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Editorial 

 

Geoff Walters and Giambattista Rossi 

Birkbeck, University of London 

 

This collection of articles is the result of a conference on labour market 

migration held at Birkbeck, University of London in May 2008. The specific 

focus of the conference was to address relevant issues around the subject of 

ófeet-drainô, a concept that has recently been coined to describe the migration 

of footballers from underdeveloped nations to developed nations. In particular, 

the focus of the conference was on understanding different perspectives 

surrounding the migration of professional footballers, including clubs, players, 

and youth players from within countries that are net importers of players to 

countries where players leave to pursue opportunities elsewhere.  

 

The concept of ófeet-drainô is particularly pertinent in regard to the European 

football industry where labour migration is a key issue. Since the Bosman 

ruling in 1995, there has been a marked rise in the number of players from 

outside the EU that have migrated to the top football nations in Western 

Europe, particularly England, Spain, Italy, Germany and France. In particular, 

there has been an increase in the number of African and South American 

players playing in Europe. A number of factors underpin this labour market 

development. From the perspective of Western European football clubs, it is 

far less expensive to recruit players from Eastern Europe, Africa and South 

America compared to more established football nations in Europe. There also 

exists the possibility of selling a player at a later stage in their career and 

realising significant capital gains. As a result, in recent years many European 

football clubs have extended and developed highly intricate networks with 

which to search for talented players on a global scale. This search has 

increasingly been focused not only on professional players but also on youth 

players showing the potential for future development. As such, many 

professional clubs have developed academies across the globe in the search 

for future talent.  
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From the perspective of players in less-developed nations, the prospect of 

earning significantly higher wages in Western Europe than in their own 

country is a key pull factor. In addition, poor levels of infrastructure and 

professionalism as well as issues of corruption in many less-developed 

nations, encourages players to seek employment in Europe. This has 

encouraged the development of football academies, particularly in African 

nations, which can vary in quality and infrastructure.  

 

This collection of papers brings together the work of leading academics that 

are currently researching the area of labour market migration in sport in 

addition to practitioner papers written by prominent individuals who deal with 

the impacts of labour market migration on a day-to-day basis. The first paper 

is written by Wladimir Andreff, one of the most prominent sports economists in 

Europe. In the paper, the implementation of a óCoubertobin taxô is presented 

as one specific regulatory measure to address the negative effects of muscle 

drain which can be felt by nations and players alike. Such a tax would involve 

a 1 per cent levy on the transfer fees and the initial wages in each labour 

contract signed by players moving to developed host countries from 

developing countries.  

 

The second paper, written by Raffaele Poli, examines labour market trends 

since the Bosman ruling in 1995 and shows how there has been an increase 

in the number of foreign players moving to the English, Italian, German, 

Spanish and French leagues. The paper also considers the implications of 

increasing foreign players on national team selection and presents data to 

suggest that the growth in foreign players has not yet reached a level to 

prevent local players from playing for the top five clubs in the five major 

European leagues. This is in contrast to the third paper, which looks at the 

effect of labour market migration on the English game and argues how the 

presence of a large number of overseas players has had a negative impact on 

the development of home-grown players and upon the England team. This 

paper was originally published by the Professional Footballersô Association as 
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a report in December 2007 looking at labour market trends in the Premier 

League and has been reproduced with their kind permission.  

 

The fourth paper offers some insights into Premier League Academies. 

Richard Elliott draws on interview data to show that the involvement of foreign 

players in the academy system also reflects the process of ófeet-exchangeô 

whereby the skills and knowledge of the foreign players help to improve the 

overall standards of performance for indigenous players.  Luca Ferrari, Fillipo 

Ricci, Giambattista Rossi and Tommaso Tamburino continue the focus on 

youth players and look at the transfer of players from Italy to the UK. Their 

article provides an overview of the youth academy system in Italy and 

considers how the rules of the Federazione Italiana Gioco Calcio do little to 

prevent the transfer of youth players from the age of 16 from moving abroad.  

 

The final two papers focus on the role of the youth academy in African 

football. The first paper is written by Jean-Marc Guillou. He proposes a new 

transfer system that aims to promote youth player development and 

encourage football clubs and associations to provide the requisite training. It 

is suggested that this system would have a positive impact on labour market 

migration in the football industry. In contrast, the final paper illustrates some of 

the potential negative impacts of labour market migration through the 

discussion of four types of football academy that exist in Ghana. This paper is 

based on preliminary analysis of an ethnographic study undertaken in Ghana 

by Paul Darby. While African academies, Afro-European academies, and 

private, charitable or corporate sponsored academies are often well organised 

and managed, and can contribute to the development of Ghanaian football 

and the local economy, there are also a large number of non-affiliated, 

improvised academies which are set up on an ad hoc basis and lack 

adequate facilities and involve poorly qualified staff, which can lead to the 

exploitation of youth players.  
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The Economic Effects of óMuscle Drainô in Sport 

 
 
Wladimir Andreff, Professor at the University Paris 1 Panthéon Sorbonne, 
and Honorary President of the International Association of Sport Economists. 

 
 
Abstract 

 

The basic contention in this paper is that both nations ï including national 

squads ï and some players may be losers when muscle drain develops on a 

global scale. On the other hand, there are major winners from muscle drain - 

usually European and North American sports clubs and playersô agents 

levying extremely significant fees on the international transfer of a player or 

athlete. On top of this, in the muscle drain business, private gains accruing to 

clubs and agents often prevail over the general interest of international sport 

federations and the IOC, governments and nations. As a consequence, 

additional regulation of this business is required to have the losers 

compensated by the winners of muscle drain, and such requirement goes far 

beyond the existing FIFA rules. This paper suggests the implementation of the 

so-called ñCoubertobin taxò as an additional form of regulation. However, the 

ñCoubertobin taxò must not be regarded as a panacea. Sport may be better off 

comparing and possibly combining it with other policy tools to handle the most 

detrimental effects of muscle drain. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Why use the term ómuscle drainô instead of ófeet drainô as it is stated in the 

conference title? Muscle drain is more appropriate for at least three reasons. 

First, this notion has been used in previous publications (Andreff, 2001 & 

2004). Secondly, feet drain seems appropriate when pointing at transfers of 

football players and all those sportsmen and women whose talent is exhibited 

through using their feet. It would hardly pertain to Formula 1 drivers, sailors, 

horse riders, and dart or chess players and so on. Finally, the brain is a 

muscle as well. In international migration theory, there are a number of 

references to brain drain, and its determinants, that could be mobilised for an 

analysis of international mobility on the global labour market for sporting 

talent.  

 

The basic contention in this paper is that both nations ï including national 

squads ï and some players may be losers when muscle drain develops on a 

global scale. On the other hand, there are major winners from muscle drain - 

usually European and North American sports clubs and playersô agents 

levying extremely significant fees on the international transfer of a player or 

athlete. On top of this, in the muscle drain business, private gains accruing to 

clubs and agents often prevail over the general interest of international sport 

federations and the IOC, governments and nations. As a consequence, 

additional regulation of this business is required to have the losers 

compensated by winners of muscle drain, and such the requirement goes far 

beyond the existing FIFA rules that are currently enforced in the case of 

football player transfers. Our own recommendation, which is described below, 

is a so-called ñCoubertobin taxò. It must not be regarded as a panacea but 

sport may be better off comparing and possibly combining it with other policy 

tools to handle the most detrimental effects of muscle drain. 

