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"Homegrown yet undershown: The creation of media sporting prioritisation through public broadcasters and the marginalisation of the League of Ireland on RTÉ."

“RTE showed no real love for League of Ireland – Virgin Media’s plan will give Irish Football the Coverage it badly needs.” - Neil O’Riordan, The Irish Sun, February 2025.

This headline of the Irish Sun, published in the midst of Virgin Media being awarded the television rights to broadcast League of Ireland games after RTE had done so for the better part of thirty years[footnoteRef:20887], encapsulates a mutual feeling amongst the Irish football community when they are queried with the national broadcaster and its past relationship with the domestic league. [20887:  Neil O’Riordan, ‘RTE Showed No Real Love for League of Ireland – Virgin Media’s Plan Will Give Irish Football the Coverage It Badly Needs’, The Irish Sun, 2025 <https://www.thesun.ie/sport/14570326/rte-league-ireland-virgin-media-loitv-neil-oriordan/> [accessed 9 April 2026].] 

Although that headline may give a strong foundation of understanding of what issues may surround RTE and the League of Ireland, this project investigates it further with a media-critical lense. The national broadcaster’s role within the media landscape of this country has a due diligence to showcase and platform the wide range of sporting communities in a respectable and celebrated manner. Unfortunately, football was almost seen and treated as a burden by the broadcaster, with lacklustre production quality, analysis, advertising, information and televising of the product itself combining to form a narrative of a domestic game that was an afterthought unless you were already familiar with it.
This has contributed to a wide variety of continued uncertainty, questioning and community-based worries amongst the sport in the country despite a growing number of participants within the League of Ireland’s metrics of attendees, viewership and financial investment.
In broader terms to forward the argument on a basic scale, looking no further than the successes of GAA and Rugby in Ireland over the past decade compared to that of football, still widely regarded as hugely participated game on the island, make for grim viewing from the latter’s perspective. While this essay does not solely lie the blame on the shoulders on the national broadcaster for the struggles of one sport, the formation of a sporting hierarchy and indeed a marketing prioritisation in Ireland has been clear to see and has since seen the rewards been reaped for a select number of sporting organisations.
This has occurred while major conglomerate football organisations such as the Premier League and Champions League continued to be promoted on a much wider and visible scale to Irish audiences, giving limited growth opportunities to the LOI despite its growing product, neglecting the community basis of the league and the national broadcaster not fulfilling its role as a cultural representative.
This project analyses Irelands government–backed national broadcaster RTE and its role in creating a sporting hierarchy amongst Ireland’s media landscape within the country, which in return has created a negative culture and denial of grounds for improvement within the domestic football organisation in Ireland, the League of Ireland, while also raising the argument that RTE are not sufficient cultural representatives as a national broadcaster due to sporting broadcasting being influenced largely by commercial pressures rather than local and community-based motives across the country.
Understanding broadcasting metrics and the political economy of sport and Irish media is crucial, while also outlining this is not a direct attack on the national broadcaster with a contextualised understanding of media economy in relation to this topic and how that influences the televised broadcast of sport in Ireland.
Political economy can be understood as a collective term for theories and approaches that stress the necessity of analysing the interrelations between economic processes and specific political circumstances[footnoteRef:8864]. When this is applied to the distribution of sport to the media landscape in Ireland, it gives a greater understanding of broadcasting metrics by the public service broadcaster in an ever-changing digitalising and developing media landscape. [8864:  Carola Richter and Bettina Gräf, The Political Economy of Media: An Introduction, January 2015, p. 26.] 

Sport is a vital cultural connector within Ireland established for decades. Organisations such as the Gaelic Athletic Association, Irish Rugby Football Union etc have had a long-standing relationship with media broadcasters through partnerships, broadcasting rights, sponsorship deals etc[footnoteRef:28588]. Broadcasters such as RTE have shaped how the Irish public consumes sporting media through alternative processes, redefining expectations of sport in the country as a brand, marketing tool and as an entertainment outlet that shapes national and community identity through the likes of the examples mentioned. [28588:  Sean Crosson and Philip Dine, ‘SPORT and the MEDIA in IRELAND: An Introduction’, 17.2 (2011), 110–11.] 

