
The Rise of Women's Football Tournaments:
Growth, Challenges, and What Comes Next
Women's football has come a long way from the days when it was treated as a curiosity. I
remember sitting in a half-empty stadium in the 1990s watching a women's match, the players
mostly ignored by the media. Today, those same players would be competing in front of
packed crowds, with television deals and sponsorship money flowing in. The transformation is
remarkable, and at the heart of this shift are the women's football tournaments that now
command global attention.

These tournaments are not just about the games. They represent a broader push for equality in
sport, a chance for young girls to see themselves on the pitch, and an economic opportunity
that nations are beginning to take seriously. But the road has not been smooth, and the future
still holds many questions.

How We Got Here
The first official women's football tournament of note was the 1970 Coppa del Mondo, an
unofficial World Cup held in Italy. It was a small affair, but it planted a seed. The real
breakthrough came in 1991 when the first FIFA Women's World Cup was held in China. That
tournament drew modest crowds, but it established a foundation. Since then, the growth has
been steady, with each edition larger than the last.

Regional tournaments followed. The UEFA Women's Championship, now the UEFA Women's
Euro, began in 1984. The Africa Women Cup of Nations started in 1998. The AFC Women's
Asian Cup has been running since 1975, though it took decades to gain real traction. These
regional competitions feed into the global stage, creating a pipeline of talent that has
deepened the quality of play.

The Olympics added women's football in 1996, giving the sport a massive visibility boost. But it
was the 2015 FIFA Women's World Cup in Canada that changed perceptions. That tournament,
played on artificial turf in some venues, still drew record crowds and television audiences. It
proved that women's football was not a niche interest but a mainstream sport.

The Landscape Today
Currently, the biggest women's football tournaments are the FIFA Women's World Cup, the
UEFA Women's Euro, and the Olympic women's football competition. Each has its own
character. The World Cup is the pinnacle, a month-long festival of football that now rivals the
men's version in excitement if not yet in revenue. The Women's Euro is more compact but
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fiercely competitive, often producing matches that are tactically richer than their male
counterparts.

Beyond these, there are growing tournaments like the COSAFA Women's Cup in southern
Africa, the ASEAN Women's Championship in Southeast Asia, and the newly formed
CONCACAF W Championship. Each region is developing its own identity, building on local
football cultures. For example, the COSAFA Cup has become a vital platform for players from
smaller nations like Botswana and Zimbabwe, giving them exposure they would not otherwise
get.

One trend I have noticed is the increasing professionalism of these tournaments. Ten years
ago, many relied on volunteers and shoestring budgets. Now, even second-tier competitions
have paid staff, broadcast deals, and social media teams. The quality of the football has
improved too, as more nations invest in youth development and coaching. The 2023 World Cup
in Australia and New Zealand was a showcase of this, with teams like Colombia and Nigeria
playing at a level that would have been unthinkable a decade earlier.

The Economic Realities
Money remains a complicated topic. While the top women's football tournaments generate
significant revenue, the gap with men's tournaments is still vast. The 2019 FIFA Women's World
Cup in France had a budget of around $40 million, a fraction of the $400 million spent on the
men's event in Russia. Sponsorship deals are growing, but they are often tied to broader
corporate diversity goals rather than pure commercial return.

This creates a tension. On one hand, the growth in sponsorship has allowed for better facilities,
higher player wages, and more media coverage. On the other, it can make the sport vulnerable
to shifts in corporate priorities. If the diversity focus fades, will the money follow? I think the
answer is yes, but only if the tournaments continue to build their own commercial value
through ticket sales, merchandise, and broadcast rights.

Player pay is another issue. Even in the top tournaments, many players earn far less than their
male peers. Some still need second jobs or rely on national federations to cover expenses. The
2023 World Cup saw a push for equal prize money, with some nations agreeing to match what
the men's team would have received. But this is not universal, and for players from lower-
income countries, the gap is even wider.

