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SUMMARY 

 The purpose of this comment is to provide background information on the 

economic effects of sports blackouts that the Commission may find useful in its re-

evaluation of its blackout rules.  The authors of this comment are academic economists 

who have published research on the economics of major league team sports.  The authors 

have prepared this comment independently and have received no payment or assistance 

of any kind from any party for preparing this comment. 

Herein we summarize the results of research that economists have undertaken on 

sports broadcasting that is relevant to evaluating the Commission‟s blackout rules.  A list 

of published economics research on attendance at sporting events and sports broadcasting 

is included at the end of this comment, along with other publications that contain relevant 

facts that are used in this comment.  Academic research supports the conclusion that local 

television blackouts have little or no effect on ticket sales or attendance for the game that 

is being televised.  Local blackouts of home games harm consumers without producing a 

significant financial benefit to teams. 

Much has changed since the current blackout rules were adopted in 1973.  Today 

only the National Football League (NFL) blacks out local telecasts of home games that 

do not sell out.  Since the current blackout rules were promulgated, the NFL‟s television 

rights fees, ticket prices, revenues and profits have risen dramatically, while the number 

of blackouts has shrunk to about 6 percent of all games.  Thus, even if eliminating the 

FCC‟s blackout rules caused the NFL to stop blacking out games, which is unlikely, there 

is no factual basis to the claim that the NFL would suffer a significant adverse effect. 
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THE ORIGIN OF BLACKOUT RULES 

The FCC‟s blackout rules are a small part of the broadcasting policies that are 

practiced by U.S. professional sports leagues.  Sports blackout rules arise from the 

practice of each major professional sports league in the U.S. to assign a “home territory” 

to each team.  Teams have two types of territorial rights:  one pertaining to where a team 

can play, and the other pertaining to where a team can sell rights to broadcast its games. 

The first territorial right prevents a team from playing home games in another 

team‟s home territory without obtaining permission from that team, and such permission 

is almost never granted.  For example, the Oakland Athletics baseball team currently is 

being blocked from moving to San Jose because San Jose is part of the home territory of 

the San Francisco Giants, even though San Jose is farther from San Francisco than is 

Oakland.  Whereas a few metropolitan areas have more than one team in the same sport, 

most teams hold exclusive territorial rights for staging home games. 

The second territorial right gives a team exclusive control of radio and television 

broadcasts of its games in its home territory and some ability to prevent a team in another 

home territory from broadcasting games in its home broadcast market.  Originally rights 

to broadcast games were sold only by individual teams.  The only sense in which 

televised games were blacked out was that a team could prevent teams in other home 

territories from broadcasting their games in its local broadcasting market. 

In 1951 the U.S. Department of Justice challenged the NFL‟s television blackout 

rule, which gave each team the right to exclude telecasts of games of other teams in its 

home territory, regardless of when the televised game was scheduled.  In 1953 Judge 

Allen Grim ruled that blackouts of telecasts when the home team was not playing a home 
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game were an antitrust violation, but blackouts of games in a team‟s home territory when 

a home game was played simultaneously were not an antitrust violation because such a 

rule was a reasonable means to protect home attendance. 

The migration of television broadcasts to national networks led to changes in 

league blackout policies.  In the 1950s, the possibility for creating a simultaneous 

national telecast led teams to assign the sale of television rights to the league.  In 1954 the 

National Basketball Association (NBA) became the first league to negotiate a national 

television agreement.  Also in 1954 MLB sought approval from the Antitrust Division of 

the Department of Justice to create a nationwide “game of the week” that would include a 

blackout provision for areas where any game (including a minor league game) was being 

played simultaneously.  The Antitrust Division rejected this proposal as anticompetitive, 

but CBS then signed agreements with a group of teams that allowed it to televise games 

nationwide.  Within a few years, both CBS and NBC had contracts with groups of teams 

that enabled each network to televise games on Saturday and Sunday, with games 

blacked out in major league cities in which a home game was being played. 