 

2. Muscle drain: some empirical evidence 

 

The first significant international player transfers can be traced back to the 

1950s when, for instance in football, a number of foreign superstar players 
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moved to Real Madrid such as Kopa, Di Stefano, and Puskas. In the same 

decade, the outflow of baseball players from the Dominican Republic towards 

North American baseball leagues started to become increasingly significant. 

However, it is the globalisation of the labour market for talents which has 

really boosted international muscle migration. A basic trigger for such 

globalisation was the Bosman case (1995) in football. A similar jurisprudence 

was extended to different sports and citizens of Central Eastern European 

and CIS countries by the Malaja, Kolpak and Simutenkov cases (Andreff, 

2006a). Then, in 2000, a Cotonou agreement signed by the European Union 

and 77 African, Caribbean and Pacific countries allowed athlete transfers from 

the latter area under the qualification of ñassimilated Europeansò (Chaix, 

2004), which means that they were considered under the same conditions as 

those players who could claim the benefits from the Bosman, Malaja, Kolpak 

and Simutenkov jurisprudences. The outcome is a global labour market for 

player talents.  

 

Witnessing the main tendencies of muscle drain since 1995, three typical 

flows of international player (athlete) mobility emerge. The first one may be 

coined a North-North migration, that is players moving across Western 

European (namely within the EU), North American and Japanese professional 

leagues and championships. A second flow encompasses those athletes 

moving from developing countries to developed market economies in North 

America, Europe and Japan, i.e. a South-North migration. A certain level of 

these transfers relate to the international transfer of teenage players.  

 

2.1. North-North international mobility 

 

Following the Bosman case in 1995 the international mobility of football 

players has increased across European leagues. The percentage of foreign 

players in European football leagues is on average nearly twice as high in 

2006 compared with 1996. In particular, an increasing percentage shows up 

in the five major European football leagues in Table 1. According to data 

collected by Loïc, Ravenel and Poli regarding the five major European football 

leagues, 38.7% of all players involved in 2006 were foreign; that is 277 
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players of which 50.2% had migrated from other European countries (82 

players moving out from France, 41 from the Netherlands, 38 from Portugal, 

34 from Denmark, etc.). This is what is basically meant by a North-North 

muscle drain in European football. The English Premier League is the most 

internationalised labour market in European football, a fact that triggered the 

writing of the Meltdown Report in December 2007 after the English national 

squad had not been able to qualify for the Euro 2008 final stage (Professional 

Footballers Association, 2007). During the 2007-08 football season only 196 

players in the Premier League were not foreign while foreigners originated 

from 66 different countries. This is to be compared with only 23 foreigners 

playing in the Premier League when it was created (1992). 

 

Table 1: Share of foreign players in professional football, pre- and post-

Bosman (%) 

 

1st division 

championship 1995 1996 1999 2005 2006 

England 34 34 37 56 55 

France 18 18 22 36 36 

Germany 19 27 39 50 41 

Italy 14 17 33 31 31 

Spain 20 29 40 28 32 

 

 

More generally, in European football, the average number of foreign players 

per team has increased from 4.8 to 9.8 between 1995 and 2006. For instance, 

Arsenal played the Champions League final 2005 with only two British players 

on the pitch and today there are few English players in the team. The 

internationalisation of European professional football teams appears to be 

widespread across the best Champions League participants (Chelsea, 

Manchester United, Barcelona, Real Madrid, etc.) which can now be depicted 

as multinational companies (Andreff, 2008). 
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The other side of the coin is the selection of players enrolled abroad in an 

increasing number of national squads. During the football World Cup in 2006 

the overall number of players selected in national squads was 736 out of 

which 392 (53%) were playing abroad. The extreme case was the Ivory Coast 

(C¹te dôIvoire) team where all the players were registered in foreign leagues 

and clubs. Even national squads of developed countries are affected by 

labour market globalisation. The 2006 French football squad encompassed 13 

players registered abroad. The only dividing line among European countries, 

with regards to North-North muscle drain is that some countries are net 

importers of foreign players (England, Spain, Germany) whereas some others 

are net exporters (France, Belgium, Portugal, Denmark).  

 

2.2. South-North international mobility 

 

South-North athlete mobility is a crucial facet of muscle drain ï even more 

than North-North player transfers. Nearly half of foreign players operating in 

the five major European football leagues originate from developing countries. 

The percentage is even higher if we look at second rank leagues like Belgium 

or Portugal and second and third division clubs of the big five European 

football countries. For example, in the French professional football league 

(Ligue du Football Professionnel), 50% of foreign players are from African 

countries.  

 

Empirical evidence shows that muscle drain is a net South to North flow, i.e. 

the South is net exporter and the North is net importer. France is a typical 

case in point: 13 out of 45 foreign players who entered the French Ligue 1 in 

2007-2008 were from developing countries while 3 out of 54 players who 

moved abroad have left for a developing country. The balance is a net import 

of 10 players from developing countries. Seen from the South, a similar 

orientation is witnessed. From 1989 to 1997, over 2,000 Brazilian players 

migrated to European football clubs, and there were still 654 that moved in 

2002, increasing to 857 in 2004 (Table 2). Their first destination is Portugal, 

then other European countries. Hundreds of African and other Latin American 

football players are transferred to European clubs every year.  
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Table 2: Transfers of Brazilian players abroad 

 

  2002 2003 2004 

Total 654 787 857 

Moving to: Nb % Nb % Nb % 

Europe 365 55.8 454 57.7 435 50.8 

Portugal  

(1st destination) 141 21.6 141 17.9 132 15.4 

Asia 94 14.4 128 16.3 169 19.7 

South America 80 12.2 71 9.0 95 11.1 

Africa 53 8.1 65 8.3 79 9.2 

North-Central America       60 9.2 67 8.5 68 7.9 

Oceania 2 0.3 2 0.3 11 1.3 

 

 

The same South-North muscle drain is observed from developing countries to 

North America even though we do not focus so much on such empirical facts 

in Europe. Just to mention a few of them, 1,300 players in Major League 

Baseball are citizens from the Dominican Republic; a number of African and 

Latin American players operate in the National Basketball Association; and 

Czech and Russian superstar players are often hired by National Hockey 

League teams. 

 

Since the late 1980s, post-communist transition economies from Central 

Eastern Europe and former Soviet Union have become significant athlete net 

exporters so that they can compare ï and indeed compete ï with developing 

countries in the global labour market for sporting talents. For example, from 

1990 to 1997, over 600 professional football players, 520 ice hockey players, 

300 handball and volleyball players, 100 ice skaters and 20 coaches moved 

abroad from the former USSR. With economic recovery in Russia, nowadays 

a reverse flow has emerged of importing foreign players in the best 
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performing Russian clubs, like the 2008 UEFA Cup winner, Zenith St. 

