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There are a number of economic concerns as regards to sport (under)development in developing 

countries, although most issues have remained unheeded until now in the economic literature. The 

most investigated topic is about the correlation between the level of economic development and sport 

performance in major events such as the Olympics. However, this is only the top of the iceberg, since 

the examined correlation is just one piece of the puzzling overall relationship between sport and 

economic underdevelopment. Very few studies have been carried out on other topics. Another concern 

has urgently drawn the attention in the past recent years which is the expansion of player (athlete) 

moves from the Third World to the European and North American labour markets for talent. Finally, 

while a hot debate is running about the pros and cons of the American and European economic models 

of sport organisation, one can wonder of a specific sport model in developing countries. The issue has 

recently been raised regarding African countries. 

 

1. An overall relationship between sport and economic underdevelopment 

 

No queremos goles, queremos frijoles (we do not want goals, we want beans) was painted on a Mexico 

stadium during the Football World Cup in 1986. This sentence expresses the economic dilemma that 

sport has to cope with in developing countries. Sport events and sport teams cannot make people 

forget underdevelopment, poverty, hunger and illiteracy. Whatever is stated in the policy declarations 

of the government, sport is neither a top priority in the state budget, nor a pillar of the country’s 

education system, in any developing country. The great majority of Third World countries are to some 

extent dependent for their sporting activities on foreign aid, the importation of sport goods and 

equipment, and money from multinational sponsors (Andreff, 1988). Moreover, any assessment of the 

sports economy in developing countries is hindered by missing data: the lower the level of economic 

development the lower the availability of statistical data about sports. 
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Underdeveloped physical education and sport participation 

 

From a questionnaire sent by UNESCO to 32 African least developed countries – LDCs, with a 

response rate of 50% (Souchaud, 1995), it appeared that one country had no physical education 

scheduled in the primary school, three countries had scheduled one hour per week and the other twelve 

countries between two and three hours per week. In secondary schools, physical education was 

scheduled two to four hours per week in nearly all sampled countries. The problem is, however, that 

the hours supposedly devoted to physical education often were never fulfilled. This is mainly due to a 

shortage of sport teachers compared with the number of pupils (40 to 100 per sport teacher, on 

average, in the 16 African countries’ primary schools), a lack of sport facilities and equipment and 

practically no vocational training to upgrade the qualifications of those teachers involved in sport in 

secondary schools. Most sport teachers qualify abroad in bilateral co-operation programmes with 

European countries, after having obtained a grant to support their studies. The capacity of training 

sport teachers is bigger in emerging and middle-income countries like Argentina, Cuba, Egypt, Syria 

or Thailand (Andreff, 2001) than in African LDCs. 

 

The level of sport participation, measured by the ratio between the number of affiliated members to 

sports federations and the number of inhabitants, is low in developing countries. In 1983, there was 

one affiliated member to sports federations per 739 inhabitants in Africa, one per 707 inhabitants in 

Asia and one per 100 inhabitants in Latin America (Bourg, 1993). In Morocco, in 1993, there were 4 

sport participants affiliated to sports federations per 1,000 inhabitants, and in Tunisia, in 1994, 14 

sport participants per 1,000 inhabitants; in Africa’s LDCs, in 1995, less than one inhabitant out of 800 

was participating in sport (Souchaud, 1995). Thus, the ratio of sport participation in the Third World is 

in the range of 0.01% to 1% of the population (to be compared with 20-25% of the population that is 

affiliated to sports federations in European countries). Moreover, the great bulk of participants are 

concentrated in a few sports, which are primarily determined by the availability of sport facilities. 

 

In African LDCs, football is the only national federation capable of organising a regular 

championship, which qualifies the winning team for the All-African competition (African Cup). In 

other sports, a calendar is scheduled but it is not regularly held, due to financial problems or the non-

credible enrolment of some clubs. The above-mentioned UNESCO study also revealed that the 

practice of Olympic sports is more developed than non-Olympic sports. It also shows that more 

‘sophisticated’ sports are not practised, because participation requires specific facilities (swimming 

pools, golf greens, harbours, etc.). The scarcity of qualified coaches remains a problem. The cost of 

training coaches is beyond the budget constraint of developing countries, and many coaches must be 

trained abroad or they simply are ‘imported’ foreign coaches. High level athletes and sport participants 

cannot benefit from medical care to the same extent as in developed countries. In the 16 LDCs 
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surveyed by UNESCO, 10 have an organised system of sports medicine care, but 8 have no specialised 

sporting doctors, and only 4 countries have both specialised doctors and sports medicine centres. 

