079 14,079
R2 0.626 0.774 0.774 0.850 0.850 0.913 0.912 0.913
Adjusted R2 0.617 0.767 0.768 0.797 0.797 0.872 0.871 0.872
Residual Std. Error 0.286 (df = 3452) 0.223 (df = 3409) 0.222 (df = 3408) 0.208 (df = 2581) 0.208 (df = 2581) 0.229 (df = 9599) 0.229 (df = 9599) 0.228 (df = 9597)
FE t1 + t2 t1 + t2 t1 + t2 t1× t2 t1× t2 t1× t2 t1× t2 t1× t2
Seasons 1979–1986 1979–1986 1979–1986 1979–1986 1979–1986 1979–2020 1979–2020 1979–2020

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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once the rule was abandoned, attendances began to rise, and between gameweeks 6 and

10 attendances are significantly higher than before the rule was abandoned. For the

remainder of the post-policy period, attendances are about 10% higher than they were

when the rule was still in place.

The top panel plots attendances in and around the 3-point-for-a-win introduction in

1981 in the same format as the other plots. There is no noticeable impact on attendances

in this plot.

6 Conclusions

We investigate a novel tweak on a known rule change in football. Rather than rewarding

a win with three points under this anomalous rule change three points were rewarded

for an away win but only two for a home win. The rule change affected the rewards

from effort, and literature has shown that the change had an ambiguous impact due to

it affecting both the reward from effort and also the reward from sabotage (increasing

opponent costs of effort). The two-points-for-a-home-win and three-points-for-an-away-

win was abolished after three seasons. The reasons of the introduction of the anomalous

point system are not fully clear and neither are the reasons for abolishing the system.

We find that this particular tweak, which affected only the home side but not the away

side, had a negative impact on attendances, though not on measurable match outcomes.

It could be that clubs realized that match outcomes were not affected but it seems unlikely

that clubs were aware of the drop in match attendance. In the early 1980s attendances

in English professional football were still falling. Therefore, the drop in attendance due

to the anomalous point system may have gone unnoticed. Otherwise, it would not have

lasted three years before the system was abolished and fairness of rewarding wins was

restored.

Our main finding is that the unbalanced rewarding of home wins and away wins

reduced stadium attendance. The negative attendance effects are clearly present as are

the positive effects of restoring the three-points-for-a-win system. As the style of play

was not affected the attendance effects are not driven by a change in the nature of the

games. We can only speculate about the nature of the attendance effect. It could be that

potential attendants expected the away team to attack more and therefore the home team

Newsletter from Friday June 6 1986 noted that “members will almost certainly agree on a three points
for a win system, both home and away, so dropping the two points home award”.
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would be more likely to lose a match. If the potential attendants were loss-averse they

would not come to the stadium. It also could be that the differences in win-reward-points

between away teams and home teams affected the perception of potential stadium visitors.

The new system may have been perceived as unfair to the home team. As a response

to this perception potential visitors decided to avoid watching the game in person. We

think that the latter interpretation is more appropriate as potential attendants would

have observed (after a while) that match outcomes did not change because of the new

system but the perceived unfairness remained.

21



Figure 5: Impact on matchday attendances of change in rules

a. After standard three-point rule in 1981

b. After rule introduced in 1983

c. After rule withdrawn in 1986
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Appendix A: Additional Parameter Estimates

A1. Outcomes

Table A.1: Regression results considering major match outcome variables where Probit
regression models are used for outcomes, and Poisson regression models are used for the
count variables.