The GAA, being an Irish founded sport with a rich history and culture that dates back to ancestral times, positions itself at centre stage within the Irish sporting economy, developing a rich connection with the Irish public largely through means of community reflection[footnoteRef:3318]. This sense of a national identity formed through the GAA is aided and placed on a pedestal by broadcasters, creating a culture of dominance from a standpoint of a multitude of public landscapes such as media, politics and personal connection. [3318:  Marcus Free and others, ‘Introduction to the Special Issue—Sport, the Media and Ireland: Intersections of Gender, Class and Geography’, Sport in Society, 27.6 (2024), 850 <https://doi.org/10.1080/17430437.2024.2334570>.] 

The continuous demand for the likes of Gaelic Games and Rugby from large sections of the public ultimately dictates RTE’s awareness of a role of a cultural competitor in the media landscape. The persistent use of broadcaster and organisation funded advertisements (digital and physical) contributes to the financial and commercial viability of televising such sports and affiliated competitions.
While Rugby does not host an historic and long-standing cultural connection with a national demographic when compared to the GAA, the wealthier audience demographic alongside an international appeal for the sport itself has resulted in it being positioned within a healthy media landscape and status in Ireland. Rather than a working class, grassroots and locally based audience such as the GAA, Rugby retains its audience through a premium and wealthily based metric of advertisement, production, marketing and large-scale investment in a select number of communities in Ireland[footnoteRef:18386]. This has resulted in sufficient, consistent and viable coverage, which long-term can be partially credited with Rugby’s success on a national level. [18386:  Marcus Free, ‘Rugby Union, Class and “Middle Ireland” in Irish Media’, Sport in Society, 27.6 (2024), 928–30 <https://doi.org/10.1080/17430437.2024.2334598>.] 

These examples showcase that media prioritises, invests and produces sporting content that has a proven ability to maximise both long-term commercial benefits and audience retention. With a consistent public demand, the ongoing product of these sports through Irish broadcasters has the means to continue long-term, dominating the sporting media landscape in the country.
1921 to 1922 saw the inauguration and creation of the first domestic football league in the Republic of Ireland, the League of Ireland[footnoteRef:24815]. The connection Ireland has with football is one of a great magnitude, and clearly one of a lengthy historical understanding and significance when you consider the development of a governing domestic league body for over a century. Despite a large national affiliation with GAA and Rugby, Football continues to pose itself as a mainstay and attractive production for involvement across all age graphics in Ireland. [24815:  Conor Curran, The League of Ireland (Taylor & Francis, 2022), pp. 47–49 (pp. 47–49).] 

This is most notable amongst a younger demographic as 11% of those aged between 16 and 24 participated in football compared to 9% of participation in Gaelic Football in a study carried out by Sport Ireland in 2024[footnoteRef:29247]. This is not suppressed to a recent public interest in participation, with amateur level clubs developing strong organisational infrastructure while it has remained as the most participated team sport in the country for at least two decades[footnoteRef:18941]. [29247:  IRISH SPORTS MONITOR 2024 / SUMMARY RESEARCH REPORT (Sport Ireland, 3 April 2025), p. 10 <https://www.sportireland.ie/sites/default/files/media/document/2025-09/ISM%202024%20Summary%20Report%202024.pdf>.]  [18941:  Liam Delaney and Tony Fahey, Social and Economic Value of Sport in Ireland (University College Dublin, 2005), pp. 9–10 <https://researchrepository.ucd.ie/server/api/core/bitstreams/d7ad7ec2-c717-48f0-9a58-251560adfc52/content> [accessed 15 April 2026].] 

Neil O’Boyle and Marcus Free also noted the theory of the national Football team resonating with an ideology of a shift in an inclusive based identity for Irish culture, not necessarily criticising the GAA for lack of such approach but rather demonstrating against a parochial sport valued by metrics of tradition which resonates with a strong collection of the Irish public which enhances interest in the sport[footnoteRef:28724]. [28724:  Neil O’Boyle, Sport, the Media and Ireland: Interdisciplinary Perspectives, ed. by Marcus Free (University College Cork, 2020), pp. 2–3 (pp. 2–3).] 