 

Tiny financing of sport 

 

The government is the main sponsor and patron of sporting activities in many developing countries. 

About 80% of African LDCs do subsidise sports federations but, with the exception of football, the 

amount of subsidies is too low to secure sporting activities all year long. With demographic expansion 

and the struggle against illiteracy, the number of pupils and students has dramatically increased in 

developing countries and has exhausted all the budgetary capacities needed for financing sport 

practice at school and elsewhere. In the face of a trade-off between literacy and physical education, no 

Ministry of Education has privileged the latter against the former. When new Ministries for Sports 

have been introduced in the governments of developing countries, they have neither been ranked 

among top priorities nor benefited from a substantial budget. The state budget for sports is rather low 

in absolute terms. Moreover, the finance flowing from the municipalities’ budgets into sport activities 

is limited. For instance, facing a budget shortfall for sport development, the military government of 

Nigeria had launched a one naira ($0.25) per capita sport development appeal fund. This sort of call to 

the population is hardly successful in countries where the average income is not enough for food. The 

money flowing from consumers (participants) into sport activities is practically nil. 

 

Few sport facilities and few world sport events hosted 

 

There is no comprehensive data available about sport facilities, stadiums, playgrounds and games 

equipment in LDCs. In the 16 countries covered in the UNESCO survey, the overall number of sport 

facilities in 1995 was as follows: 1,130 football pitches (average: 71 per country), 490 volleyball 

courts (31), 474 basketball courts (30), 304 handball courts (19), 213 athletics tracks (13), 51 

swimming pools (3) and 14 gymnasiums (less than one). No baseball field, boxing ring, cycling track, 

horse-riding area, hockey rink, tennis court or sailing harbour was found in these countries. In those 

nations where sport facilities are present, they have to cater a large number of potential participants 

(Table 1). Since sport facilities are so rare, we may have expected a large emphasis on maintenance. In 

fact, it is quite the contrary: sport facilities are often not maintained at all, due to insuperable financial 

costs. So that their use is reduced to a few exceptional events which in turn diminishes the number of 

local sport competitions. It also decreases the possible length of training time and hence the number of 

sport participants. In a vicious circle, with sport facilities being consequently under-utilised, their 

maintenance is felt to be neither useful nor necessary. 

 

Table 1 - Ratio of sport facilities to inhabitants in African countries, 1995 
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Country Athletics Football Small pitches Swim. pools Gymnasiums 
Benin 1/650,000 1/66,000 1/115,000 1/1,500,00 1/4,600,000 
Burkina Faso 1/4,500,000 n.a. n.a.  0 0 
Burundi 1/1,100,000 1/550,000 1/275,000 1/1,375,000 1/5,500,000 
Cap Verde 0 1/24,000 1/24,000 0 1/360,000 
Central African Rep. 1/1,500,000 1/40,000 1/43,000 0 1/3,000,000 
Comoros 0 1/140,000 1/140,000 0 0 
Djibouti 1/200,000 1/50,000 1/60,000 0 1/100,000 
Ethiopia 1/730,000 1/730,000 1/1,500,000 1/6,200,000 1/25,000,000 
Gambia 1/900,000 1/60,000 1/450,000 0 0 
Ghana 1/7,300,000 1/30,000 1/200,000 1/730,000 0 
Guinea Bissau 1/1,000,000 1/60,000 1/100,000 0 0 
Equatorial Guinea 0 1/120,000 1/35,000 0 0 
Madagascar 1/100,000 1/100,000 1/85,000 1/2,000,000 1/2,400,000 
Mauritania 1/2,000,000 1/135,000 1/155,000 0 0 
Niger 1/750,000 1/70,000 1/150,000 1/1,500,000 0 
Zambia 1/2,000,000 1/65,000 1/350,000 1/1,560,000 0 
Source: Souchaud (1995).   
 

