September 2020

Friday Night Rights:
The Sports Broadcasting Act’s 75-Mile Football Rule
Under the Sports Broadcasting Act of 1961 (SBA), agreements among members of professional
football, baseball, basketball, and hockey leagues to pool television rights for over-the-air game
broadcasts were granted an exemption from federal antitrust laws. 1 However, the SBA’s antitrust
exemption specifically excludes any joint agreement that permits the telecasting of a professional
football game on Friday evenings or Saturdays between mid-September and mid-December by any
television station located within 75 miles of a high school or college football game. 2 Throughout this
article, we refer to this exclusion as the SBA’s 75-Mile Football Rule.
When Congress originally debated granting professional sports leagues an antitrust exemption for
pooling broadcast rights to their games, there were concerns that “uncontrolled televising of
professional football games could be ruinous” to ticket sales for college games. 3 Because of these
concerns, Congress included the 75-Mile Football Rule in the SBA with the traditional scheduling of
football contests in mind, with high schools generally playing on Friday evenings, colleges on Saturday,
and professional football played on Sunday. On its face, it may seem that the 75-Mile Football Rule
reduces competition for fans’ attention by dividing each fall weekend into separate days for professional
and amateur football. However, by considering the incentives of amateur and professional sports
leagues, there are potential pro-competitive impacts as well. Applying a rule of reason standard to the
75-Mile Football Rule requires a careful weighing of pro- and anti-competitive effects.
In this edition of CRA Insights, we summarize the potential competitive concerns of the SBA’s 75-Mile
Football Rule, while also considering the procompetitive rationale for the rule. We also evaluate how
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many households are directly impacted by the 75-Mile Football Rule. Finally, with many high school
and college football seasons canceled this fall because of the COVID-19 pandemic, some have
wondered whether the NFL could telecast games on Fridays and Saturdays this year. 4 Using the most
recent available information on canceled college football seasons, we estimate the number of
households located in areas that may be temporarily unaffected by the 75-Mile Football Rule this fall. 5

Competitive effects of the 75-Mile Football Rule
Congress created the 75-Mile Football Rule with the intent of “protecting” amateur football from
competing with telecasts of professional football games on Fridays and Saturdays. 6 Arguably, this
could raise competitive concerns. With professional football’s SBA protection conditioned on not
offering telecasts in areas hosting high school or college football games, the likelihood of amateur
football leagues facing additional competition for fans’ attention is reduced. With this reduced
potential for competition, the incentives for amateur leagues to increase output or improve quality
may be attenuated.
However, these competitive concerns must be measured against the potential pro-competitive
rationale for the 75-Mile Football Rule. At the time of the SBA’s passage, there were only 22
professional football teams. Fourteen of these teams were members of the National Football League,
while eight belonged to the newer American Football League. 7 Many areas of the country that host
NFL franchises today did not have any professional football teams in 1961. For example, there were
no AFL or NFL teams located in Florida in 1961, but today the state hosts three NFL franchises.
Similarly, Arizona, Georgia, Indiana, Louisiana, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Washington are each
home to an NFL team today, but did not have a professional football team in 1961.
In areas of the country that were not home to a professional football team in 1961, investments made
by local amateur leagues may have played a role in increasing the popularity of the sport. These
investments may have included efforts to expand interest in football generally, such as by organizing
seasons in order to cultivate rivalries among teams, with the expectation that ticket sales and ancillary
revenues would increase as the sport’s popularity grew. If professional football games could be
telecast on Fridays and Saturdays in the same general locality, this might have jeopardized the
investments made by amateur football leagues in growing the sport’s fan base.
The economic principle of “free riding” helps to explain how professional football telecasts on Fridays
and Saturdays may have negatively affected the incentive for amateur football programs to make
pro-competitive investments. Free riding occurs when “one firm benefits from the actions of another
without paying for it.” 8 For example, professional football telecasts in 1961 may have benefitted from
investments made by local amateur football programs in growing the popularity of the sport,
particularly when these telecasts were offered in areas of the country that were not yet home to a
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professional football team. As a matter of economics, free riding may lead to investments like these
being underprovided. 9 A potential pro-competitive rationale for the 75-Mile Football Rule is that it may
serve to encourage these pro-competitive investments by limiting the impact of free riding.
In the nearly 60 years since the passage of the SBA, sports broadcasting has evolved. Today, many
games are carried on cable networks or streamed to fans over the internet rather than being broadcast
on over-the-air television stations. Courts have found that the SBA’s antitrust exemption is limited,
however, to agreements related to over-the-air telecasts. 10
Courts have analyzed allegations of antitrust violations involving sports broadcasts that are not
covered by the SBA under the rule of reason. 11 The rule of reason “distinguishes between restraints
with anticompetitive effect that are harmful to the consumer and those with procompetitive effect that
are in the consumer's best interest.” 12 For an economist, this involves an analysis of market
definition, and whether any participants in a properly defined antitrust market possess market or
monopoly power. As described above, an economist will also consider the pro-competitive rationale
for any disputed restraints.

