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Major 
League 
Soccer 
is Born

Soccer is the most popular sport in the world. More 
than 40 percent of people worldwide report that 

they are soccer fans. The next most popular sport is 
basketball at 35 percent. Soccer is called football in most 
other countries. It is called soccer in the U.S. and 
Canada. This is because the American game of football is 
played in those two North American countries.

Major League Soccer (MLS) officially began in April 
1996. There had been other professional soccer leagues 
in the United States. The last one had folded in 1984. 
Those leagues had not been able to make enough money 
to survive.

CHAPTER ONE
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CHAPTER ONE

In 1988 the United States was selected to host the 1994 World Cup 
tournament. The decision came from the Fédération Internationale de 
Football Association (FIFA), which in English means International 
Federation of Association Football. FIFA sponsors the World Cup every four 
years. FIFA is an international association that governs soccer clubs all over 
the world. Its officials provide soccer club rules. They also organize major 
international tournaments. The World Cup is the most famous of these 
tournaments. 

The 2018 World Cup was held in Russia. An estimated 3.5 billion people 
watched on TV and in person. Thirty-two national teams played 64 matches. 
The French national team won the World Cup. There are often many different 
soccer clubs in each country. For the World Cup, the players join to make up 
a team from their home country. It doesn’t matter where they currently play. 
Any soccer player can be called up to play for their country’s national team.

Players from all 32 competing teams from the 2018 
FIFA World Cup Russia in Russia
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In 1988 the United States did not have a professional soccer league. 
FIFA asked that the U.S. form a new professional soccer league. FIFA 
wanted the league started before the World Cup.

Investors and organizers began immediately to start a league. 
However, they were not able to get the league started before the 1994 
World Cup competition was held. Major League Soccer (MLS) 
officially began in 1995. The first game was played April 6, 1996.

MLS began with 10 teams divided into two conferences. By 2018 
there were 23 teams. There are 20 U.S. teams and 3 in Canada. They 
are divided into East and West conferences. Investor-operators each 
run their own individual teams. However, MLS is in charge rather 
than the individual team owners. 

MLS controls the salaries of its players. The top salary allowed for 
a team in 2018 was $4.035 million. The 2018 maximum salary for a 
single player was $504,375. Most players earn much less. The 2018 
minimum salary for a player was $67,500.

MLS teams do have several ways to get around the salary limits. 
Teams may sign a certain number of designated players. Called DPs, 
these players are allowed to be paid a higher salary. Teams use this 
extra money to attract star players.

Teams are also allowed to sign a certain number of homegrown 
players. These players must participate in a team’s youth development 
program for at least a year. They have to live in the team’s area. A 
homegrown player can skip the draft process. The teams sign directly 
with them. MLS gives teams extra money to pay homegrown players. 
This encourages teams to sign talented local players.

Chapter One

6

VancouverWhitecaps.indd   6 02/07/19   8:41 PM



7

Major League Soccer is Born

The 23 MLS teams play 34 games 
during the regular season March to 
October. They play 17 at home, and 17 
away games. Teams play each of their 
conference (East or West) teams at least 
twice. All teams play each non-
conference opponent one time. 

MLS uses a point system to rank the 
teams. Each team gets three points for a 
win, one point for a tie, and zero points 
for a loss. At the end of the regular 
season, the team with the most points 
wins the Supporters’ Shield Trophy.

After the regular season ends, the 
twelve highest ranking teams compete 
in a playoff series. Teams from each 
conference compete to win the Major 
League Soccer Cup.

Fun Facts
From 1919 until 1921, the first American professional soccer 
league, the USSA, paid its players 35 cents per goal scored.

Famous Brazilian soccer player, Pelé, is the only player 
in the world to have been on three different World 
Cup winning teams.

1
2
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