In the late 1950s CBS also sought to create nationwide telecasts of NFL games, 

but Judge Grim extended his prior ruling about blackouts to include a prohibition against 

the NFL pooling the rights of its member teams.  In response, CBS, NBC and a part-time 

sports broadcasting network of independent stations acquired the rights to televise some 

teams and offered nationwide telecasts of NFL games on Sunday afternoon.  In addition 

the American Football League, which was launched in 1960, sold the television rights to 

all of its games to ABC.  Consequently, in 1960 and 1961 four networks and groups of 

teams televised competing Sunday afternoon professional football games. 
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The Sports Broadcasting Act of 1961 reversed Judge Grim‟s decision about 

leagues pooling the sale of television rights.  The Act granted antitrust immunity to 

leagues to sell pooled television rights to “free” over-the-air broadcasters and authorized 

blackouts of a game in the local television market in which the game was played. 

The practice of blacking out all nationally televised games in the locality in which 

the game was played was unpopular, and in 1973 Congress responded by amending the 

Sports Broadcasting Act to permit a three-year experiment in which games could be 

blacked out locally only if they were not sold out 72 hours before game time.  Although 

these amendments were not renewed, the NFL continued to follow this blackout policy 

rather than to revert to its prior policy of blacking out all games in the local television 

market of the home team. 

The first national television agreements were negotiated before cable television 

and other multichannel video program distribution systems (MVPDS) became important.  

The growth of cable television, especially after the FCC‟s decisions in 1973 and 1980 

that eliminated most restrictions on cable TV programming, brought two new challenges 

to the blackout policy:  “distant signal importation” and regional sports networks. 

Distant signal importation occurs when a cable television system carries a station 

from outside of the local television market where the cable system is located.  Several 

stations responded to this opportunity by actively seeking carriage on cable systems 

beyond the reach of their over-the-air signals, thereby becoming “superstations” that are 

more like a television network than a local station.  Some highly successful superstations, 

notably WTBS in Atlanta and WGN in Chicago, televised games of a team in their local 

market to a national cable audience.   



 5 

The rapid growth of cable television created a new market for networks that were 

created exclusively or primarily for distribution on cable television systems.  Most 

professional sports teams responded to this opportunity by selling the rights to televise 

their games to regional sports networks. 

 

THE FCC’S BLACKOUT POLICY 

As a technical matter, superstations and regional networks could extend into the 

home broadcast territory of another team, and so threaten a league‟s blackout policies.  

The FCC‟s blackout rules extended league blackout policies to channels that are carried 

by cable and satellite systems.  In essence, the rules allow rights holders to apply their 

blackout policies for local television to channels that are available for carriage in the 

same television market by cable and satellite systems. 

 

Blackouts and the NFL 

 As a practical matter the implications of this proceeding are different for the NFL 

than for other U.S. professional sports leagues.  Currently only the NFL practices the 

policy that was set forth in the 1973 amendment to the Sports Broadcasting Act.  The 

NFL also is the only professional league that sells all television rights to all regular 

season games.  Even though television rights to all NFL games are sold as part of 

national packages, telecasts of many Sunday afternoon games are localized in that they 

are televised only in the home regions of the two competing teams.  Because NFL teams 

sell out almost all of their games, the NFL‟s blackout policy causes a few games (16 in 

2011, or about 6 percent of the regular season schedule) not to be televised in the home 
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team‟s market even though the game is being televised somewhere else and a local 

broadcaster (either an over-the-air station or a cable/satellite service) otherwise would be 

willing to televise the game locally. 

The FCC‟s blackout rules extend the local television station blackout to other 

sources of the same program that could be accessed by an MVPDS, such as the station 

that carries the game in the visiting team‟s home market.  Nevertheless, because all 

television rights to NFL games are sold by the league, the NFL could impose the same 

blackout restrictions on all entities that televise NFL games.  Just as the NFL followed 

the blackout policy in the 1973 amendment to the Sports Broadcasting Act after the 

amendment expired, the NFL also could continue the FCC‟s blackout policies in its 

television contracts if the FCC were to withdraw its current rules.  If the FCC‟s rule that 

permits these blackouts were eliminated, the NFL might be exposed to antitrust litigation 

if it continued to follow this policy, but the risk to the NFL is small.  The 1953 antitrust 

decision and the Sports Broadcasting Act explicitly permit blackouts in a local market 

where a game is being played, so the only issue is whether a policy this policy applies to 

MVPDS channels as well as local television stations.  Thus, the only likely effect of 

eliminating the FCC‟s blackout rules is to remove formal regulatory support for a 

practice that, however unpopular and unnecessary, has substantial legal support. 