Among the 16 surveyed African LDCs, one even had no stadium capable of hosting a big sporting 

event that would conform to international rules and norms. Most ‘national’ (domestic) sport events are 

organised in the capitals of LDCs simply because, in each country, the capital is the only city endowed 

with appropriate and well-maintained sport facilities. Hosting a world sport event is beyond what most 

developing countries can carry out. Usually, international competitions localised in the Third World  

are sponsored and partly financed from abroad or they are ‘regional’ (African, Asian, etc.) 

international sport events. Sometimes, the latter are postponed or cancelled due to financial 

constraints. The cost of organising the Olympic Games in Seoul 1988 (roughly $5billion) was bigger 

than the value of the GNP of such countries as Kenya, Ethiopia and most LDCs. For instance, the 

XVIth Central American and Caribbean Games scheduled in 1990 were cancelled when the 

Guatemalan State withdrew its financial support. Several African countries are not able to participate 

in African Games or to the football World Cup simply because of inadequate finances. Nevertheless, 

there are a few exceptions to this general rule in some emerging countries like Argentina, Brazil, 

Chile, Mexico, South Africa and South Korea. It is only in this group that we can find countries able 

to organise big world events such as Olympic Games and the football or rugby World Cups. 

 

Table 2 shows that the football World Cup has been organised eleven times in developed countries and 

six times in Latin American emerging countries until 2002. For the first time, the World Cup will be 

hosted in South Africa in 2010, after a FIFA decision that it should be located once in turn on the 

African continent. Former unfortunate candidate to host the World Cup in 2006, South Africa was 

expecting a revenue of 6.6 million rands (nearly $1million) derived from tourism, building and 

transport expenditures, an additional inflow of foreign tourists in 2006 (an income of 16 billion rands, 

close to 2% of GDP), and 130,000 temporary jobs linked to the event. However, the world-wide 
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prestige associated with organising a major international sport event is often at too high a cost for 

many developing countries. It remains to be seen whether, once the South African government has 

accepted this cost, it will be at the expense of the whole population that, as taxpayers, will ultimately 

cover the cost and the possible fiscal deficit fuelled by the Cup. 

 

Table 2 - The location of the Football World Cup 
   

Year Country Year Country Year Country 
1930 Uruguay 1962 Chile 1986 Mexico 
1934 Italy 1966 England 1990 Italy 
1938 France 1970 Mexico 1994 United States 
1950 Brazil 1974 Germany 1998 France 
1954 Switzerland 1978 Argentina 2002 Japan, Korea 
1958 Sweden 1982 Spain 2006 Germany 

 

2. The correlation between the level of economic development and sport performance  

 

A number of publications have attempted to demonstrate that economic determinants of a country’s 

sport performance do really matter. In particular, does the level of economic development explain the 

number of medals won at Olympic Games? Intuitively, a richer country with a larger population, 

better nutritional opportunities, more available sport facilities and more qualified coaches has a higher 

a priori probability of winning medals than otherwise. In a nutshell, the less developed a country the 

lower its (Olympic) sport performance. The front runner studies that go beyond explaining the 

Olympic performance only by the quality of athletes trace us back to the 1970’s (Ball, 1972; Grimes et 

al. 1974; Levine, 1974). They examined just one Olympiad, for example Munich 1972. They usually 

measured Olympic performance with the number of medals won by each country, or with a scoring 

system based on differential weights for gold, silver and bronze medals. For instance, calculating 

correlation coefficients, Ball found that the Olympic performance of a country is correlated to various 

economic, sociological and political variables. This train of thought was interrupted by Moscow 

Games in 1980 and Los Angeles 1984, since a number of the best performing countries did not 

participate, an absence which would have biased the statistical analysis of the relationship between 

Olympic performance and economic variables. 

 

A second wave of research works recently emerged, more focused on establishing a robust relationship 

between the aggregate Olympic performance of a country over several Games and economic 

determinants. All studies are based on modern tools of econometric testing and come up with the 

conclusion that GDP or GDP per capita and population are significant determinants of Olympic 

performances. Johnson & Ayfer (2000) have worked on post-war summer Games and explained the 

number of Olympic medals won by GDP per capita, squared GDP per capita, population, and squared 
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population, using successively an ordinary least square, a probit and an ordered probit regression. The 

study by Andreff (2001) proceeds with an ordered logit model applied first to the performances at 

Atlanta 1996 and Sydney 2000 summer Games, and then to all winter Games since their inception 

until Nagano 1998. The country sample is first divided into four classes: LDCs (GDP per capita < $ 

600), middle-income countries ($ 600 < GDP per capita < $ 2,000), emerging countries ($ 2,000 < 

GDP per capita < $ 9,000), and developed countries (GDP per capita > $ 9,000). As regards to the 

second independent variable, i.e. population, the sample is classified as follows: small countries (less 

than 2 million inhabitants), middle-sized countries (2 million < population < 29 million inhabitants), 

large countries (between 29 and 100 million inhabitants), and very large countries (over 100 million 

inhabitants). Both explanatory variables, GDP per capita and population, are found to be extremely 

significant in the case of Atlanta and Sydney. Equally significant, but slightly different, are the results 

for the overall winter Games up to 1998: GDP per capita is more influential than population on the 

probability of a country to switch to an upper class of medals won. All in all, economic development 

and population size are major determinants of (Olympic) sport performance. 