DMAs affected by the 75-Mile Football Rule
NFL games are currently carried nationally by a mix of cable networks (including ESPN and the NFL
Network) and traditional over-the-air networks. For the 2020 season, the NBC, CBS, and FOX
networks will carry regular-season games on their affiliated over-the-air broadcast stations. Each of
these network affiliates serves a geographic area known as a “DMA.” 13
Using data from the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) on the location of over-the-air
stations’ transmitters, one can calculate how many DMAs have at least one NBC, CBS, or FOX
affiliate within 75 miles “of the game site of any intercollegiate or interscholastic football contest.” While
the 75-Mile Football Rule relates to any high school or college football game, here we only consider
the distance to NCAA Division I college football stadiums for illustrative purposes.
Of the 210 DMAs in the United States, 170 have at least one network affiliate of NBC, CBS, or FOX
that is located within 75 miles of a Division I college football stadium. Collectively, these 170 DMAs
contain more than 94% of the television households in the United States. Table 1 summarizes the
Division I college football conferences with at least one stadium within 75 miles of a network affiliate
for the 50 largest DMAs. Of the top 50 DMAs, only one (St. Louis) does not have a Division I college
football stadium within 75 miles of at least one NBC, CBS, or FOX affiliate.
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Many DMAs have network affiliates located within 75 miles of multiple Division I college football
stadiums. For example, network affiliates in the New York, NY DMA are located within 75 miles of
Rutgers University, a member of the Big Ten conference in the Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS).
There are also network affiliates located within 75 miles of the football stadiums used by the University
of Connecticut and the US Military Academy at West Point, both of which are independent FBS
members (i.e., these institutions do not belong to a football conference). There are an additional 13
institutions that belong to the Football Championship Subdivision (FCS) with stadiums within 75 miles
of a network affiliate in the New York, NY DMA.
Table 1: Large DMAs with at least one Division I college football stadium within 75 Miles of an
NBC, CBS, or FOX affiliate
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Washington, DC (Hagerstown, MD)
X
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X
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X
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Impact of potentially canceled seasons
Because of concerns related to the COVID-19 pandemic, many Division I institutions have canceled or
postponed their football seasons. As of this writing, all 127 FCS schools have canceled or postponed
the bulk of their fall seasons. 14 Two of the “Power Five” FBS conferences, the Big Ten and the Pac-12,
originally canceled their fall football seasons, but the Big Ten has recently announced plans to begin a
delayed season during the weekend of October 24. Other FBS cancelations include the MAC and
Mountain West Conferences, Old Dominion University, New Mexico State University, the University of
Connecticut, and the University of Massachusetts. In total 54 of the 130 FBS institutions have
canceled or delayed their fall football seasons.
With the cancelation or delay of the football seasons for these 181 Division I football programs, the
number of DMAs where at least one affiliate of NBC, CBS, or FOX is within 75 miles of an actively
used Division I football stadium will be reduced from 170 DMAs to 98 DMAs, at least through midOctober. However, these 98 DMAs still serve a majority of television households, with nearly 60% of
television households in the United States located in these areas.
Of the 49 largest DMAs listed in Figure 1, 33 remain when the 181 Division I programs with canceled
or delayed seasons are removed. The 16 DMAs that will not have an active Division I football stadium
within 75 miles of a network affiliate are listed in Table 2.
Table 2: Large DMAs where all Division I college teams with football stadiums within 75 Miles
of an NBC, CBS, or FOX affiliate have canceled or postponed their 2020 seasons
2

Los Angeles, CA

22

Portland, OR

6

San Francisco-Oakland-San Jose, CA

25

Indianapolis, IN

11

Phoenix (Prescott), AZ

29

San Diego, CA

13

Seattle-Tacoma, WA

34

Columbus, OH

14

Detroit, MI

35

Milwaukee, WI

15

Minneapolis-St. Paul, MN

39

Las Vegas, NV

17

Denver, CO

42

Norfolk-Portsmouth-Newport News, VA

20

Sacramento-Stockton-Modesto, CA

46

Albuquerque-Santa Fe, NM

Sources: SNL Kagan, FCC CDBS Data, and CRA analysis

While the Pac-12 canceled its season and the Big Ten does not plan to begin play until late-October,
the other major FBS conferences are proceeding with their fall seasons. With the ACC, SEC, and Big 12
playing this fall, DMAs throughout the eastern and southern United States, as well as parts of the
Midwest, will have at least one actively used Division I football stadium within 75 miles of a network
affiliate. DMAs where all nearby Division I football stadiums will be inactive for at least a portion of the
traditional fall season are generally located in the western half of the country, as summarized in
Figure 1.
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Figure 1: DMAs with Division I football stadiums within 75 miles of an NBC, CBS, or FOX
affiliate

Sources: SNL Kagan, FCC CDBS Data, and CRA analysis

Conclusion
The Sports Broadcasting Act of 1961 allowed members of professional football, basketball, hockey,
and baseball leagues “to pool television rights in certain or all of their games and then to sell packages
of such pooled rights without violating the antitrust laws.” While the SBA conditions its antitrust
exemption for professional football on certain protections for high school and college football games,
this does not imply that there is not a pro-competitive rationale for the SBA’s 75-Mile Football Rule.
Today, nearly all television households are served by over-the-air broadcast network affiliates that are
implicated by the SBA’s 75-Mile Football Rule based on proximity to Division I college football
stadiums. Even if all high school and college football games were canceled, with the exception of
some Division I FBS games, most television households in the United States would still be in DMAs
impacted by the 75-Mile Football Rule.
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