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PART 1 NEW ZEALAND FOOTBALL’S VISION

New Zealand Football’s Vision
• ‘More New Zealanders playing and loving football’
• To use aspirational competitions as a vehicle to build on the
success of the Whole of Football Plan and create stronger,
more vibrant football clubs that engage their community
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• To use FIFA club licensing and its own Quality Club Mark
as development tools to support the evolution of the
beautiful game in Aotearoa
• To see playing standards increase and more New Zealand
eligible players playing domestically and professionally so
that ‘our elite teams win at global pinnacle events’
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PART 2 BACKGROUND

PART 3 NATIONAL COMPETITIONS REVIEW

Background

New Zealand Football commenced a review of its national
competitions in 2015. The purpose of the review was to
identify the preferred national competitions structure that
best serves the long-term interests of football in New Zealand.

National competitions structures are central to a national sport’s potential to connect its communities and support the
achievement of development and high performance outcomes. In shaping New Zealand Football’s Strategic Plan 2016 – 2025,
New Zealand Football identified national competitions as one of four strategic priority areas.

The National Competitions Review was comprised of eight
phases and was completed over a two-year period (January
2015 – March 2017).

A strategic outcome of the plan is to launch an integrated single season national competitions structure and create a unified
framework that drives the development of players, coaches, referees and club administrators by 2025.
To support this, during the next three years New Zealand Football would like to see aspirational clubs fully engaged in the
implementation of New Zealand Football’s community recreation programmes (Football in Schools, Holiday Programmes, Summer
7’s etc) as a way to generate sustainable income and convert mass interest into more registered players. New Zealand Football
plans to create a structured talent pathway for our youth and ensure clubs operate under a consistent technical approach.

Table 1: The Process

STAGE ONE
Phase 1
Reviewed national competitions history and context
Phase 2
Identified basis and outcomes of current structures
Phase 3
Conducted consultation with stakeholders on the national competitions
- Electronic questionnaire – 52 responses from 102 organisations
- Eight workshops conducted – 120 attendees
Phase 4
Identified preferred competitions structures and formulated a strategy and recommendations
Phase 5
Implemented short-term strategic recommendations

STAGE TWO
Phase 6
Conducted further consultation with stakeholders on the three identified competition structure options
- Electronic questionnaire – 39 responses from 131 organisations
- Two workshops conducted – National League Clubs and Federations
Through an enhanced competitions framework, New Zealand Football’s objective is to provide all clubs with a pathway to the
top of the competitions pyramid. This aspiration needs to be balanced against funding realities and we must collectively ensure
that the game remains financially viable and that our clubs operate with financial integrity. We cannot jeopardise our mass
participation nor can we afford the boom and bust cycles that have been prevalent in years gone by.
This document outlines how New Zealand Football will enhance its national competitions over the current strategic planning
cycle (2016 – 2025). It summarises the key findings from a two-year National Competitions Review, sets out a vision and
highlights challenges that will be continually worked on as we move forward with sustained incremental improvements whilst
remaining flexible and ready to adapt should external factors such as grant funding change.
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Phase 7
Conducted consultation with the New Zealand Football Executive Committee on the ideal competition
structure and strategy
Phase 8
Released a final report confirming the future direction of the national competitions
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3.1 STAGE ONE

Stage One Success

Stage One Findings
Stage one of the National Competitions Review was
completed in September 2015 and confirmed that the
existing competitions structures could be enhanced to
provide better outcomes for the participating clubs and the
football community.
The review identified that there are inherent challenges
in designing and successfully delivering national league
competitions in New Zealand. The difficult aspect to understand
is the extent to which these challenges are a function of the
competition structure and associated costs, a function of poor
execution, market characteristics or all of the above.
However, the review also confirmed that the current
competition is the highest standard of competition we have
ever had and is producing teams that are competitive on
the world stage. Despite the financial challenges it is the
most stable competition since the inaugural National Soccer
League (1970 – 1992).
We also know that our four regional leagues (northern
regional football league, central league, mainland premier
league and football south premier league) are financially
viable. The clubs that participate within them have facilities,
youth structures, generally provide women’s football and
would meet basic New Zealand Football club licensing
criteria requirements (Regional League Club Licence).