Domestic football prescence is one of a significant magnitude, with this evident through communities such as county Sligo. With Sligo Rovers Football Club positioned at the forefront of the town, Sligo is largely seen as a football focused sporting community as opposed to a typical GAA dominance in a rural area[footnoteRef:15382]. The formation and inclusion of Kerry FC in the League of Ireland in 2023 further solidifies the growing community and appetite for a more professional and expanding football landscape when you factor the rich history, successes and overriding dominance that the county of Kerry affiliates with GAA for the better part of a century. [15382:  COPA90, ‘“We’ve Taken Back Our Football Culture!” | KICKING OFF: LEAGUE of IRELAND’, YouTube, 2025 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B-vMucnj1FU> [accessed 24 April 2025].] 

It is also worth noting the multitude of history of economic restraints that the LOI has endured but has helped focus a shift of ownership and product development as output, which further strengthens ties as a community and grassroots based project[footnoteRef:26412]. [26412:  Barry Kearney and Olive McCarthy, ‘Ownership in the League of Ireland: Why Irish Professional Football Clubs Are Transitioning to the Co-Operative Model’, Soccer & Society, 26.5 (2025), 702–3 <https://doi.org/10.1080/14660970.2025.2457148>.] 

“No longer feasible” was the words uttered by Declan McBennett, RTE’s head of sport, following the broadcaster’s decision to not renew the League of Ireland highlights show Soccer Republic prior to the 2021 season[footnoteRef:6912]. This statement alone can structure a general overview of attitude towards domestic football from our national broadcaster, when compared to large-scale production quality associated with GAA and Rugby. [6912:  Michael Scully, ‘“No Longer Feasible” - Head of RTE Sport Defends Decision to Axe Soccer Republic’, Irish Mirror, 2021 <https://www.irishmirror.ie/sport/soccer/soccer-news/no-longer-feasible-head-rte-23580994> [accessed 8 April 2026].] 

Commercial opportunities for the League of Ireland and indeed the clubs who operate as part of it is limited, and a constant cycle of underdevelopments at the hands of the Irish broadcaster contributes directly to this. Basic broadcasting values were, in shorter terms, devalued when domestic football was shown on screen. Live coverage had limited time slots, leaving minimal area for relevant structural analysis on a match or development to create a conversation about the LOI as a visual norm on Irish television screens.
Consistent errors on screen within the department of graphics or statistics added to a scope that it was an amateur production, but produced an attitude wrongly directed at the league. Televised broadcasts of a match on a weekly basis weren’t guaranteed which contrasts to coverage of Champions League televised fixtures, enhancing a lack of urgency and willingness to retain audience engagement with roughly only 7% of Premier Division matches televised by RTE across three seasons in the 2010’s in a study by Barry Reilly[footnoteRef:22425]. [22425:  Barry Reilly, The Demand for League of Ireland Football (University of Sussex, Brighton, 2015), pp. 17–19 (pp. 17–19).] 

Ultimately, there was no consistency within the broadcasting metrics of the LOI from RTE, who had the sole rights in the country to televise games until Virgin Media acquired this in 2025. Insufficient allocated time for discussion, coverage and a general overview of the league landscape contributes to a cycle of an inability to retain an interest. Visibility on a broader and more publicly focused scale is crucial to retaining a belief that a media output holds legitimacy and a relative importance, yet the League of Ireland rarely endured any sense of urgency with broadcasting values from RTE.
This prompted Ireland’s most decorated football club, Shamrock Rovers, releasing a statement that discussed a potential agreement to not grant RTE further access to broadcast their home games in the future, following no broadcasters televising crucial and significant European competitive fixtures in 2024 where larger TV interest could have been gathered[footnoteRef:25875]. [25875:  Shamrock Rovers, ‘UEFA Europa League Stream Details 19 August 2024’, Shamrock Rovers, 2024 <https://www.shamrockrovers.ie/2024/08/19/uefa-europa-league-stream-details/> [accessed 14 April 2026].] 