 

The FCC’s Blackout Rules and Other Sports 

Other major professional sports leagues in the U.S. generally do not use blackout 

rules to prevent a game from being televised in the locality in which it is being played.  

Unlike the NFL, all other major professional sports leagues sell television rights to only 
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some games through national broadcast agreements.  Broadcast rights to most games are 

held by the home team, which then has reciprocal arrangements with other teams that 

allow each team to broadcast its away games as well as its home games.  This 

arrangement allows teams to sell television rights to both home and away games to local 

television stations in their home market and/or to regional cable/satellite networks that 

deliver games to areas that are not part of the home territory of any team.  Thus, each 

team is in control of deciding how many of its games, both home and away, will be 

broadcast live in its local and regional market. 

The FCC‟s blackout rules currently have little relevance with respect to television 

rights that are sold by a team rather than the league.  The FCC‟s rules apply only to 

games in the local area where they are being played.  Thus, the FCC‟s blackout rules bear 

no relation to league policies that prevent telecasts in a team‟s home market of a game 

being played elsewhere.  For games that are played locally, the vast majority of teams 

choose to sell television rights to all or most all of their games, both home and away, 

indicating that the revenue from the sale of the television right exceeds the effect of 

television on in-stadium revenues. 

National television rights are sold by leagues other than the NFL on both an 

exclusive and a non-exclusive basis.  Non-exclusive rights allow the local team to retain 

the right to televise its games in its local market.  In this case, the national broadcast is 

blacked out locally if the game is being televised by a local broadcaster, but consumers 

retain the opportunity to watch the game.  The FCC‟s blackout rules do not apply because 

the local broadcast is not being blacked out. 

If the league sells exclusive rights, no game can be televised locally during the 
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exclusive time period of the national broadcaster, even a local home game that is played 

during the exclusive time period but is not being televised by the national broadcaster.  

Technically, this practice is not really a “blackout” because a game that is played during 

the exclusive period is not televised anywhere.  Usually teams avoid this limitation by 

scheduling home games so that they do not conflict with an exclusive national telecast.  

Major League Baseball (MLB) has further exempted Miami and Texas from this blackout 

provision for ESPN‟s Sunday Night Baseball, which otherwise is an exclusive agreement, 

to accommodate the desire of these teams to schedule all home games at night during the 

summer.  Otherwise if a team does schedule a game during an exclusive period, the game 

cannot be televised anywhere other than by the national rights holder.  If a national 

exclusive rights holder is televising another game in this time period, the local game is 

not affected by the FCC‟s blackout rules because it is not being televised anywhere and 

so is not being blacked out on an MVPDS channel. 

MLB has a unique system for allocating territorial television rights that causes an 

unusual blackout problem.  All local television markets in the U.S., even markets that are 

located hundreds of miles from the nearest MLB team, are part of the home broadcasting 

territory of at least one team.  Some localities (examples are Las Vegas and Des Moines) 

are in the home television territory of as many as six teams.  These territorial designations 

lead to blackouts when the local MVPDS does not carry the telecast of a home game by 

the team‟s regional sports network.  If the television market is not part of the television 

home territory of the visiting team and if the broadcaster that holds the rights to the other 

team is televising the game, then the game is blacked out on the local MVPDS. 

The FCC‟s blackout rules apply to cable and satellite services within the market 
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in which a game is being played.  Thus, they do not apply to MLB‟s rule about games 

that can be televised over MVPDS in Des Moines and Las Vegas since the teams that 

claim these cities as their home broadcast territory do not play games there.  As a result, 

eliminating the FCC‟s blackout rules will not solve the problem that arises from MLB‟s 

expansive definition of home television territories. 