 

Bernard & Busse (2003), working with a panel data on the 1960-1996 summer Games, estimate a 

model which explains with economic variables the ratio between medals won (by a country) and total 

distributed medals, using probit and tobit regressions. The hypothesis that medal winning should be 

proportional to population (assuming de facto that athletic talent is randomly distributed) is 

econometrically rejected. Interestingly, per capita income and population have very similar and 

significant effects at the margin on the production function of Olympic medals. This suggests that total 

GDP is the best predictor of national Olympic performance. The model is used to predict the number 

of medals won by Australia in 2000, which is slightly different from the observed total. The authors 

guess that forced mobilisation of resources by governments can also play a role in medal totals (an 

argument which probably applies in retrospect to past Soviet and Eastern European Olympic 

performances). Economic development, assessed by either GDP per capita or total GDP, is an 

important determinant of a country’s international sport performance. If the resources mobilised by the 

government play a role, this very fact is likely to widen the gap between developed and developing 

countries even further, in terms of sport performance, since sport budgets are so tiny in the latter. 

 

3. Player moves from developing countries 

 

One major consequence of sport underdevelopment and lower sport performance in developing 

countries is the so-called ‘muscle drain’ of Third World athletes (players) to developed countries’ 

markets for talent. It is increasingly fuelled by the wage gap, which is roughly one to twenty between 

the African and the French football player markets. The French (or any European) overall minimum 

wage is well over the average income of an African football player in his home country. In many 
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North American and European professional sports, developing countries are utilised as nurseries for 

talent and provide a huge pool of labour. Latin American countries are also suffering from a muscle 

drain, in particular Argentina and Brazil as regards to football players (Andreff, 2004). 

 

Many problems are associated with the muscle drain. It undermines the sporting substance of 

developing countries. It diverts the most talented athletes, those few who have had the opportunity to 

benefit from the rare domestic coaches and sport facilities. In some cases, it erodes the capacity of the 

home country to use its most talented athletes in international competitions, partly explaining the poor 

performances of developing countries in world sports events. For instance, their European professional 

clubs did not release football players from Africa for selection to their domestic national teams to play 

in matches of the 22nd African Cup 2000. With the emergence of fifteen to seventeen-year-old player 

championship in African countries, international transfers have increasingly affected very young 

players. Most young players transferred to European professional clubs ultimately do not sign a 

contract and then are left aside, cut off from their family, friends, and home country, with no source of 

income and no assistance. Clubs in home countries cannot impede these transfers and are either hardly 

compensated or not compensated at all. Talented young players ‘imported’ from developing countries 

can offer an interesting substitute in the face of skyrocketing prices in the European market, after the 

Bosman case. On the other hand, once hired, a talented young player from Africa or Latin America 

can after a time be sold again by the ‘importing’ club to another one at a higher price. 

 

In developing countries, talented teenage players are either enrolled in clubs affiliated with their home 

country’s national football federation or are playing for non affiliated sports associations that recruit 

non affiliated players for their squads. For players in non affiliated associations, the only way for an 

international transfer is through an underground labour market characterised by clandestine networks 

of player agents. The great bulk of players under eighteen transferred from developing countries come 

via this illicit market. The worst situation emerges when a player enters the market and is eventually 

trapped in the network of illegal player agents connected with European professional clubs. For 

instance, in Italian football, 2,273 foreign affiliated players over sixteen have been transferred through 

illicit channels whereas 4,809 foreign players, aged six to sixteen, have been imported from Latin 

America and Africa. A book by Tshimanga (2001) covers plenty of detailed evidence about transfers 

of teenage African and Latin American players. Problems were so prevalent with such transfers in 

Belgium that, in November 2000, fifteen young African players, most of them minors, lodged a 

complaint in Brussels and Antwerp courts against all the Belgian professional clubs and players’ 

agents. They were complaining about a ‘trade of human beings’ since, after being unsuccessfully 

tested and thus not hired by professional clubs, they had been abandoned by both clubs and players’ 

agents. Once in that situation, as minors without either a labour contract or a return ticket to their 
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home country, they became de facto illegal migrant workers in Belgium. A number of such cases can 

be found in all European countries. 