Ultimately, lack of interest results in market failure from a media perspective, while stable media-centred audiences are retained by GAA and rugby following foundations and narratives that are heavily influenced and shaped by the national broadcaster. These narratives portray GAA and Rugby to be a core and central pillar of Irish nationalism and sporting merit, while domestic football maintains one of being a niche market. 
You treat these examples of deafeningly lacklustre broadcaster values in context with a league that is in direct competition with an array of some of the largest global football conglomerate organisations such as the Premier League and Champions League, it further poses a question of why RTE appeared to willingly add to the desperation of domestic football, while actively fuelling multinational and billionaire funded sporting clubs and organisations that contribute to a marginalisation of not solely the LOI but the sport as a whole.
This is not an issue specific to the LOI within a time frame of only the 2020’s, which has seen an increasing rise in demand in this period while broadcasts of football leagues from other countries consistently take centre stage through our media landscape, contributing to a growing Irish diaspora relationship with these conglomerates disguised as fan relationships and a media-fuelled commodification of football worldwide.
Scottish Premiership domestic football, while ranked 13th standings higher in the UEFA co-efficient than LOI[footnoteRef:2620], has endured similar continuous media neglect which favoured football conglomerate output to national audiences and resulted in similar financial restraints and difficulty for multiple clubs domestically[footnoteRef:29916]. [2620:  UEFA, ‘How Association Club Coefficients Are Calculated’, UEFA.com (UEFA, 2018) <https://www.uefa.com/nationalassociations/uefarankings/country/?year=2026>.]  [29916:  Richard Giulianotti, ‘Sport Spectators and the Social Consequences of Commodification’, Journal of Sport and Social Issues, 29.4 (2005), 389–90 <https://doi.org/10.1177/0193723505280530>.] 

This in return furthers the lack of an opportunity for the LOI to garner new interest which restricts revenue and commercial viability. For context, the LOI generated approximately 10 million euro in revenue in 2024, compared 3.3 billion pounds generated by the Premier League within the same time frame. Combine this with Irish tourists being one of the largest groups to attend English football matches from abroad[footnoteRef:15056], it creates a constant uphill trajectory for domestic football in the country to improve. [15056:  Raymond Bachan and Barry Reilly, ‘Is the League of Ireland Under-Supported? Evidence from a European Perspective’, Athens Journal of Sports, 3.4 (2016), 267 <https://doi.org/10.30958/ajspo.3.4.3>.] 

In line with contextualising these arguments of a systematic and cultural neglect by RTE towards the LOI, showcasing this as not solely an individual perspective is key to an understanding of this topic as a larger issue amongst sport in Ireland.
Conducting a survey as part of my research, the general consensus from participants was conclusive, with many answers to the survey belonging to sporting commentators of a relatively professional media landscape.
Full discourse of individual survey findings are rather suited to the practical video essay to accompany this thesis, but the below questions act as a leverage and balancing tool for supports within the context of the current argument.

“Do you believe there was sufficient televised coverage of League of Ireland football from the national broadcaster, RTE, prior to Virgin Media obtaining the rights to air it in 2025?” resulted in a conclusive and dominant response by over fifty participants, with 83.3% voting no. 
[image: ]
“Do you believe football is aired/analysed/advertised within equal measure and distribution of other sports by RTE?” seen 77.4% of participants proceed to vote no also.
[image: ]