 

EVALUATING TELEVISION BLACKOUT RULES 

Television became important to the sports industry in the 1950s.  Between 1950 

and 1955, the fraction of households that had a television set rose from less than one in 

ten to about two-thirds.  During this period nationwide live telecasts became feasible (the 

first nationwide live telecast of a baseball game occurred in 1951) and then commonplace 

(the World Series has been televised live nationally since 1952).  These developments 

created an opportunity for generating a large audience and substantial rights fees from 

televising a game simultaneously in many cities. 

 

Rationales for Blackouts 

Because all telecasts originally were licensed by teams, league blackout rules 

served only to prohibit a team from broadcasting its games into the home territory of 

another team.  Originally this prohibition applied regardless of whether the home team 

was playing a home game at the same time.  This blackout rule was designed to reduce 

competition among teams for broadcast rights in order to increase the broadcast revenue 

each team could collect in its home territory.  The only competition that could arise under 

this rule was in broadcasting games in areas that were not within the home territory of 
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any team in the league.  In all sports except football, where the rights to most games are 

sold by teams to local television stations and/or regional MVPDS networks, league 

blackout rules still reduce competition among teams in the sale of broadcast rights and so 

increase the market power of teams in selling their rights. 

The introduction of televised games caused sports executives to develop another 

concern besides eliminating competition in selling broadcast rights.  Whereas a radio 

broadcast was not regarded as a substitute for attending a game, sports executives feared 

that a local telecast of a home game would reduce attendance.  While in the 1950s sports 

teams sold radio rights that allowed simultaneous local radio broadcasts of home games, 

teams were reluctant to sell rights for live local telecasts of home games out of fear that 

fans would prefer to watch a game on television rather than at the stadium. 

The possibility of a substitution of television for live attendance has two 

components.  The first is the possibility that fewer tickets will be sold to a game.  The 

second is the possibility that some sold tickets will not used (“no-shows”).  In either case, 

the revenue from the game will be lower because both sources of reduced attendance, if 

they exist, lead to less revenue from in-stadium sources such as concessions, programs, 

memorabilia, and, in some cases, parking. 

Beyond the use of blackouts to reduce competition in the sale of broadcasting 

rights and to increase revenues inside the stadium, some broadcasters have an additional 

concern about eliminating the FCC‟s blackout rules.  Because the FCC‟s rules apply only 

to MVPDS, some broadcasters fear that eliminating them will cause leagues to allow 

fewer games to be broadcast on over-the-air television. 

Since the FCC announced that it was seeking comments on the petition to 
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eliminate its sports blackout rules, several league officials and broadcasters have made 

public statements that reiterate these concerns.  NFL Commissioner Roger Goodell stated 

(quoted in Reedy):  “We want our stadiums full, and we want to continue to stay on free 

television.  And we‟re fortunate to be able to extend those television agreements to stay 

on free television, which is unique within professional sports, and that has to be balanced 

with driving people to your stadiums with offering your games on free television.”  

Dennis Wharton, Executive Vice President of the National Association of Broadcasters 

(NAB), stated (quoted in Bachman):  “If you want to hasten the migration of marquee 

sports to pay TV, this is the petition for you.”  According to Brian McCarthy, Vice 

President of Communications for the NFL (quoted in McCarthy):  “The policy is very 

important to supporting NFL stadiums and the ability of NFL clubs to sell tickets;  

keeping our games attractive as television programming with large crowds;  and ensuring 

that we can continue to keep our games on free TV.” 

 

The Effects of Blackouts in the NFL 

As explained elsewhere, the concerns about removing the FCC‟s blackout rules 

presently apply only to the NFL because only the NFL has a league policy of blacking 

out telecasts of games that are played locally.  The statements by NFL officials raise the 

issue that ending blackouts will reduce attendance and revenues, and that this effect 

threatens “free” broadcasts of NFL games on national over-the-air networks.  The latter 

point is then reflected in the statement by the NAB official.  Thus, the first step in the 

argument is the attendance effect and the second step is the effect of blackout rules on the 

choice of broadcasters by the NFL. 
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To analyze the importance of blackouts, a useful starting point is the changes in 

the financial condition of the NFL at the time that all home games were blacked out 

(before the 1973 amendment to the Sports Broadcasting Act) with the present.  The 

overall trend has been that during the past 60 years, fewer and fewer games have been 

blacked out, but attendance, ticket prices, and team revenues and profits have continued 

to grow.  With only a few games now being blacked out, it is not credible that eliminating 

the remaining blackouts would have a substantial effect on any of these trends. 