Challenges That Remain
Despite the progress, women's football tournaments face obstacles that are not going away.
One is the lack of infrastructure in many regions. In Africa and parts of Asia, basic things like
proper stadiums, reliable travel links, and medical facilities are still scarce. Hosting a



tournament in these areas requires massive investment, often from outside organizations,
which can create dependency.

Another challenge is the media coverage gap. Women's tournaments receive far less airtime
than men's, and when they are covered, the commentary often focuses on appearance or
personal stories rather than the football itself. This is slowly changing, but it still affects how
the public perceives the sport. I have seen matches where the play was exceptional, but the
broadcast kept cutting to shots of the crowd or the players' families, as if the game itself was
not enough.

Then there is the issue of scheduling. Many women's tournaments are squeezed into narrow
windows, sometimes overlapping with other major events. This limits their ability to attract
viewers and sponsors. The 2023 World Cup was held in July and August, competing with the
European club season and summer holidays. Moving to a more favorable slot could help, but
that requires coordination across multiple federations, which is never easy.

The Role of Grassroots Development
If the top tournaments are the engine, grassroots programs are the fuel. Nations that invest in
youth football for girls tend to perform better in international competitions. The United States,
for example, has a strong college system that feeds into the national team. Germany and
Norway have club programs that start at age six. These pipelines are essential for maintaining
the quality of women's football tournaments at the highest level.

In developing nations, the picture is more mixed. I recall visiting a tournament in West Africa
where the players had trained on dirt pitches and shared one ball between twenty players. Yet
their technical skill was impressive, born of pure love for the game. With even modest
investment, such talent could flourish. That is why many observers argue that the future of
women's football depends less on the top tournaments and more on the systems that support
players from a young age.

There is also a cultural dimension. In some societies, girls playing football is still seen as
improper. Changing these attitudes takes time and requires local champions, often former
players who become coaches or administrators. The tournaments themselves can be a force
for change, providing visible role models and demonstrating that football is for everyone.

Looking Ahead
The next decade will be critical. The 2027 FIFA Women's World Cup in Brazil will be the first to
be held in South America, potentially opening up a new market. The 2029 edition is set for
England, which has strong existing infrastructure. Beyond that, there is talk of a biennial



tournament to match the men's schedule, which would double the number of major events. But
that would also require more host nations and more money.

Technology is another factor. Streaming platforms are already making women's football
tournaments more accessible, especially in regions where traditional TV coverage is limited.
Social media allows players to build personal brands, which can drive interest in the
tournaments they play in. The challenge is to ensure that this digital growth translates into real-
world attendance and engagement.

One development I am watching closely is the rise of mixed-gender events, like the combined
Olympics football competition. While still separate, the integration of men's and women's
tournaments into a single schedule could change how audiences perceive women's football. It
might also push broadcasters to give equal airtime, since they would already have the rights to
the entire event.

What This Means for Fans and Participants
For fans, the growth of women's football tournaments means more opportunities to see high-
quality football. The style of play is often different from the men's game, with more emphasis
on ball movement and less on physical confrontation. It rewards tactical thinking and
teamwork. I have found that watching a women's tournament can be a refreshing change of
pace, especially if you are tired of the theatrics that sometimes surround men's matches.

For players, the opportunities are expanding but still uneven. A talented player from a wealthy
country can now make a decent living. A player from a poorer country still faces enormous
barriers. The tournaments themselves are working to address this through solidarity funds and
development programs, but progress is slow.

For the sport as a whole, the rise of women's football tournaments is a net positive. It
diversifies the talent pool, brings in new audiences, and forces governing bodies to think more
inclusively. The old assumption that women's football is a lesser version of the men's game is
fading. What remains is a vibrant, competitive, and growing sector of the sport that deserves
attention.

The key now is to keep the momentum going. That means continued investment in youth
programs, smarter scheduling of tournaments, better media coverage that focuses on the
football, and a commitment to fair pay. If those pieces fall into place, the next twenty years
could see women's football tournaments become as central to the global sporting calendar as
any men's event. And that would be a win for everyone.