Throughout the review five clear guiding principles emerged;
• Clarity of purpose – the national leagues must have a clear
purpose.
• Financial viability – the national leagues and participating
clubs must operate with a level of financial integrity.

Following the recommendations from the National
Competitions Review, New Zealand Football has focussed
on improving the profile, marketing, funding and commercial
partnerships associated with the national competitions as
well as working with clubs to enhance their delivery.
Since September 2015 New Zealand Football has:

• Aspiration – the national leagues must be an accepted and
fully-supported pathway.

• Introduced FIFA club licensing regulations to raise
operational standards of the participating clubs.

• Best practice standards - the national leagues and
participating clubs must be recognised as setting the
benchmark of best practice.

• Secured a national funding partner to reduce the equalised
entry fees that cover travel.

• Alignment – there needs to be a clear linkage from the
community levels of the game to the pinnacle domestic
competitions.
The review strongly recommended a move towards one
integrated single football season that ensures players are
provided with an adequate number of games (circa 30+)
ideally in one training and playing environment (i.e one
football season, not separate summer and winter seasons).

• Secured a broadcast partner to raise the profile of the
national league and to enhance the commercial viability of
the participating clubs.

• Expanded the men’s competition from eight to ten teams
from 2016/17 with all clubs issued with a two-year
Participation Agreement.
• Worked with all clubs that applied to participate in the
national league (eight applications were received with an
additional six clubs expressing an interest) to get them
ready for future involvement.
• Maintained the current Federation one-round format for
the national women’s league.
The changes to the men’s national league have revitalised
the competition – crowd figures are up, club revenue from
commercial partnerships has increased and the standard and
competitiveness of the competition has been significantly
enhanced.

• Secured a new naming rights sponsor as well as a secondary
sponsor until 2020.

It was acknowledged that to move towards a more optimal
competition structure changes needed to be made gradually.
This approach provides regular check points that enable the
strategy to be reviewed and stop-go decisions to be made.
The recommended steps to progress towards an integrated
national competitions structure were as follows:

Table 2: The Planning and Implementation Timetable

AUG – DEC 2015

2016/17 & 2017/18

2018/19

PRELIMINARY

STAGE ONE & TWO

PREFERRED OPTION

Issue existing entities that meet
club licensing criteria with national
league Participation Agreements for
two years.

Integrate new national league
entities - 8 to 10 team 2 round full
national league with finals series (19
games), Oct-March, closed-league.

Increase to 3 full rounds with finals
series (30 games), potentially July
– March, open league with play-offs
from regional leagues.

Call for expressions of interest for
entry into the 2016/17 season.

Conduct feasibility studies and
further consultation on the three
options identified in the review with
the aim of progressing forward with
the preferred option in 2018/19.

Strengthen existing national league
entities.

In addition to the expansion option outlined in the table above, the review also recommended the status quo (current structure)
as a backup option as well as a retrench option (akin to the New Zealand Football Super Club League 1993 – 1995).
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PART 4 VISION
3.2 STAGE TWO

4.1 THE VISION FOR THE NATIONAL COMPETITIONS STRUCTURES

Stage Two Findings

The review confirmed that one integrated single football season must remain the long-term vision. The fulfilled vision would be
characterised by a national competitions structure that:

The next stage of the National Competitions Review
confirmed that without corporate investment (non-gaming)
expanding the men’s national league to include three
rounds is financially unviable for New Zealand Football
and the participating entities at this stage. However the
consultation did confirm that expansion and moving towards
one integrated season-long competition should remain an
aspirational goal that is the long-term focus for football in
New Zealand.
The retrench option was largely viewed as a backward step
that would reduce playing standards and the consensus was
that this should only be considered if the current structure
proves to be unviable (financially) for the participating
entities.
Therefore, New Zealand Football must aim to continually
improve the current structure. New Zealand Football and
the participating entities must be focused on doing things
better whilst building a more viable business model so that
expansion can occur on a more sustainable platform in the
future.
The review has also highlighted the following:
• New Zealand Football’s national competitions must be
established as the pinnacle competition.
• A clear competition framework needs to be introduced
with more regular entry points for aspiring clubs
participating in the regional leagues.
• A strong desire for geographic representation to be
maintained, however an acknowledgement that a
mechanism to remove teams that aren’t performing on or
off the field must also exist.