In the 1950s the NFL was a struggling league.  In 1950 the New York Bulldogs 

folded, and in 1952 the Dallas Texans went out of business before the end of the season.  

Economists who study the history of the NFL have concluded that the value of the league 

was substantially enhanced by television, in part because television became the league‟s 

most important source of revenue, but also because televising games substantially 

increased the fan base for professional football.  As a result, economists have concluded 

that the long-run effect of television on attendance at NFL games was positive. 

Television has improved the financial condition of NFL teams in two ways:  by 

directly providing most of the revenue of the league and, through enhancing the 

popularity of the NFL, by allowing teams to sell more tickets at ever higher prices.  

Precise quantification of the increases in the prices and profits of the NFL is not possible 

because the NFL does not publicly release financial statements.  The league also has a 

rule prohibiting the ownership of teams by publicly traded corporations, which assures 

that financial disclosure requirements for publicly traded companies do not apply to NFL 

teams.  Nevertheless, through the years scholars and journalists (notably the annual 

Forbes analysis of financial conditions in team sports) have estimated the revenues, costs, 
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profits and ticket prices of NFL teams. 

Since the current NFL blackout policies have been in place, the NFL‟s financial 

indicators all have improved dramatically.  In 1970 the estimated average revenue of an 

NFL team was about $5 million (which, adjusted for inflation, is equivalent to about $28 

million in 2009), whereas in 2009 estimated average revenue was about $250 million.  

The estimated average operating income of NFL teams rose from under $1 million in 

1970 (which is under $6 million in 2009 dollars) and about $9 million in 1991 (about $14 

million in 2009 dollars) to $33 million in 2009.  The NFL has the highest ticket prices in 

professional team sports.  In 2009, the average price of tickets to regular season NFL 

games was about $75 compared to about $50 for basketball and hockey, and $27 for 

baseball.  In addition, ticket sales account for a much smaller fraction of NFL revenues 

(around 20 percent) than rights fees for broadcasts (around 60 percent). 

Despite high prices, almost all NFL games are sell-outs, as implied by the fact 

that only about 6 percent of games were blacked out in 2011 because they were not sold 

out three days before the game was scheduled to be played.  Nearly all teams sell out 

every game.  The 16 blackouts in 2011 occurred in four cities (Buffalo, Cincinnati, San 

Diego and Tampa).  Most teams sell all of their good seats and all but a few tickets per 

game as season tickets.  To guarantee having good seats to the games of these teams, fans 

must buy season tickets.  Most teams have waiting lists of fans for season tickets if they 

become available.  Thus, the pricing policy of most NFL teams seems to be to set the 

price to guarantee that games will be sold out. 

These facts are inconsistent with the claim that eliminating blackouts – assuming 

implausibly that eliminating the FCC‟s blackout rule would have this effect – would have 
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a significant effect on ticket sales, the financial viability of teams, or the willingness of 

the NFL to televise games.  To conclude otherwise is to believe that eliminating 16 

blackouts per season (one-half game per team) would cause a significant number of 

season ticket holders to give up their seats and then for the fans on the waiting list to 

decide not to replace them. 

The linchpin of the argument in favor of blackouts is that televising live games 

locally hurts attendance.  Economists have undertaken several econometric studies of 

attendance at NFL games as well as other team sports in the U.S. and Europe.  Some of 

these studies are listed in the references; more studies can be found by consulting the 

references in the studies that are listed. 

Producing a reliable estimate of the causes of attendance is difficult.  One reason 

is that teams set ticket prices on the basis of their expectations about the number of 

tickets that will be sold at different prices.  Attendance at games reflects the combined 

effect of the underlying demand for the sport in a team‟s home market and the team‟s 

decisions about pricing. 