Petersburg.  

 

There is another side of the coin: national squads of developing (and 

transition) countries now comprise many players whose club affiliations are 

outside their home domestic league. This is exhibited in Table 3 for the five 

African squads that qualified for the 2002 football World Cup; overall only 21% 

of their players were affiliated to their home domestic league. The same 

observation can be made at the football African Cup of Nations, one of three 

major football tournaments held by the Confederation of African Football. 

 

Table 3: Geographic distribution of domestic team affiliation, African 

2002 World Cup players 

 

Domestic team 

affiliation Cameroon Nigeria Senegal S. Africa Tunisia Total 

Home country - 2 1 7 14 24 

Africa - - 1 - - 1 

England 4 4 - 3 - 11 

France 7 3 20 - 2 32 

Germany 1 - - 2 1 4 

Italy 3 - - 1 3 7 

Spain 4 1 - - - 5 

Other European 3 11 1 10 3 28 

Rest of World 1 2 - - - 3 

Total 23 23 23 23 23 115 

Source: Gerrard (2002).  

 

2.3. International teenage player transfers 

 

International teenage player transfers is the most controversial aspect of the 

muscle drain business, and has been outlawed by FIFA rules adopted in 2001 

that forbid transferring from abroad football players below the age of eighteen. 
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Indeed, such transfers emerged in the late 1980s, but importing teenage 

players from developing countries was boosted by liberalisation and the 

resulting globalisation of the football labour market after 1995. Many clubs 

increasingly looked for a substitute to more mobile European superstar 

players by recruiting younger and cheaper talents from the Third World.  

 

During the 1990s, 4,809 foreign players, aged from six to sixteen, originating 

from Latin American and African countries were found in Italian football clubs. 

In the Netherlands, 33 football clubs have been sued by the immigration office 

for illicit importation of Latin American and African players. Belgian football 

clubs were ï and still are ï utilised as ñnursery hubsò for training African 

players before their transfer to major European leagues. In 2000, 15 young 

African players lodged a complaint in the Belgian court against professional 

clubs and playersô agents, complaining ñtrade and trafficking of human beingsò 

- a case that they eventually won (Tshimanga Bakadiababu, 2001). 

 

Often spotted by playersô agents at the African Cup of Nations ï which is 

nicknamed the ñcattle fairò - teenage players are invited for a trial in European 

clubs, and recruited when the trial is successful. When a trial is unsuccessful, 

they are often abandoned by both clubs and playersô agents without a labour 

contract and a return airplane ticket to their home country. Thus they are left 

de facto in a position as illegal migrant workers and, sometimes, are targeted 

by the police. Some cases caused so much outrage in France that the French 

Minister for Sports, Ms. Buffet, commissioned a report (Donzel, 1999) which 

confirmed the existence of extremely bad practices by clubs and playersô 

agents as regards to African teenage players. After a decade of such 

controversial teenage transfers, UEFA reacted in 2001 with new regulations, 

article 19 of which came up with the statement that ñinternational transfer is 

allowed only if the player is at least eighteenò. However, three exceptions 

(unwillingly) left the door open to regulation being circumvented: teenage 

transfers were allowed when their parents move abroad for reasons that are 

not linked to football (how do you demonstrate it?); when it is a transfer across 

EU countries; and when a teenage player is living close to the border of a 

foreign country.  
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As a consequence, teenage muscle drain has not been eliminated even 

though it is less publicised now that it is clearly illegal. One can still find some 

cases reported by the press. Let us mention one of them: by end of 2002, Isa 

Mohammed (Nigeria) was transferred to a first division Polish nursery club, 

and his transfer was supposed to be the rocket pad toward his international 

career in a major European football league. Unfortunately, he was injured, 

then skipped away from the team and eventually abandoned by the club.  

 

2.4. The tip of the iceberg: changing citizenship (naturalisation) 

 

A small, though rapidly increasing, aspect in the international migration of 

sporting talent is where an athlete or player demands that they change his/her 

citizenship (naturalisation), which is the most visible and tricky part of muscle 

drain. The number of naturalized citizens in national squads competing at 

Athens Olympics 2004 was far from negligible (Table 4).  

 

Table 4 - Naturalized athletes at Athens Olympics 

  

National squads of: Number of naturalized 
athletes 

Germany 12 

France  29* 

Greece 28 

Italy 9 

European Union overall 99 

Australia 13 

Canada 9 

United States 13 

Israel 16 

* including by marriage and collective naturalization. 
Source: Andreff (2006a). 

 

 

Table 5 illustrates that there were 29 naturalized athletes in the French 

national squad for the Athens Olympics in 2004. 22 of the athletes originated 
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from developing countries and 6 from transition economies. Poli and Gillon 

(2006) provide a more comprehensive picture: they found 270 naturalized 

athletes at the Athens Olympics out of which 41 originated from Africa, 43 

from Asia, 57 from America, and 120 from Europe. Those 270 athletes were 

respectively selected in national squads of European (187), American (35), 

Asian (25) and African (5) countries, and in Oceaniaôs squads (17). The 

balance again shows a net outflow of naturalized athletes from developing 

countries and a net inflow in developed countries.  

 

Table 5 - Naturalized athletes in the French national squad, Athens 
Olympics 

    

Name Discipline Home country Relative GDP 

   per capita* 

Aka Akesse V. wrestling Ivory Coast 37 times 

Barber E. long jump Sierra Leone 16.9 

Dehiba H. 1500 m Morocco 20 

Djones L. 400 m, 4x400 m Ivory Coast 37 

Douhou A. 4x400 m Ivory Coast 37 

El Hassan 
Lassini 

marathon Morocco 20 

El Himer D. marathon Morocco 20 

Esarok L. 1500 m Morocco 20 

Helaouzy A. 4x400 m Morocco 20 

Honyang P. badminton China 26 

Karabatic N. handball Serbia Montenegro 11.4 

Karbanenko D. gymnastics Russia 8.2 

Kiraly H. fencing (sword) Hungary 3.4 

Mang V. 100 m, 4x100 m Cameroon 37 

Martins M. 5000 m Cap Verde 17 

Matam D. weight lifting Cameroon 37 

Maury M. 5000 m Kenya 69 

N'Dicka S. weight lifting Cameroon 37 

N'Thépé A.I. 4x400 m Cameroon 37 

Okori R.F. 100 m hurdle Equatorial Guinea 5.2 

Quieter Maraoui 
R. 

marathon Morocco 20 

Ramalanirina N. 100 m hurdle Madagascar 133 
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Sghyr S. 10000 m Morocco 20 

Stoyanov S. badminton Bulgaria 10.8 

Szabo M. handball Hungary 3.4 

Thebar K. horse riding Germany 1.02 

Wade H. 4x400 m Senegal 46 

Wright V. badminton Bulgaria 10,8 

Yemouni M. 1500 m Morocco 20 

* France GDP per capita divided by home country's GDP per capita. 

Source: Andreff (2006a). 