• The national competitions require increased investment,
enhanced profile and marketing.

• Is the pinnacle of the Whole of Football Plan;

• The introduction of club licensing was seen as a positive
club development tool.

• With well-resourced, well-supported and capable clubs; and

• New Zealand Football needs to aim to provide the
participating entities with more games.
• The competition regulations need to better support
the development of New Zealand eligible player’s
particularly young New Zealand players who aspire to play
internationally and/or professionally.
The great debate between summer and winter was also
answered. While there are pro’s and con’s for each option,
there is a strong view that the national competitions must
remain predominantly in summer. The reasons for this
include:
• Summer provides an opportunity to spread the funding
requirements for the sport over a 12-month period. These
opportunities would not be available for our sport if the
bulk of our games’ financial needs were condensed into an
eight-month period.
• Summer minimises scheduling conflict on strained
floodlight training venues which are at a premium in
winter – it enables national league entities to train up
to four nights a week under natural light on high-quality
surfaces.
• A national league played predominantly in summer ensures
football in New Zealand is aligned to the international
competitions (Confederation and global) that our entities
have the opportunity to compete in.
Although there are more people engaged in football during
the winter there is no recent evidence to suggest that playing
in winter would result in larger spectator support for our
national competitions.

• Is a single season with circa 30 games per season per team;
• Provides an aligned and integrated pathway for all players that aspire to participate in top-level domestic football.
The table below provides an indicative overview of the fulfilled vision of the national competitions structure:
Table 3: National Competitions Structure
COMPETITIONS

JAN

FEB

MAR

APR

MAY

JUNE

JULY

AUG

SEP

OCT

NOV

DEC

A-League 												
FIFA Club World Cup												
OFC Champions League 												
Premiership												
Chatham Cup 												
Men’s Regional Leagues												
W-League												
National Women’s League 												
Women’s Regional Leagues												
Women’s Knockout Cup												
Community football season												

4.2 TRANSFORMATIONAL CHANGE
Delivering on the long-term vision will require
transformational change that aims to continually improve
the current competitions structure and move to a unified
framework over the next strategic period (2016-25). The
blueprint for transformational change set out below follows
the guiding principles identified in stage one of the review
and details the strategies and priorities for improvement.

Clarity of Purpose
The review was clear - the national competitions must have a
clear purpose. The New Zealand Football landscape is unique
and diverse and a clarity of purpose must form the foundation
of any transformational change if New Zealand Football is to
fulfil its vision for its national competitions structure.

Purpose of the Men’s and
Women’s National Leagues
To provide the best competitive environment that enables
more New Zealanders to succeed on the global stage and
helps more people to connect with football in New Zealand.
Best competitive environment, means the best clubs,
the best facilities and the best structures that all the best
domestic football players and emerging talent aspire to
compete in.
More New Zealanders to succeed on the global stage,
means a competition that prepares and provides more New
Zealand players with the best opportunity to develop and
succeed on the global stage.
More people to connect with football, means flagship, highquality and marketable competitions that connect more fans
with football in New Zealand.
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PART 5 MEN’S COMPETITIONS
5.1 FINANCIAL STABILITY

The national leagues (and competitions within the
structure) must operate with a level of financial integrity
that can be maintained without draining the resources of
New Zealand Football, the Federations or participating
entities.
The current national league is the highest standard of
competition New Zealand has ever had. However, its funding
model remains a key challenge with a strong reliance on
grant funding and limited but growing corporate investment.
Financial stability will be an important and immediate
priority for New Zealand Football.
New Zealand Football will work quickly to review the
financial implications of an expanded summer national
league competition with funding partners. This will focus on
understanding the effect on funding availability and timing