 

On the other hand, no money accrues to either the national football federation or the nursery 

association when teenagers’ transfer internationally from non-affiliated associations in their home 

country. As to transfers of players from affiliated clubs, a dumping price on the European market 

means a low transfer fee, which often does not even cover the education and training cost of the 

transferred player. 

 

In order to cope with the less desirable effects of international teenage player transfers, we have 

suggested to introduce a so-called Coubertobin tax (for the tax technicalities, see Andreff, 2004) with 

four purposes: 1/ covering part of the education and training costs in the home country of transferred 

players; 2/ providing a stronger disincentive to transfer an athlete or a player from a developing 

country, based on the player age at the time of transfer; 3/ slowing the muscle drain transfer from 

developing countries to professional player markets in developed countries ; and 4/ accruing revenues 

to a fund for sports development in the home country which would finance sport facilities building and 

maintenance, and physical education programmes at school. The idea is to levy the tax at a 1% rate on 

all transfer fees and initial wages agreed on in each labour contract signed by players from developing 

countries with foreign partners. In order to put a brake on the international transfer of teenage athletes, 

a graduated tax is designed, including an increasing surcharge with the decreasing age of minor 

players transferred. 

 

A new FIFA transfer regulation came into force on September 1, 2001, containing a number of clauses 

relating to the protection of minors, training compensation, and a solidarity mechanism (Gerrard, 

2002). Transfer of minors is prohibited unless the player’s family moves for non football-related 

reasons. Within the EU-EEA, players under eighteen can only move if teams provide both athletic and 

academic training. The new rules also establish that compensation for training costs incurred between 

the ages of twelve and twenty-one is payable when the player signs his first professional contract and 

on each subsequent move to another team, up to the age of twenty-three. The first payment of training 

compensation is distributed on a pro rata basis among the teams contributing to the player’s training. 

Finally, the new rules include a solidarity mechanism whereby 5% of all compensation payments for 

transfers involving players over the age of twenty-three will be distributed to those teams involved in 

the training of the player between the ages of twelve and twenty-three. FIFA has introduced these new 

rules basically for securing a training compensation to nursery clubs, and for preventing player 

movement under eighteen. However, there is no sports development objective for home countries. 

Since the FIFA regulation is already in place, it is enforceable in football, while the Coubertobin tax 
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theoretically is applicable to all professional sports, but it might be in its rocket pad for long (for a 

more elaborated comparison, see Andreff, 2004). 

 

4. What about an African sport model? 

 

In the ongoing comparison of – and debate about – the American and European model of sport 

organisation, no room has been left until now to the issue of a possible sport model in developing 

countries. The question has been raised very recently of the existence of an African sport model. The 

response is focused on French-speaking African countries - FACs (Bouchet & Kaach, 2004). First, this 

model is characterised by all the features that are listed above as regards to sport in developing 

countries: no widespread physical education and sport participation, shortage of finance and a low 

availability of sport teachers, coaches and sport facilities. These are the roots of the sport model in 

least developed countries. 

 

In addition, FACs have inherited from the French colonial period a centralised organisation led by a 

state secretary or a department for sports and a co-management of sporting activities between this 

central state body and a domestic national Olympic committee. After political independence, sport has 

been ‘nationalised’ which practically means that the same centralised organisation has been kept, 

except that new local leaders have been substituted to former French sport managers. In both cases, 

before and after independence, a sport nomenklatura (bureaucracy) has channelled new sport practices 

from abroad into the country, detrimental to the survival of traditional physical activities. Below the 

state secretary and the national Olympic committee, a hierarchical structure of sport organisations was 

imitated from the French 1901 law, with national sport federations, divided into regional leagues and, 

down the ladder, sport clubs which are a non-profit making associations and are run by voluntary 

workers. Thus, the state handles the whole sport system through subsidies to sport federations, training 

of sport teachers and coaches, and building sport facilities. 

 

The hardening budget constraint after political independence definitely jeopardised such a sport 

model, which sunk into underdevelopment. The situation has even worsened in the eighties when 

FACs came up with adopting structural adjustment policies recommended by the IMF and the World 

Bank, severing sport from its last budgetary resources. The rate of participation fell down while the 

private cost of participation increased to fill the gap deepened by vanishing state subsidies. In such a 

context, the sports economy (markets, investment) cannot develop very much. Clubs and federations 

are run without a strong economic rationale or even a clear managerial strategy, and circumventing 

them proves to be an easy game for talent-seeking players’ agents and professional clubs based in 

developed countries. 
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