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To the memory of my dad Mike, my inspiration – the man who taught me everything, especially the value of pushing myself and trying as hard as I can at everything I do.
5 October 1944 – 26 December 2020
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Sport has been my life. It’s been a constant for me in the near half-century of my time on this planet, both man and boy. And, of course, among all sports, football is the greatest of them all. I never get bored of it. I am its biggest fan. I am its biggest champion.

But, at this moment in time, something is rotten in the state of football. Actually, let’s be honest – quite a few things are. Too many aspects of the game don’t currently function as they should. They’re undermining the sport and they need changing. When added together, they show that football is in need of quite a serious overhaul. And that’s where I come in.

I’ve been in and around the game every day of my life. I’m the son of a former pro and I’m a former pro myself. I’ve experienced all levels, from a floor-scrubbing YTS lad to a Premier League winner. I’ve also played in the UEFA Cup final and represented my country at full international level. I even had a short spell as a manager in the lower leagues. From rejection to rejuvenation, from the lows up to the highs, I’ve seen it, smelled it, felt it. Football flows through my blood. It’s the essence of my DNA. I know when it feels great and when it doesn’t. I’m all too familiar with the good, the bad and the ugly. And as wonderful as the good times are, plenty of the bad and the ugly are still very conspicuous within football. Our wonderful game can be so much better.

It’s not just my playing days that inform my opinions. My post-retirement life as both a newspaper columnist and a TV and radio pundit allows me the privilege of continuing to work within the sport that I’ve made my life. And I’m very lucky to have the opportunity to air my views, as vociferously as I like, right across the media. Very few people are this entitled. I get to observe, praise and criticise how the game is currently being played, managed and administered. It’s not a bad day job by any stretch of the imagination.

My observations and opinions are formed as a result of the quantity of football I watch every week, whether in the BT Sport studio on a Saturday afternoon alongside a squad of other former professionals or up in the gods of a stadium, with the match summariser’s mic in my hand, alongside the cream of the BBC’s commentary team. Or, indeed, right here at home, keenly watching on TV while trading opinions with one or more of my kids.

And then, of course, there are the two hours every Saturday night in which, as half of the two-man team with Ali Bruce-Ball, I co-present BBC Radio 5 Live’s evergreen football phone-in 606. Here I get to further air the grievances I have with the modern game, as well as being able to spar – and occasionally agree – with those passionate fans who care enough about their teams to call up looking for sympathy, debate or, most often, the chance to have a good old moan. These are my people.

How To Fix Modern Football is a chance for me to drill deeper into the footballing issues that really matter, that really concern me, that really need fixing. And there’s no shortage of those. I’ve handpicked 25 aspects of the modern game – set out across five themed sections – which I believe aren’t working how they should. As my ‘You’re Better Than That!’ catchphrase suggests, there’s room for improvement. Football can be better. It just needs to work harder and to reassess its priorities.

There’s a wide variety of subjects that I’ve got in my crosshairs. From diving players to abusive fans, from the managerial merry-go-round to ticket prices, from agents to VAR, I aim to leave no stone unturned. And I won’t pussyfoot around the issues. I’ll tell it like it is and like I see it. I’ve never been mealy-mouthed and I’ve no intention to start now. But this is more than a grumpy man climbing on to his soapbox just to have a moan. There’s a purpose to my preaching. While I’ve never been a legislator, and I don’t sit on any fancy boards or governing bodies, I do have plenty of solutions to offer. Having diagnosed the ills currently infecting the modern game, I’m not going to shy away from also prescribing the treatment needed to cure them.

On occasion, my tongue might slip into my cheek. Elsewhere I’ll be deadly, deadly sober in my pronouncements. But whether I’m lighthearted or serious, honesty and passion will be found in every word and in every sentence you read. As a player I was deeply committed every time I stepped on to a pitch; I wore my heart on the sleeve of every first-team shirt I put on. I’m the same today. I may have hung my boots up some time ago, but my faith in, and my fervour for, the game remains undiminished. I rant and I rave because I care. And I never want to stop caring about football. I owe it my life.

I guess this 25-point plan represents a call to action – one to be heeded by us all, whether it’s those working within the modern game or those studying it closely from the terraces or via the TV. Football is failing both itself and those who love it dearly. But it’s far from a lost cause. There are lessons to be learned from the past and examples of good practice from other sports to be followed. Some of the cures I prescribe could be implemented very swiftly – as long as the want and the will are there. And it’s crucial that they are, for the game must recognise that it needs to improve before it can move forward.

And improve it must. Because as we all know, football – that glorious, life-affirming sport that makes hearts sing and grown men weep – is better than that.

Chris Sutton
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