Another problem in modeling the demand for tickets arises because attendance 

cannot exceed stadium capacity, and in the NFL almost all games are sold out.  Thus, the 

principal cause of differences in attendance among NFL teams is differences in stadium 

capacities.  Most teams set prices so that ticket demand equals or even exceeds seating 

capacity.  In principle, if the possibility that games will not be blacked out reduces the 

demand for tickets, ticket prices could be cut to guarantee a sell-out.  The issue that 

actually matters to the team is not whether the game is sold out, but what the effect of 

televising the game will be on gate receipts and other in-stadium revenues. 
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Still another difficulty is that teams can use the threat of blackouts as a strategic 

marketing tool.  A team may know that attendance is not affected by whether a game is 

televised locally, but still can market the opportunity to avoid a blackout.  A firm that 

buys the last block of tickets just before the blackout deadline can then claim credit for 

lifting the blackout.  For example, a local restaurant bought the remaining unsold tickets 

to the last Buffalo Bills home game in 2010 to assure that the game would be televised.  

Thus, the actual number of sell-outs is likely to decline by a few games if blackouts are 

eliminated and, as a result, a team sponsor (or in rare cases the team itself) no longer has 

an incentive to buy the last remaining tickets to lift a blackout. 

Based on these observations, one should not be surprised that economists have not 

found a significant effect of live telecasts of local games on ticket sales in the NFL.  In 

sports in which sell-outs are much less common and teams do not have extensive season 

ticket sales, as is the case for many teams in baseball and European soccer, some studies 

find that live telecasts do affect ticket sales.  In these cases, whether a substitution effect 

is present depends on specific circumstances and varies among leagues and locations.  

The only robust finding of a negative effect of televised games on attendance is when a 

game in a league with a higher classification is televised in a locality where a game in a 

league of lesser classification is played simultaneously.  Thus, MLB telecasts reduce 

attendance at minor league games, and telecasts of English Premier League games reduce 

attendance at games in the lower divisions of English soccer.  These results have no 

relevance to the effect of the FCC‟s blackout rules on the NFL. 

NFL officials express concern about no-shows as well as ticket sales.  Economists 

have studied whether blackouts affect the number of no-shows.  The research strategy in 



 16 

these studies is to undertake an econometric analysis of the difference between (or ratio 

of) actual attendance and the number of tickets sold.  These studies, too, face a 

complicated econometric problem.  Only teams that do not sell a large number of season 

tickets are likely to have blackouts and these teams are likely to be of low quality.  Hence 

these teams are most susceptible to having a larger proportion of no-shows.  In addition, 

the extent to which televising a game causes no-shows is likely to depend on weather 

conditions at game time.  Bad weather is likely to cause more no-shows, but it is also 

likely to reduce the demand for the tickets that remain unsold a few days before the game 

when fans have some information about weather conditions at the game.  Disentangling 

the separate effects of team quality, weather and blackouts on attendance is difficult. 

One result that reflects this complexity is that when no-shows are regressed on the 

qualities of the teams in the game, weather indicators, local socioeconomic variables and 

an indicator variable for a blackout, the coefficient on NFL blackouts is negative – that is, 

blacked out games have lower attendance.  When blackouts are interacted with other 

factors that are likely to influence no-shows, the effect of blackouts on attendance at NFL 

games becomes small but positive when the weather is bad, but otherwise is not 

significant.  On a cold day with wind and rain or snow, a locally televised game will have 

a few hundred more no-shows (less than one percent of ticket sales). 

The results for the NFL are consistent with the television policies of teams in 

other American sports leagues in which the team, not the league, determines the 

frequency with which its home games will be televised locally.  If televising games 

substantially reduced attendance, one would not expect that teams would televise all or 

nearly all of their home games.  Extensive local telecasting of home games constitutes 
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evidence that teams are benefited rather than harmed by live telecasts of home games. 