 

A forthcoming issue resulting from increasingly numerous naturalisations, 

which has urgently to be dealt with, is what will be the meaning, status and 

recognition of national squads in the future. The Qatari strategy of naturalising 

African and Latin American athletes practically overnight (more exactly within 

a fortnight deadline) is of particular concern. All the more so since such a 

strategy spreads throughout Gulf countries. What will be the impact on 

national squads if this strategy is adopted by countries throughout the world? 

 

3. The economic determinants of muscle drain 

 

Contrary to brain drain, muscle drain is a topic in which there is little coverage 

within economics literature. One reason for such a position is that some 

determinants of muscle drain are not economic: some athletes simply have a 

double citizenship by birth or otherwise, other athletes follow their parents 

international relocation for non sport motives and then get naturalized, while 

some look for the opportunity of being selected in a (weaker) national squad 

of a foreign country and so on. As an economist, I would not stick to these 

drivers of muscle drain which are athlete-specific. However, in the past 

decades, economic determinants have increasingly prevailed.  

 

3.1. The determinants of North-North muscle drain 

 

When it comes to North-North muscle drain, a major determinant is wage 

differentials across different sports and different developed market 

economies. If one compares average monthly wages in different sports in a 
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same country, money distribution appears to be very much uneven. In 2007, 

the average individual wage was ú44,000 per month in Ligue 1 of French 

football, ú11,000 in Ligue 2, ú12,500 in the cycling Pro Tour, ú7,000 in 

basketball A (1st division), ú6,500 in rugby Top 14, and ú1,500 in athletics 

Ligue Pro (about 30 times less than in Ligue 1). It is clear that the French 

labour market for sporting talent is unevenly attractive to muscle drain 

depending on the sporting discipline and compared with other potential 

importing countries where wage distribution by sport discipline is probably 

different (though we do not know any study comparing relative wages 

between sports on an international scale). Available data provides an insight 

of the wage differentials that exist within the football industry across 

developed market economies. For instance, the average monthly wage in the 

English Premier League was ú145,000 in 2007 (three times higher than in 

French league) and ú45,500 in the Championship (four times higher than in 

the French second division). This obviously explains why so many French 

football players move to English clubs and so few (if any) English players are 

hired by French clubs.  

 

A comprehensive explanation of wage differentials between English and 

French football leagues would lead us into economic theory of professional 

sports leagues (Andreff, 2009) and variants of league regulation in European 

football (Andreff & Bourg, 2006), which is beyond the limits of this paper. In a 

nutshell, wage differentials result from differences in club revenues that are 

dependent upon a number of factors including club attractiveness and access 

to gate receipts, sponsorship money, TV rights revenues, merchandising, 

stadium naming rights and club ownership. In this respect, English football 

clubsô attractiveness is stronger than French clubs. Chelsea could afford a 

ú190 million payroll in 2007-08, which equates to 70% of the overall payroll for 

the whole French Ligue 1 (ú268 million). Seen from transferred player 

revenues, wage differentials trigger the decision to move from French to 

English clubs. Moving from Olympique Lyonnais to Chelsea, Malouda 

increased his annual wage by 52%; Faubert by 97% from Bordeaux to West 

Ham; Kaboul by 214% from Auxerre to Tottenham; Abidal by 54% from 
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Olympique Lyonnais to Barcelona; Mavuba by 122% from Bordeaux to 

Villareal; and Ribéry by 94% from Olympique de Marseille to Bayern Munich. 

 

A secondary determinant is league regulation and its impact on a more or less 

balanced contest; the so-called issue of competitive balance. The more 

unbalanced a championship, the more a player move to a top club of this 

unbalanced league will translate into a substantial wage increase. French 

players often migrate from the more balanced French Ligue 1 to the less 

balanced Italian Lega Calcio, Spanish Liga de Futbol and English Premier 

League in view of significant wage gains. A more unbalanced domestic 

championship increases the probability that the top clubs will qualify for (or 

even win) the Champions League and results in increased revenue 

expectations for players (including bonuses, sponsorship contracts, etc.). 

Playing in a successful club such as a Champions League winner, finalist or 

semi-finalist will increase the value of a player human capital (i.e. observed 

talent) which could materialize in a more profitable future international 

transfer.  

 

A third determinant may be the overall level of economic regulation in a 

playerôs home country as compared to the level of regulation in a potential 

host country. For example, a heavier French taxation on high individual 

revenues is assumed to be a push factor to move abroad which may affect a 

number of professions, namely professional sportsmen and women. Of 

course, such a nation-wide determinant would be affected by the current 

financial crisis and recession in different ways in North American and 

European countries but probably in deepening the gap between countries that 

would suffer more and those suffering less from the crisis. 

 

3.2 The determinants of South-North muscle drain 

 

The wage gap is obviously the most effective determinant. In the first division 

of the Brazilian football in 2007, the average wage was ú12,000 while in 

African leagues it was below ú2,000 in different countries, seldom over ú5,000 

anywhere in Africa. English and French football wages are extremely 
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appealing, even if paid below the average, to any Latin American or African 

player.  

 

A second determinant is economic underdevelopment of the Third World, and 

to some extent transition countries (Andreff, 2001). Developing countries are 

usually plagued by a shortage of sport teachers and coaches, low domestic 

sports financing, limited sport facilities and equipment, and fewer world-class 

sport performances than developed countries, illustrated through fewer 

Olympic medals. For example, the number of medals is markedly determined 

by GDP per capita and population of participating countries (Andreff et al., 

2008). These countries do not have the capability to host more than a few 

mega sport events if any, and they often suffer from widespread corruption in 

sport, embezzlements and wage arrears in professional clubs. Therefore, for 

an athlete, moving to the North means that he/she will find better training 

conditions, better technologies in sport equipment and medical care, better 

expectations to win at world level and more competitive athletes to compete 

with. In addition, he/she will often have access to a better standard of living 

and purchasing power in developed market economies.  

 

The same determinants obviously apply to teenage muscle drain. An 

additional one is the ñdream of a personal achievement as a future superstar 

playerò in the North with all associated benefits, a dream continuously fuelled 

by fallacious prospects of unscrupulous playersô agents.  

 

4. The effects on a host countryôs sports economy 

 

There are a number of effects of muscle drain on a host country. For players, 

when a transfer is successful, a major effect is higher wages and revenues 

and consequently a better standard of living. When unsuccessful, the player is 

often left aside by the host club or resold on the labour market or simply 

abandoned in the case of teenagers. If a trial is unsuccessful, a player has to 

look to find another club, usually in a lower division, or find a way to come 

back home.  
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For host clubs, there are at least four effects: 

 

 They become multinational companies sampling together players and 

coaches from different countries, just like they attempt to attract fans, TV 

viewers, sponsors and media from various countries 

 They offer sport shows and sport events of a better quality due to their 

recruitment of good players/athletes from abroad and they increase the 

probability to achieve sporting success; consequently, they attract more 

money from fans, sponsors and TV channels 

 Since they earn more money, host clubs are more capable of recruiting the 

best international superstars or, alternatively, a larger number of less 

talented players, which can prolong their capacity to win, to earn more 

money and so on, in a sort of winnersô ñvirtuous circleò 

 In some cases, host clubs finance nursery clubs or networks in developing 

countries in order to supply a stable ñinflow of cheap musclesò in future 

years  

 

As regards professional sports leagues, the impact depends on whether the 

host country is a net importer of players or not. For instance, despite a 

significant number of French football players enrolled abroad, French Ligue 1 

had a deficit transfer balance in the early 2000s, which jeopardized the league 

financial equilibrium, due to even more significant imports of players from 

European and developing countries.  