Dependent variable:

Outcome Goals
Home win Draw Away win Home Away Total Difference

probit probit probit Poisson Poisson Poisson Poisson

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Constant −0.184 −0.823∗∗∗ −0.388 0.156 0.240 0.900∗∗∗ 2.502∗∗∗

(0.258) (0.276) (0.280) (0.156) (0.187) (0.119) (0.059)

Elo prediction 0.491 −0.016 −0.534 0.563∗∗ −0.151 0.266 −0.100
(0.380) (0.404) (0.412) (0.228) (0.274) (0.175) (0.088)

Three points rule −0.001 −0.0004 −0.010 0.087∗∗ 0.090∗ 0.089∗∗∗ −0.004
(0.067) (0.071) (0.073) (0.041) (0.050) (0.032) (0.016)

Two home points rule −0.069 0.028 0.050 0.031 0.079 0.052 0.003
(0.067) (0.071) (0.073) (0.041) (0.050) (0.032) (0.015)

Wins per game (home) 0.280∗ 0.060 −0.455∗∗ 0.099 −0.283∗∗ −0.050 −0.042
(0.162) (0.171) (0.185) (0.095) (0.121) (0.075) (0.038)

Wins per game (away) −0.214 0.264 0.008 −0.203∗∗ −0.084 −0.151∗∗ 0.019
(0.161) (0.168) (0.173) (0.100) (0.115) (0.075) (0.037)

Form (home) 0.013 −0.003 −0.011 0.010∗∗ −0.002 0.005 −0.002
(0.008) (0.009) (0.009) (0.005) (0.006) (0.004) (0.002)

Form (away) −0.012 −0.010 0.024∗∗∗ −0.005 0.009 0.001 0.002
(0.008) (0.009) (0.009) (0.005) (0.006) (0.004) (0.002)

Observations 3,532 3,532 3,532 3,532 3,532 3,532 3,532
Log Likelihood −2,311.704 −1,986.381 −1,927.180 −5,665.984 −4,863.991 −6,811.905 −7,998.257
Akaike Inf. Crit. 4,765.407 4,114.761 3,996.361 11,473.970 9,869.982 13,765.810 16,138.510

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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A2. Attendance

Table A.2: Regression results from running placebo models, regressing attendances at
Divisions Two, Three and Four levels over the same period as the two-points-for-a-home-
win experiment.

Dependent variable: log attendance

APL Div 4 Div 3 Div 2

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Lag log attendance 0.413∗∗∗ 0.286∗∗∗ 0.380∗∗∗ 0.321∗∗∗

(0.053) (0.040) (0.026) (0.020)

Win in last home game 0.082∗∗∗ 0.091∗∗∗ 0.090∗∗∗ 0.088∗∗∗

(0.009) (0.010) (0.011) (0.011)

P(H) −0.704∗∗ −2.693∗∗ −2.040∗ −2.360∗∗∗

(0.215) (0.834) (0.956) (0.523)

P(H) squared 0.724∗∗ 2.884∗∗ 2.389∗ 2.522∗∗∗

(0.214) (0.883) (1.024) (0.585)

Position (home) −0.013∗∗∗ −0.014∗∗∗ −0.015∗∗∗ −0.022∗∗∗

(0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Position (away) −0.006∗∗∗ −0.011∗∗∗ −0.011∗∗∗ −0.011∗∗∗

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

League position changes 0.004∗∗∗ 0.003∗ 0.004∗∗ 0.006∗∗

(0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.002)

Distance −0.001∗∗∗ −0.002∗∗∗ −0.002∗∗∗ −0.002∗∗∗

(0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001)

Population (home) 0.003 0.002 −0.001 −0.001
(0.006) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)

Population (away) 0.002 0.003∗ −0.001∗ −0.002
(0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002)

Seasons with 3 points for a win −0.058 −0.075∗∗ −0.104∗∗∗ −0.045∗

(0.048) (0.022) (0.024) (0.021)

Seasons with 2 points for home win −0.071∗∗∗ −0.051 −0.037 −0.041
(0.014) (0.053) (0.032) (0.022)

Observations 3,504 2,876 3,822 3,469
R2 0.772 0.836 0.790 0.782
Adjusted R2 0.766 0.828 0.783 0.775
Residual Std. Error 0.223 (df = 3414) 0.228 (df = 2750) 0.234 (df = 3694) 0.245 (df = 3359)

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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