5.2 ALIGNMENT

for the entire football community should the national league
be expanded to overlap (in-part) with the regional leagues.
Recognising the funding realities that exist, New Zealand
Football will focus on and continue to support the
participating entities to grow and increase revenue streams.
It is also important that aspiring clubs operate with financial
integrity and do not fall into the boom and bust cycles that
were prevalent in times gone by. As such, New Zealand
Football will review global best practice regarding player
reimbursements in amateur leagues and look to establish
measures to drive sustainability at all levels of the national
competitions framework.
Priority 1: Review the funding implications of an extended
national league competition by December 2017.
Priority 2: Establish measures to drive sustainability at all
levels of the national competitions framework
by December 2018.

There needs to be clearer linkages from the community
levels of the game to the pinnacle domestic competitions
that represent those communities.

New Zealand’s dual-season structure and test the effects
of integrating the winter competitions and national league
competitions into one defined and regulated single season.

The national league must remain in summer. This presents
some significant challenges when designing and successfully
delivering an aligned and integrated competitions framework
that is connected to the player development pathway.

To fulfil its purpose of the best competitive environment,
the national league’s participating entities must be fully
integrated into the player development pathway. This means
that they need to play a role in supporting the delivery of
the Junior Framework and the newly-established Youth
Framework. New Zealand Football will work with its
Federations to integrate national league entities into the
player development pathway, in particular the regional youth
leagues.

The consultation process highlighted a cultural disconnect
between the national league and the community game in
many regions. This is more than a marketing challenge.
The national league entities must be more aligned to the
wider football community. New Zealand Football will take a
collaborative approach to unify the competitions framework
and ensure that the national league entities become affiliated
to their Member Federation. This may require constitutional
changes for some of the entities.

Until the current national league entities become affiliated to
their Member Federation and are integrated into the player
development pathway, New Zealand Football will continue
to invest in the national youth league competition.

New Zealand Football will continue to explore an extended
national league competition working towards a circa 30
game season. This aspiration needs to be balanced against
the funding realities that exist and will remain a long-term
objective.

Priority 3: Ensure national league entities are affiliated to
their Member Federation by March 2019.

Moving to one single integrated season is fundamental
to creating a unified competition framework. In order to
achieve this vision, New Zealand Football will review and
explore regulatory reforms. This will put the spotlight on

Priority 5: Integrate national league entities into the player
development pathway by March 2019.

Priority 4: Review and explore regulatory reforms to
establish one single season by December 2018.

Priority 6: Maintain the current 10-team single round
national youth league structure until 2019.

TIER 1

Table 4: Competitions Framework Diagram
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TIER 2

NRFL
PREMIER
DIVISION

YOUTH

NATIONAL LEAGUE

NRFL
YOUTH
LEAGUE

CENTRAL LEAGUE
PREMIER DIVISION

CENTRAL
YOUTH
LEAGUE

CAPITAL
YOUTH
LEAGUE

MAINLAND
PREMIER
LEAGUE
PREMIER
DIVISION

SOUTHERN
PREMIER
LEAGUE
PREMIER
DIVISION

MAINLAND
YOUTH
LEAGUE

FOOTBALL
SOUTH
YOUTH
LEAGUE
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5.3 BEST PRACTICE STANDARDS

The national league (and competitions within the
structure) must be recognised as setting the benchmark
of best practice and be a leader of sport in New Zealand.
All participating entities must adhere to and operate to
competition standards and criteria.
The introduction of New Zealand Football’s club licensing
system was a key recommendation from stage one of the
National Competitions Review. Built on the principles of
safeguarding and developing club football, the system

5.5 THIS IS HOW WE GET THERE

has had an immediate impact on increasing the level of
professionalism of the national league’s participating entities.
New Zealand Football will expand its club licensing system
into the regional leagues to continue to develop and increase
the level of professionalism of aspiring football clubs. This
is imperative if aspiring clubs are to meet the competition
standards and criteria of the national league and are capable
and prepared once entry and exit mechanisms are established.
Priority 7: Introduce New Zealand Football’s club licensing
system into regional leagues by May 2018.