 

When it comes to playersô agents, the more they transfer players, the bigger 

their revenues since they levy a percentage on each transfer fee and/or initial 

wage. With player transfers from developing countries, agents are often 

dishonest when stating player birth dates in order to either órejuvenateô old 

players or give the appearance that a minor player is older than eighteen. This 

fake business is often run by unregistered playersô agents unsupervised by 

FIFA ï therefore outlaw agents (nearly 80% of agents in operation with the 

French football league) - and hence there is a high risk of fuelling again and 

again the bung culture of bribes, embezzlements and so on, pointed at by the 
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report by Lord Stevens in 2006. Sometimes, a conflict of interest emerges 

when there are tight links between host club managers and playersô agents. 

 

Regarding the economic impact of muscle drain on a host countryôs economy 

overall, an obvious gain exists in having higher quality domestic sport 

contests without having financed the cost for education and training foreign 

players/athletes involved in domestic championships. With superstar foreign 

players, host countriesô clubs and teams may enjoy winning prestigious (and 

profitable) international contests like the Champions League in European 

football. However, a possible ñwindfall costò may occur with the declining 

performance of a host countryôs national squad as has been witnessed with 

the English national team which failed to qualify for the final stage of Euro 

2008.  

 

An issue of regulation then comes to the fore, since a host country, in 

principle, can maintain either rather liberal (some would say lax) rules about 

education and training of domestic players like in England with the 

aforementioned consequence on the national squad or can more tightly 

regulate professional sports businesses like in France. Each French football 

Ligue 1 club is required by league rules to finance and run its own educational 

and training centre. The result has been the good performances of the 

national squad in the past decade (Gouguet & Primault, 2006) and an outflow 

of French superstar players abroad whereas domestic clubs under-perform in 

European contests and have to import foreign players to substitute for the loss 

of migrant superstars. This is not without its problems in terms of clubsô 

management and governance (Andreff, 2007).  

 

5. The effects on a home countryôs sports economy  

 

The issues discussed here are more of concern with developing than 

developed home countries. The main issue is that the home country and the 

nursery club are not compensated ï or not enough ï for the educational and 

training costs they have occurred before their players have been transferred. 

As an example, in 2003 the Dominican State Secretary for Sports complained 
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that his country received no return from the hundreds of migrant players in 

Major League Baseball, meaning that his ministry had financed the 

emergence of skills and talents and could not recover even a dollar of this 

cost.  

 

Absent or limited compensation deepens the gap between the sports 

economy of a developing home country and a developed host country and 

undermines the sporting substance of developing countries as well as their 

expectations and probability to win in international contests or at the 

Olympics. Developing countries national squads are often weakened by 

European or American clubsô reluctance to release their Third World players, 

which erodes the home countryôs capacity to field its most talented athletes in 

international contests. In addition, when players are released, the national 

squad of a home country is less and less national in some sense insofar as 

most of its players are expatriate workers. 

 

Due to the lack of compensation for transferred players, professional clubs 

and leagues in developing countries remain poor and are unable to keep their 

best players or to get a reasonably high price (transfer fee) for them in the 

global market for talent. All in all, home countries are the losers in the muscle 

drain business; the issue to be solved is one of losersô (home countries) 

compensation by the winners that are located in developed host countries. 

This is an issue that has not yet been effectively addressed since the 

emergence of sports globalisation.  

 

6. What is to be done? 

 

In the face of similar issues with the excess international mobility of capital in 

global financial markets, James Tobin, a Nobel Prize winner in Economics 

suggested to ñthrow sand in the wheels of international financeò and designed 

a 1% Tobin tax to put a brake on short term capital movements (Tobin, 1978). 

Such a tax has not been implemented so far but with the current financial 

crisis partly resulting from too much free capital movements through banks, 
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financial markets, fiscal paradises, etc., the Tobin tax may come back to the 

fore in coming months.  

 

Thus my own recommendation is to design and introduce a so-called 

ñCoubertobinò tax on international player transfers with the four following 

objectives: 

 

1. The tax is to extensively cover educational and training costs of home 

countries. 

2. The tax is likely to slowdown muscle drain from developing countries to 

professional player markets in developed countries. 

3. The tax should provide a strong disincentive to transferring teenage 

players or even children. 

4. Tax revenues would accrue to a fund for sport development in developing 

home countries and it could finance sport facilities building and 

maintenance, training, sports at school and sport for all.  

 

The idea is to levy the Coubertobin tax at a 1% rate on all transfer fees and 

initial wages agreed on in each labour contract signed by players moving from 

developing countries with foreign partners to developed host countries (for the 

technicalities of the tax, see Andreff, 2001 & 2004, and below). Regarding 

transfers of teenage and very young talents, a graduated surcharge would be 

added to the 1% tax itself - the younger the player, the higher rate of 

surcharge.  

 

The tax is obviously not designed to be a panacea. A number of issues would 

have to be resolved if one wants such a tax to be enforced. Which would be 

the accurate body to levy the tax and take over tax administration? We 

suggested elsewhere a World Bank or UN department or an international 

body specifically created to manage the tax. An international agreement is 

necessary between host and home countries and sport federations; otherwise 

the tax will not be implemented on a global scale, the only relevant scale. 

Political willingness seems to be missing so far in favour of such tax. The 

current financial crisis with its impact on professional finance and a hardened 
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budget constraint on wages and transfer fees might well create a window of 

opportunity for those convinced that the global market for sporting talents 

must be regulated.  

 

A model of a Coubertobin tax 

 

FR =  (Pi - r.Vl) . T, if a  >  a1    (1)   

   

FR =  (Pi - r.Vl) . [T + s1 (a - a1)], if a1  < a  <  a2  (2)   

    

FR =  (Pi - r.Vl) . [T + s2 (a - a2)], if a2  <  a  <  a3  (3)   

    

FR =  (Pi - r.Vl) . (T + s3), if a  <  a3    (4)   

  

FR: revenues rose through taxation for home developing countries, 

Pi: international transfer price (fee) + initial annual wage of transferred player, 

Vl: player's value on home country market, 

r: exchange rate between domestic currency and the hard currency of host country, 

T : Coubertobin tax at a uniform rate of 1% for all transferred players, 

s: tax surcharge for players under 18, 

a: player's age at the date of transfer, 

a1: first age threshold below which a tax surcharge is to be paid, 

a2: second age threshold below which a tax surcharge must be deterrent, 

a3: third age threshold below which the tax is prohibitive on transfers of extremely 

young players.  

Example: a1  = 18 years, a2  = 14 years, and a3  = 10 years. 

