UK Athletics turns a corner with Novuna deal and renewed optimism after years of crisis
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In September 2021, UK Athletics (UKA) faced a critical juncture that exposed the depth of turmoil within the organisation. At the Zurich Diamond League event, a group of Britain’s top athletes confronted World Athletics president Seb Coe, expressing intense dissatisfaction with UKA’s leadership amid years of financial instability, ethical issues, poor communication, and loss of sponsorship and broadcast deals. These grievances culminated in the sudden resignations of both UKA’s chief executive and performance director shortly afterwards—a watershed moment reflecting the divide between athletes and the federation’s management.
The period surrounding those resignations was marked by significant upheaval and controversy. Chief executive Jo Coates, who earned a salary package exceeding £226,000 during her tenure, left amid criticism of the federation’s infighting and worsening morale. Despite a £9 million income drop due to the pandemic, UKA had managed to reduce operating costs by a similar margin, yet still struggled with a reported deficit. The organisation’s leadership was criticised not only for financial mismanagement but also for a lack of transparency and poor engagement with athletes and coaches.
Further compounding UKA’s challenges was the fallout from serious allegations of a sexist culture among senior coaching staff, which surfaced earlier in 2021. This controversy contributed to the cancellation of major events such as the London Anniversary Games and the Gateshead Diamond League, adding substantial financial strain. The pandemic itself worsened matters by causing event cancellations and complicating efforts to secure new television deals, leaving UKA temporarily without a broadcast partner. Operational cuts followed, with the closure of UKA’s Birmingham headquarters in a move to reduce overhead costs as the organisation pivoted to remote work.
However, nearly four years on—an Olympic cycle in sporting terms—the narrative has shifted positively. UK Athletics has made notable strides to stabilise financially and rebuild its reputation. In 2023, the federation announced a landmark multi-year sponsorship deal with Novuna, a financial services brand, marking its first headline partner since Aviva’s departure after the 2012 London Olympics. This partnership extends across all British teams and events, including naming rights for the London leg of the Diamond League, now rebranded as the Novuna London Athletics Meet.
This sponsorship comes amid continued financial pressure—the 2021-22 fiscal year had still seen UKA posting a £1.8 million loss despite increased revenues from the return of domestic events after the pandemic. Nevertheless, with Novuna’s backing and the new five-year agreement to broadcast major athletics events on the BBC, UKA looks set to improve its financial health significantly. The federation’s chief executive, Jack Buckner, who has been driving a rigorous cost-saving agenda, has expressed optimism that the Diamond League meet in London could become a profitable fixture comparable to Formula One’s British Grand Prix at Silverstone.
Part of this renewed commercial success is attributed to UK Athletics’ formation of Athletic Ventures, a collaboration involving experienced personnel from the London Marathon Events and Great Run Company. This partnership has been key in attracting sponsors like Novuna and could be instrumental in restoring additional high-profile events that had been lost in previous years.
On the sporting front, however, the return to form is tempered by notable absences. Olympic 800m champion and BBC Sports Personality of the Year Keely Hodgkinson, seen as a rising star capable of transcending British athletics, is sidelined due to a hamstring injury. Similarly, a highly anticipated clash between 1500m rivals Josh Kerr and Jakob Ingebrigtsen was disrupted by Ingebrigtsen’s long-term Achilles problem. Nonetheless, the London meet retains compelling rivalries—with Kerr, Jake Wightman, and George Mills among the key British contenders—alongside international stars such as the US 100m Olympic champion Noah Lyles and Dutch distance phenom Sifan Hassan.
Looking beyond immediate challenges, UK Athletics and the broader sport in Britain harbour hopes for the 2029 World Athletics Championships to be hosted again at the London Stadium. Over 100 past and present athletes, including luminaries Mo Farah and Jessica Ennis-Hill, have recently urged the UK government to commit £45 million to support this bid, signalling confidence in the sport’s revival. The enthusiastic turnout of 60,000 spectators for a recent Diamond League event offers a tangible indicator of athletics’ enduring appeal in the UK.
While British athletics has endured a difficult period defined by financial losses, leadership crises, and organisational scandals, the recent developments suggest a cautious but meaningful turnaround. With renewed sponsorship, broadcast coverage, and commercial expertise now in place, accompanied by the promise of world-class competition and continued support from athletes and fans alike, there is real reason to hope positivity will endure in UK Athletics.
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