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A Study 
of Major 
League 
Soccer

There was little room for most Americans on the sports 
calendar. They loved football. And baseball. And 

basketball. They were not interested in soccer. 
They knew it was the most popular sport in the world. They 

knew it was played by more than 265 million people in 200 
nations. But they were too busy watching other sports to give 
it much attention.

Then came the 1990s. The number of soccer fans and 
players in the United States grew. Kids began booting soccer 
balls in youth leagues around the country. Folks who never 
dreamed of watching soccer began tuning into international 
matches on television.

CHAPTER ONE
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CHAPTER ONE

It all began when U.S. soccer officials made a trade in 1988 with 
FIFA, which runs the sport worldwide. FIFA stands for the 
Fédération Internationale de Football Association, which is French 
for International Federation of Association Football. And it offered 
the United States an opportunity to host the World Cup for the 
first time in 1994. But the powerful organization overseeing the 
world of professional soccer had one demand. The U.S. had to 
launch its own professional soccer league.

Major League Soccer was born. It took eight more years to 
organize. It began play in 1996 with 10 teams. Not every major 
U.S. city boasted a franchise. Even the huge city of Chicago was 
without one.

The Rose Bowl in Pasadena, California is packed on Sunday, July 17, 1994 
as fireworks offer a prelude to the final match of the XV World Cup.
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Chapter One

Fans came out in droves. An average of 17,406 attended MLS games 
that year. And the number continued to rise. It jumped by 5,000 over the 
next five years and rose to 22,113 in 2017. 

No team gained more popularity than the Seattle Sounders. They 
averaged more than 40,000 fans per home game during that period. 
Folks also streamed into the stadium to watch the Atlanta Football Club. 
A league-best 48,200 fans attended its matches in its first season of 2017.

Major League Soccer had grown to 23 teams by 2018. The only three 
that resided outside the United States 
played in the Canadian cities of 
Montreal, Toronto, and Vancouver. 
All MLS teams 
compete in either the 
Eastern Conference or 
Western Conference. There 
were 11 teams in the East and 12 in 
the West in 2018.

Among the positive features of MLS 
is its diversity. Less than 40 percent 
of its players in 2018 were 
American. The number of 
foreign-born players has grown 
significantly. Over half 
in 2012 were from the 
United States.
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A Study of Major League Soccer

California easily boasts the most U.S.-born MLS players with 
71. New York is a distant second with 21 and Texas third with 18.

Each MLS team plays 34 matches. They are divided equally 
between battles at home and on the road. They receive three 
points for every victory and one for a tie. Those that finish among 
the top six in their conference land a playoff spot. The two that 
compile the most points claim a bye in the first round. That allows 
them to advance to the second round while the other teams must 
win a match to stay alive.

The next two rounds feature two-match playoffs. The teams 
that score the most goals in those matches compete for the MLS 
Cup title in December. That ends a long season that starts in 
March. But all those tough battles are worth it, especially for the 
team that snags the crown. One team that knows all about 
winning a crown is the Colorado Rapids.

Fun Facts
No Canadian team won an MLS title until the Toronto 
Football Club snagged it in 2017. Toronto beat the 
defending champion Seattle Sounders to take the crown.

The MLS will boast 26 teams by 2020. That is the year it will 
add franchises in Cincinnati, Nashville, and Miami. The league 
will have added 16 teams since it was launched in 1996.
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