If a1  <  a  <  a2 , the tax surcharge s1 = 2% more for each month under the age of 

18 at the date of transfer; transferring a player of 16 would cost a 48% surcharge). 

If a2  <  a  <  a3 , the surcharge s2 = 10% more for each month below the age of 14 

at the date of transfer; transferring a player of 12 would cost a 240% surcharge. 

If a  <  a3 , the surcharge s3  = 1000% lump sum tax.  

 

Before concluding a comparison between the suggested tax and other 

regulatory options is worth briefly considering. There are at least three other 

options. A first option is the one adopted in the 2001 FIFA rules. First, 

teenager transfers are prohibited. The problem is that prohibition usually 
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creates very strong incentives to either find some excuse that triggers an 

exception status or develop an international black market for teenage players, 

which does indeed exist. Second, FIFA rules established training cost 

compensation for players transferred over twenty-three with a 5% solidarity 

mechanism which distributes compensation on a pro rata basis among all 

nursery clubs involved in a playerôs training from the age of twelve to twenty-

three. In a nutshell, the comparison between FIFA rules and the Coubertobin 

tax comes out with (details in Andreff, 2001 & 2002, Gerrard, 2002) FIFA rules 

being more profitable over twenty-three, much less below eighteen; a main 

limitation of FIFA rules, comparative to the tax, is that they are restricted to 

football while the Coubertobin tax targets all sports; on the other hand, FIFA 

rules have been adopted while the tax is still a prospect. In some regards, the 

FIFA rules represent a step forward in a positive direction, but it is not enough 

to tackle the less desirable effects of muscle drain.  

 

A second option has been suggested by a French MP, Guy Tessier, which is 

a 5% tax on all transfer fees whatever the playerôs home and host countries. 

Its main objective however is to finance sport facilities and sport practices in 

ñhot suburbsò, even in developed countries, rather than to confine itself to 

regulating international player transfers. 

 

A third option is a comeback to pre-Bosman quotas of domestic players, such 

as the 6 + 5 rule which would compel any football club to field at least five 

domestic (ónationalô) players in each match that counts for a contest. This rule 

is strongly supported by Sepp Blatter, the FIFA president, and more recently 

he has been joined by the incumbent French State Secretary for Sports, 

Bernard Laporte. The incumbent UEFA president, Michel Platini, is less of a 

fan of quotas. Nevertheless, the number of ñlocally trainedò players that must 

be fielded in UEFA contests has been increased from 4, to 6, and currently 

stands at 8 players since 2007-08 (but a number of foreign players can be 

counted as locally trained). In the Italian Lega Calcio, the quota is now at least 

50% Italian players. A quota of locally trained players is also discussed in the 

French rugby Top 14 for season 2009-10. The concept of locally trained 

players is rather blurred and must be further clarified in the near future, 
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otherwise it could be considered as an attempt of breaching the Bosman 

jurisprudence. Finally, the Andrew Webster case at the Court of Arbitration for 

Sport seems to be a recent U-turn compared with the Bosman case since it 

allows a player ï considered as a free agent ï who breaches his labour 

contract before the deadline, to obtain compensation though not higher than 

cumulative wages until the end of contract. This sounds like the previous 

transfer fee system which had been abolished by the Bosman case. If player 

quotas based on citizenship were to be re-introduced, they would come again 

under the fire of the European Court of Justice with some other prejudiced 

player like Bosman.  

 

The most urgent regulation of muscle drain is the need for tighter supervision 

of playersô agents. According to FIFA rules anyone who starts up a playersô 

agent business must exhibit a clean police record, must not be an attorney, 

must pass an interview with his/her domestic football federation and must 

make a deposit in Swiss francs. A number of agents operate without fulfilling 

these rules. This regulation should be more tightly supervised, to say the 

least. Another option would be to forbid affiliated clubs (affiliated to 

federations) to deal with outlawed player agents and to fine those which do 

not align to such new rules. Some doubt may be raised about the efficiency of 

supervision as long as playersô agents and host clubs have confusing or 

merged interests. Creating an international association of playersô agents on 

the model of the Bar (association of barristers) has also been suggested 

(Tshimanga Bakadiababu, 2001) that would define and supervise 

honorariums and fees, and rule the whole agents business. Here again, like 

for the Coubertobin tax, such reform requires political willingness which at 

present is lacking.   
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Abstract 

 

The objective of this article is, firstly, to understand which leagues, clubs and 

players have taken advantage from the gradual opening of the football labour 

market in Europe. Drawing on statistical data from the Professional Football 

Players Observatory, this article shows that the presence of foreign players in 

the major European leagues has increased remarkably over the last decade. 

It also shows that the percentage of non-EU players has increased both with 

respect to the total number of players and relative to the total number of 

foreign players. The article then considers the implications of increasing 

foreign players on national team selection. The data shows that, contrary to 

what is often argued by the European press, this growth has not yet reached 

a level that would prevent local players from playing for the top clubs. In the 

case of England, there are 28 full international players that play regularly in all 

positions for the top five clubs in the five major European leagues (on average 

24.1 league games per year). Therefore it can be argued that the 'invasion' of 

foreign players is not the major reason for the English national team having 

failed to qualify for the final round of Euro 2008. However, if the European 

market for football players continues to evolve as in the last decade, this 

argument could become more prevalent in the future. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The organisation of the European market for footballers has undergone 

profound changes since December 1995, when the Court of Justice of the 

European Community delivered the 'Bosman' judgement, which decreed the 

free movement of sports within the European Union (EU). Until the beginning 

of season 1996/1997, European clubs were entitled to use only three foreign 

players plus, but only in some countries, two foreign footballers classified as 

'assimilated', having played for at least five seasons in the country where their 

clubs played (Dubey, 2000). 

 

This legal change coincided with an increasingly favourable economic 

environment for the football industry. The budgets of the clubs in the best 

European leagues were increasing significantly as a result of a growth in 

revenues obtained from the sale of broadcasting rights for football matches. 

Born in the 80s, subscription based TV had made football a priority product to 

attract new customers. The legal and economic changes resulted in clubsô 

recruiting an increasing number of players from abroad. Foreign players have 

thus gradually replaced national players in clubsô squads. Foreign players are 

defined as players that have been trained abroad and have migrated to 

another country to play professional football (Lanfranchi and Taylor, 2001). 

The percentage of foreign players amongst 98 clubs in the best five European 

leagues (Italy, England, Spain, Germany, and France) rose from 20.2% in 

1995/1996 to 38.6% ten seasons later. 

 

The strong increase of foreign playersô presence in the major European 

leagues has given rise to many discussions in academia. The 

internationalisation of the labour market for football playersô was analyzed by 

Bale and Maguire (1994) in light of the concept of globalization, defined as the 

tendency of the world economy to develop in the sense of growing 

interdependence among nations and integration of functional production 

systems on a large scale (Dicken, 2003). Whilst other researchers have 

shown the permanence of geographical (McGovern, 2002; Poli and Ravenel, 

2005) and historical (Taylor, 2007) influences on the international flows of 
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players, football tends to be regarded as an archetypal example to illustrate 

different aspects of the globalization process, both in the economic (Bourg 

and Gouget, 2005) and socio-cultural (Hobsbawn, 2000; Giulianotti and 

Robertson, 2004; 2007) contexts. 