The combination of the extensive consultation process and
successful reforms of stage one, followed by the structural
and operational review of stage two, has positioned New
Zealand Football well to lead the transformational change
over the next strategic period.

Table 5: Blueprint for transformational change for men’s competitions

5.4 ASPIRATION
The national league (and competitions within the
structure) must be the accepted and fully-supported
pathway by clubs, players, coaches and officials.

be a key consideration. Investment to support the financial
sustainability of clubs entering and exiting the national
league will also be considered.

The football community wants a competition framework
which enables aspiring clubs to progress through the
competition framework and an entry mechanism into the
national league. There is also strong support for the current
regional entities and a strong desire to maintain the national
league’s geographic representation. This presents significant
challenges in designing and delivering an entry mechanism
into the national league.

Following this initial transformation phase, and subject to
the financial stability of the league and its participating clubs,
New Zealand Football will provide an opportunity to expand
the national league as follows:

New Zealand Football is committed to expanding the national
league but the expansion must be financially viable. In view
of this, New Zealand will maintain the 10-team national
league competition structure until 2020 and until the
financial implications of an extended competition are better
understood, the regulatory reforms to establish a single season
are established and the competition framework is aligned.

• Alternative option: if the preferred option is unviable,
provide an opportunity to expand the competition
structure to a maximum of 12 teams as a means of
extending the competition to better integrate the league
within the competitions framework by March 2020.

During this period, if a current national league participant
fails to meet club licensing requirements, or voluntarily
withdraws from the competition, New Zealand Football
will seek a replacement to maintain both the 10-team
competition structure and the league’s current geographic
representation. Aspiring clubs wishing to enter the league
will need to register their interest by May each year during
the club licensing application process, meet the required club
licensing criteria and standards and qualify through on-field
performance by being the highest-placed aspiring club from
the relevant regional league.
Reviewing and exploring a suitable model and mechanism
for on-going entry and exit into the national league beyond
2020 will be a priority. The alignment of the competition
framework must come first and is fundamental to the success
of any on-going entry and exit mechanism. It’s critical that
the mechanism allows adequate time for clubs to prepare
for entry and provides a pathway for those clubs exiting
the national league. This means that clubs will be restricted
from having teams participating in both national league and
regional league premier competitions. Reviewing regional
entities and maintaining geographic representation will
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Clubs wishing to enter the national league will need to register
their interest by May 2020 and every May thereafter, meet
the required club licensing criteria and standards and qualify
through on-field performance. The mechanism for entry and
exit will determine how on-field performance is measured in
2020, however the introduction of a play-off series between
regional league winners will be explored.
Priority 8: Maintain the current 10-team national league
structure until 2020.
Priority 9: Explore the re-alignment of the national cups
competitions by March 2020.

Priority 6:

Priority 10:

Maintain the current
10-team single round
national youth league
structure until 2019.

Establish a suitable ongoing entry and exit model
mechanism for the national
league by March 2020.

Priority 1:
Review the funding
implications of an extended
national league season by
December 2017.
Priority 8:
Maintain the current 10-team national league structure until 2020.

• Preferred option: extend the existing 10-team competition
structure to three full rounds with open promotion and
relegation with regional leagues by March 2020; OR

New Zealand Football will also explore the potential realignment of its national cups competitions – Chatham
Cup and Women’s Knockout Cup - and the integration of
national league clubs to further extend the national league
competition window.

The following section details how the blueprint for
transformational change and its priorities will be actioned to
realise the vision of one integrated single football season.

2017

2018

2019

Priority 7:

Priority 9:

Introduce New Zealand
Football’s club licensing
system into regional
leagues by May 2018.

Explore the re-alignment
of the national cups
competitions by
March 2020.