 

Effect on Over-the-Air Television 

The argument that eliminating the FCC‟s blackout rules will cause the NFL to 

abandon free, over-the-air television networks is based on the premise that blackouts 

significantly affect attendance and revenues.  If there is no such effect, then ending the 

FCC‟s blackout rules cannot possibly cause a migration away from free television. 

Notwithstanding the effects of blackouts, the NFL and other sports are switching 

televised games from over-the-air networks to MVPDS channels.  The NFL already has 

switched Monday Night Football (17 games) from ABC to ESPN, and in 2012 will 

televise 15 Thursday night games on NFL Network.  This trend has nothing to do with 

blackouts, but instead reflects the continuing shift of viewing time away from over-the-

air networks as MVPDS penetration has grown to about 90 percent of the population. 

If the NFL eliminated its blackout rules altogether, the effect would be to enable 

current rights holders – three over-the-air networks, ESPN and the NFL itself – to 

broadcast a few more games in the home team‟s market.  This change would increase the 

value of the television rights to broadcasters, which thereby would allow the NFL to 

charge more for these rights.  There is no basis for believing that the value of these rights 

would increase by a different proportion between over-the-air and MVPDS broadcasters.  

In either case, rights holders gain viewers in the home team‟s local market.  Thus, a 

change in blackout policy will not alter the relative attractiveness of over-the-air and 

MVPDS broadcasters to the NFL. 

The NFL‟s broadcast policy is subject to another strategic consideration beyond 
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the short-run difference in the amount of revenue that MVPDS and over-the-air networks 

will pay for television rights.  The high and growing profits of the NFL create an 

incentive for new leagues to enter.  At present, the nation‟s second largest metropolitan 

area (Los Angeles) lacks an NFL franchise, and the two teams in the largest metropolitan 

area (New York) share a stadium in New Jersey, which leaves the eastern portion of the 

New York region without a conveniently located team. 

Because television revenue accounts for over half of the revenue of the NFL, an 

important consideration for a new league is whether it can sell its television rights to a 

national network.  All four major national networks, including ABC through its 

ownership of ESPN, have a stake in protecting the value of their NFL television rights.  If 

the NFL removed its games from one of these networks, the abandoned network would 

be in a position to televise a new league, just as ABC did when the AFL was created and 

NBC did when the ill-fated XFL was launched in 2001.  Neither of these networks held 

rights to televise NFL games when the new league was formed. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

Research on the economics of sports and broadcasting lends no support to the 

concerns that have been expressed by the NFL and broadcasters.  There is no evidence 

that the current blackout practices of the NFL have a significant effect on attendance, 

revenues, profits and the allocation of television rights between over-the-air and MVPDS 

broadcasters.  The current FCC rules do not pertain to the actual blackout practices in any 

league except the NFL, and even in the NFL, the FCC‟s blackout rules are more symbolic 

than real.  If the FCC eliminates its blackout rules, the NFL can continue the status quo 
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through provisions in its television contracts. 

Blackout rules were created in the mid 20
th

 Century, before professional sports 

attained its current popularity and financial stability.  Steady growth in demand for both 

attendance and television rights have caused dramatic increases in ticket prices, television 

rights fees, revenues and profits, especially in the NFL.  The NFL‟s defense of blackout 

rules hinges on their financial significance, yet the available evidence indicates that these 

rules have at best a very minor effect of the NFL‟s financial performance. 

The main reasons to abandon the FCC‟s blackout rules are, first, to get rid of 

unnecessary regulation and, second, to erase an official government endorsement of an 

NFL policy that harms consumers and that has been voluntarily abandoned by all other 

professional sports leagues.  As stated by Commissioner Goodell, the NFL sees blackouts 

as a means for “driving people to … stadiums.”  Blackouts have no significant effect on 

ticket sales in the NFL and increase no-shows only when the weather is bad.  The issue in 

deciding whether to continue the FCC‟s blackout rules accurately can be characterized as 

follows:  should the federal government assist the NFL in forcing a few hundred people a 

few days per year to choose between not seeing a game and attending the game in bad 

weather, while simultaneously preventing fans who do not have tickets from watching the 

game on television? 
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