The overriding feeling was clear that this issue of broadcasting neglect is vital in the Irish media landscape. Many participants in the survey highlighted the stark contrast in broadcasting effort, values and analytics between RTE and Virgin Media, with the latter receiving plaudits for contributions towards a growing sporting community.
But accompanying this was a general understanding that noted the damage the national broadcaster had already inflicted by the lack of promotion for not just domestic Irish football, but sports of a similar magnitude, emphasising the competition against wealthier associations and conglomerates. A number of responses raised awareness that sports such as Rugby and GAA were continuing to take a dominant promotional visual media stance in Irish television, further minimising sufficient representation of smaller sporting communities. Further responses of the survey are detailed in the video essay complimenting this thesis.
Post Covid-19, the increase in engagement with LOI has reached unprecedented levels and is on course to remain this way as it progresses through the means of efficient marketing and balanced media coverage from Virgin Media.
The 2025 season seen a rise in crowds by 11% compared to the previous year[footnoteRef:17834], while 2024 also seen crowds reach the half a million objective for the first time in its recorded history across all three divisions and cup competitions[footnoteRef:23798]. [17834:  LeagueofIreland, ‘League of Ireland Attendances Rise 11% in 2025’, Leagueofireland.ie, 2025 <https://www.leagueofireland.ie/news/league-ireland-attendances-rise-11-percent-2025/>.]  [23798:  LeagueofIreland, ‘LOI Crowds Hit over Half a Million at Break for First Time’, Leagueofireland.ie, 2024 <https://www.leagueofireland.ie/news/loi-crowds-hit-over-half-million-break-first-time/>.] 

Perhaps the most crucial figure of all regards the television audience for broadcasted games. This has seen a significant and noteworthy increase which further questions RTE’s reluctance to invest efficiently at a product that was at their disposal. With 4.2 million viewers across League of Ireland games in 2024, a 42% increase from 2023, This reads for encouraging future media investment prospects after a culture of media neglect prohibited this[footnoteRef:12]. [12:  LeagueofIreland, ‘TV Audience for SSE Airtricity Men’s Premier Division Rises 42% since Last Year’, Leagueofireland.ie, 2024 <https://www.leagueofireland.ie/news/tv-audience-sse-airtricity-mens-premier-division-rises-42-percent-last-year/>.] 

Ultimately, these figures showcase one crucial message; There is in-person and commercial demand for this sport in Ireland. It further poses the question as to why the national broadcaster did not match the output of the product in front of them. This does not disregard the political economy of sport and broadcasters but rather highlights the distinct creation of the sporting and cultural marginalisation in the country, with commercial and large-scale corporation bias overshadowing growth of Irish sporting output from other sources.

I will conclude this essay with a balanced understanding of RTE’s standing regarding sporting broadcasts but a critical overview of the broadcasting neglect inflicted on domestic football.
With visual, audio and various forms of sporting media experiencing a digital landscape that is ever changing and ultimately more demanding from audiences, RTE and Irish broadcasters are pressurised to broadcast and advertise the best of a commercial viability of sports. This relates directly to the broadcasting of UEFA Champions League fixtures and a larger area of discussion of Premier League focused confabulations which ultimately re-enforces the growing concept of conglomerate dominance and prioritisation in football which has effected Irish football fan engagement.
GAA and Rugby rather serve the purpose of a national identity through their cultural merits. This is a narrative shaped by the media who produce, analyse and shape the consumption of these sports on a broader mediated scale, which in return has solidified a position of nationwide dominance and commercial benefits that retain the attractive nature of these sports for a wide variety of investments that range from fans to officials etc.
However, this has minimised the growth in several avenues for domestic football in the country. It is abundantly clear that RTE has limited the role of a national identity and showcasing of cultural pride to the previously mentioned sports and in doing so has created a sporting hierarchy. 
The League of Ireland has overseen significant growth in interest and attendances post Covid-19 and retains a level of uncapped potential. However, RTE holding the exclusive rights to broadcast league games for several years proved to be detrimental to potential investment, audience retention, market strategy and national image by means of dubious broadcasting measures, televising inconsistencies, lack of broader discussion metrics and lacklustre engagement. The minimisation of what is one of the most participated sports in the country has prohibited the growth of a domestic league with huge cultural representations and benefits nationwide. The marginalisation of the league and sport as a whole by RTE contributes to the output of sporting organisations that abide by commercial status as a huge factor in output, which in return limits the growth further in terms of visibility for football and various other sports but directly contributes to a mass commodity and globalist culture of football which can limit resources, financial supports and public growth for smaller organisations such as the LOI.
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