2020

Priority 2:

Priority 3:

Priority 11:

Establish measures to drive
sustainability at all levels of
the national competitions
framework by December 2018.

Ensure national league
entities are affiliated to their
Member Federation by March
2019.

Provide an opportunity
to expand or extend the
national league by March
2020.

Priority 4:

Priority 5:

Review and explore regulatory
reforms to establish one single
season by December 2018.

Integrate national league
entities into the player
development pathway by
March 2019.

Priority 10: Establish a suitable on-going entry and exit
mechanism for the national league by March
2020.
Priority 11: Provide an opportunity to extend or expand the
national league by March 2020.
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PART 6 WOMEN’S COMPETITIONS

New Zealand Football would like to move towards a clubbased national women’s league.
To achieve this objective New Zealand Football and its
Federations must first develop stronger local and regional
competitions. As the women’s game continues to experience
positive growth in junior and youth players we will aim to
have six to eight highly-competitive women’s teams within
each of the four regional competitions that exist - Northern
Regional Football League Women’s Premier League, Central
Women’s League, Mainland Women’s Premier League and
the Football South Women’s Premier League by 2020.
Moving directly to a club based model without a wider
talent pool would lead to the establishment of super teams
that would significantly impact on the overall standard of
the regional competitions. This would be detrimental to the
strategy to develop women’s football in New Zealand which
includes the establishment of a Football Ferns Development
Programme aimed at accelerating the development of players
for international and professional football.
Collectively we need to ensure that more females remain in
the sport. We must also find ways to maintain the integrity of
all women’s competitions in the short to medium term (while
the game grows).

PART 7 CONCLUSION

Priority 1: Until the W-League team has been further
explored and the Football Ferns Development
Programme embedded, the competition
structure will be evolved as follows:
1.1. Maintain the current Federation based seven
team national women’s league competition
structure for a further three years (2018, 2019
and 2020).

National competition structures are central to a national
sport’s potential to connect its communities and support
the achievement of development and high performance
outcomes. New Zealand Football recognises the challenges
associated with funding national competitions but remains
focussed on moving towards an integrated single season
national competitions structure that creates a unified
framework to drive the development of players, coaches,
referees and club administrators by 2025.

Changes will be introduced gradually over time with regular
check points used to review the strategy ensuring sustained
incremental improvements are implemented. This approach
will enable New Zealand Football to achieve its strategic
outcomes of getting “More New Zealanders playing and
loving football” whist supporting “Our elite teams to win at
global pinnacle events”.

1.2 Extend the national women’s league competition
structure to two full-rounds followed by a
preliminary final and final (September to
December) by September 2018.
Priority 2: Evolve the minimum sporting criteria and
minimum standards for technical staff in the
National Women’s League by July 2017.
Priority 3: Introduce New Zealand Football’s club licensing
system into the National Women’s League by
May 2018.
Priority 4: Introduce New Zealand Football’s club licensing
system into women’s regional leagues by May
2019.
Priority 5: In light of the establishment of a W-League team
or extension to the Football Ferns Development
Programme re-evaluate the National Women’s
League competition structure and competitions
window by May 2020.

Table 6: Blueprint for transformational change for women’s competitions
Priority 2:

Priority 1.2:

Evolve the minimum
sporting criteria and
minimum standards
for technical staff
in the National
Women’s League by
July 2017.

Extend the National Women’s League competition structure to two full-rounds followed
by a preliminary final and final (September to December) by September 2018.

Priority 1.1:
Maintain the current Federation based seven team National Women’s League competition
structure for a further three years (2018, 2019 and 2020)

2017

14

2018

2019

2020

Priority 3:

Priority 4:

Priority 5:

Introduce New Zealand
Football’s club licensing system
into the National Women’s
League by May 2018.

Introduce New Zealand
Football’s club licensing system
into women’s regional leagues
by May 2019.

In light of the establishment of a
W-League team or extension to
the Football Ferns Development
Programme re-evaluate the
National Women’s League
competition structure and
competitions window by May
2020.
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