 

The increase of foreign players in the major European leagues, especially 

African and Latin American players, is also accompanied by an important 

debate related to the issue of skillsô movement (Meyer, 2004; Cervantes and 

Goldstein, 2005). The ability to attract the best football talent to Europe has 

been interpreted by the neo-Marxist authors in the light of the ómuscle drain', 

'feet drainò or "brawn drainò concepts. Following world-system (Wallerstein, 

2004) and dependence theories (Frank, 1978), authors such as Darby (2004; 

2007), Magee and Sugden (2002) and Darby, Akindes and Kirwin (2007) 

show that the poor countries, i.e. the 'periphery', are subjugated to the 

interests of rich countries, i.e. the 'centre'. From this perspective, the market 

for footballers might be considered as the exemplary case of more general 

inequalities which characterise the functioning of the global economy. 

 

On several occasions FIFA president, Joseph Blatter, referred to óneo-

colonialismô and openly criticised the best European clubs as being guilty of 

recruiting too many African and South American players. This critique is often 

associated with the risk that the strong presence of foreign players in clubs 

would ruin the identification that supporters have with their clubs and, more 

broadly, with their national identities. The same argument is regularly used 

and presented in alarmist tones by the European press, especially when the 

national teamsô performances are disappointing. For example, the recent 

failure by the English national team to qualify for the 2008 European 

Championship was accompanied by a lively debate on the need to limit the 

number of foreign players permitted to play for English clubs. In December 

2007, the Professional Footballersô Association, the union representing the 

interests of professional footballers in England, published a report that 

illustrates the decreasing number of English players in the Premier League 

(PFA, 2007). Currently, English clubs can recruit and employ an unlimited 

number of foreigners. To obtain a work permit, non-EU players must have 
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participated in at least 75% of the games for the national team during the two 

years preceding the transfer and come from a country amongst the first 70 

nations in the FIFA ranking.  

 

The number of foreign players in clubs has been an issue for FIFA and UEFA. 

Joseph Blatter has expressed his willingness to apply the so-called 6+5 rule, 

which would consist of obliging clubs to deploy at least six players eligible to 

play for the national team of the country to which the club belongs. UEFA has 

introduced a minimum number of locally trained players - home grown players 

- although a home grown player is not defined on the basis of their nationality, 

but rather on the fact of having played at least three seasons for the club at 

which they are employed between the ages of 15 and 21 years. 

 

The limitation on the number of foreign players was implemented in Italy at 

the expense of non-EU players after the elimination of the national team in the 

second round of the World Cup 2002 in Japan and South Korea. The defeat 

was accompanied by controversy on the excessive presence of foreign 

players in the squads of Italian clubs. The purpose of limiting the entry of non-

EU players in Italy was to encourage clubs to develop more local talent 

eligible for the national team. This logic, however, clashes with the principle of 

free movement of workers within the EU and with the sporting and economic 

interests of the richest clubs that can afford to recruit the best talent in the 

world, regardless of nationality. 

 

The objective of this article is, firstly, to understand which leagues, clubs and 

players have taken advantage from the gradual opening of the football labour 

market in Europe. The assumption that the failure of the English national team 

to qualify for Euro 2008 is attributable to the excessive presence of foreign 

players in English clubs is considered. The statistical data used has been 

produced by the Professional Football Players Observatory1. 

                                                 
1 The Professional Football Players Observatory was created in 2006 by the International 

Centre for Sport Studies of University of Neuchâtel and the Centre of Studies and Research 

on Sport and Observation of the Territories of the University of Franche-Comte. Every year 

the óAnnual Review of the European Football Players' Labour Marketô is published. See for 
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2. The presence of foreign players according to leagues and clubsô 

status 

 

Table 1 illustrates that the presence of foreign players has increased in the 

top five European leagues since 1995-96, the final year before the changes 

brought in by the Bosman ruling were implemented. However the pace of 

growth differs according to the league and there are now a greater percentage 

of foreign players in Germany and England than in France, Spain and Italy. 

 
 
Table 1: The percentage of foreign players in the major European 
leagues in 1995/96 and 2005/062 
 

 England Germany France Spain Italy Total 

1995/96 31.4% 23.1% 13.7% 20% 13.5% 20.2% 

2005/06 55.3% 41% 35.4% 31.8% 30.5% 38.4% 

 
 

More than half of the squads of clubs in the English Premier League consist of 

foreign players. Their presence in England is at the highest level since the 

season before the Bosman ruling demonstrating that English clubs have 

welcomed the influx of foreign players. In Italy, the application of Law 189 of 

the 30th July 2002, the so-called óBossi-Finiô law, reduced the numbers of 

foreign players in the league. This law has introduced a general quota of non-

EU sportsmen. During the 2005/2006 season, clubs in the Italian Serie A had 

the lowest percentage of foreign players amongst the major five European 

leagues. Foreign players in Serie A represented an even smaller proportion of 

players present compared to 2001/2002 season, when their percentage was 

                                                                                                                                            
 example Poli, R. and Ravenel, L.: Annual Review of the European Football Players' Labour 

Market, CIES, Neuchâtel, 2007. The data is also partially accessible on the website 

http://www.eurofootplayers.org. 

  
 
2
 These five leagues were chosen as the richest clubs in Europe play in them. The clubs of 

these leagues have generated in 2005/2006 53% of turnover achieved by European football 

(6.7 billion euros from a total of 12.6) These figures are from the Annual Review of Football 

Finance, Deloitte, Manchester, 2007. The financial strength of the British, German, Italian, 

Spanish and French can also be accessed through UEFA rankings, in which these nations 

occupy the first five positions. 

http://www.eurofootplayers.org/
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36.6%. Before the 2007/2008 season, the Italian Football Federation indicated 

that a Serie A club could only register a non-EU or EEA football player from 

abroad, provided that he replaces another non EU or EEA football player, who 

has moved abroad or whose contract has expired by 30 June 2007. Only 

clubs that had been promoted are allowed to recruit new non-EU or EEA 

football players, provided that the number of these new signed players does 

not exceed three.  

 
Despite this legislation the percentage of foreign players in the Italian Serie A 

increased between 2005-06 and 2007-08 (table 2). Table 2 also illustrates 

that the percentage of foreign players playing in the five major European 

leagues has also risen. Between 2005-06 and 2007-08 the percentage of 

foreign players in England, Germany, France, Spain and Italy increased from 

38.6% to 42.3%.  

 
 
Table 2: The Percentage of foreign player in the major European leagues 
since 2005/06 
 

 England Germany France Spain Italy Total 

2005/2006 55.3% 41% 35.4% 31.8% 30.5% 38.6% 

2006/2007 55.4% 44.8% 32.2% 34.3% 28.9% 38.9% 

2007/2008 59.6% 46.4% 33.4% 36.9% 36.4% 42.3% 

Total Var. +4.3% +5.4% -2.0% +5.1% +5.9% +3.7% 

 
 
The French league is the only one where the percentage of foreign players 

had not increased between 2005-06 and 2007-08. Except for the French 

case, in all the leagues the football playersô labour market has evolved 

towards increasing internationalisation. However, not all clubs hire foreign 

players in the same way. Important differences exist not only amongst the 

leagues but also in relation to the level of clubsô competitive and economic 

strength. The percentage of foreign players is much stronger in the top 

European clubs (the five best ranked clubs for each league) than the clubs in 

the middle of bottom of the league. 
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Table 3: The percentage of foreign players according to clubsô rank  
 

 Top rank Middle rank Bottom rank 

2005/06 49% 35.7% 33.1% 

2006/07 48.2% 38.3% 30.7% 

2007/2008 52.6% 37.1% 42.2% 

 
 
This data clearly shows that the recruitment of foreign players has been 

exploited primarily by the top clubs within the leagues. The percentage 

differences between the top ranked clubs and the middle ranked clubs are 

generally more pronounced than those between the teams of middle and 

bottom ranked clubs. 

 

Table 4 illustrates the percentage of foreign players by country in 2005-06. It 

shows that the percentage difference of foreigners in clubsô squads in relation 

to the ranking of the club is particularly important in Italy. The best five ranked 

clubs in the season 2005/2006 employed a percentage of foreign players 2.5 

times higher than the middle ranked clubs, and a little less than 2 times the 

lowest five ranked clubs. The difference is also particularly significant in 

England and Germany. The club with the highest percentage of foreign 

players was Arsenal (93.6%). In Italy, Internazionale FC (85.9%) exceeded 

the other top three Italian teams (AC Milan - 61.1%; Juventus - 58.6%; and 

AS Roma - 51.1%). At the European level, the only club that did not employ 

foreign players is Athletic Club Bilbao. 

 
 
Table 4: The percentage of foreign players according to clubsô rank in 
2005/06 by country 

 Top rank Middle rank Bottom rank 

Italy 52.6% 20.6% 28.1% 

England 66.9% 52.6% 47.2% 

Germany 49.3% 42.3% 31.7% 

France 38.8% 35.4% 29.3% 

Spain 38.1% 29.4% 30.1% 
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3. Differences in the origin of foreign players 

 

If the Bosman ruling focused primarily on EU players, its effects are felt even 

beyond Europe. Indeed, the recruitment of a large number of Latin American 

players who have ancestors from EU countries is encouraged3. The following 

maps illustrate the origin of foreign players in the five major European leagues 

for 1995/1996 and for 2005/2006.  

 

With regard to the total number of foreign players, which in absolute terms 

has increased for all major geographical areas, the presence of non-EU 

players has increased at a greater rate than that of players from EU countries. 

The main change concerns the increasing percentage of players from Latin 

American players at the expense of Eastern European ones, particularly those 

countries that were outside of the Schengen area. 

 
Map 1: Number of foreign players in the five major European leagues 
according to their national origin (1995/96 season) 
 

 
 
 

                                                 
3
 Several cases of false testimony about the origins of football players came to light in several 

European countries (Portugal, Italy, Spain and France first). 
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Map 2: Number of foreign players in the five major European leagues 
according to their national origin (2005/06 season) 
 

 
 
 
 
Table 5 illustrates that across the five major leagues in Europe players from 

Latin America accounted for an additional 12 per cent between 1995/96 and 

2005/06 compared to a fall of 14.5 per cent for players from Eastern Europe.  

 
Table 5: Trend in the percentage of foreign players according to their 
area of origin 
 

 
Western 

Europe 

Eastern 

Europe 

Latin 

America 
Africa Others4 Total 

1995/96 39.1% 29.4% 16.6% 10.6% 4.3% 100% 

2005/06 35.4% 14.9% 28.6% 16.1% 5% 100% 

Total Var. -3.7% -14.5% +12% +5.5% +0.7%  

 
 

The relative percentages of foreign players according to their area of origin 

vary significantly depending on the league taken into account. As indicated in 

                                                 
4
 The category brings together players from Asia, North America and Oceania. 



 41 

the table 6, German clubs recruit more in Europe, particularly in bordering 

countries in Western (Switzerland, Denmark, and Netherlands) and in Eastern 

Europe (Czech Republic, Poland). Italian and Spanish clubs recruit mainly 

Latin American players, while French clubs sign a high percentage of players 

from African football, particularly from the former colonies. Finally, English 

clubs focus on Western Europe countries, especially from the United 

Kingdom, Scandinavia, Ireland and France. 

 
Table 6: The percentage of foreign players in each of the top five 
leagues according to their origin for the 2005/06 season 
 

 Latin 

America 
Africa 

Eastern 

Europe 

Western 

Europe 
Others Total 

Germany 18.5% 7.5% 33.1% 34.9% 6% 100% 

Italy 50.8% 11.5% 14.3% 20.2% 3.1% 100% 

Spain 62.3% 3.2% 7% 25.5% 2% 100% 

France 23.3% 48.3% 11% 15.7% 1.6% 100% 

England 5.8% 10.7% 10.2% 63.6% 9.6% 100% 

Total 28.5% 16.1% 14.9% 35.4% 5.1% 100% 

 
 
The increase of foreign playersô recruitment has so far not been accompanied 

by a neutralisation of transfer networks. On the contrary, the latter continue to 

respond to specific geographical logics (Poli and Ravenel, 2005). This result 

tends to indicate that in order to analyse the extent and the direction of 

playersô international transferôs flows it is necessary to take into account not 

only economic criteria as the different factor endowments and comparative 

advantages linked to them, but also social factors such as relational capital of 

persons involved buying players (Granovetter, 1985). In this regard, Maguire 

and Pearton (2000: 187-188) have rightly stated that: 

 

ñit is evident that it would be impossible to explain elite talent 
migration in football by recourse solely to an economic theory. 
Although economics play a crucial part in determining the patterns 
of football migration, they are by no means the only factor involved. 
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Rather, sets of interdependencies contour and shape the global 
sports migrationò 

 

The main trends in the European labour market players suggest that the 

opportunities offered by the Bosman ruling have been exploited more by 

English clubs, the richest clubs in general and Latin American players. The 

aim is now to understand how these changes in the major European leagues 

have implications on national team selection, whether they have resulted in 

any difficulties, and more specifically, to consider whether they explain the 

recent failure of English national team to qualify for Euro 2008. 

 

4. Labour Market Migration and the Impact on National Teams 

 

To better understand whether the increased foreign presence may be 

regarded as a danger to the competitiveness of national team selection, it is 

interesting to look at the number and nationality of the international players 

playing in the five major leagues. The concept of an international player refers 

to players who have already played at least one game for the senior national 

team. So, for instance, youth national team selections are excluded. The 

season 2006/07 was chosen as the season of reference. 

 

Table 7 illustrates that the five major European leagues continue to have a 

large number of international players, particularly from Italy, Spain, England, 

France and Germany. England has 67 players with international experience 

playing in the five major European leagues compared to 60 German 

internationals and 59 French internationals. Italy, winners of the World Cup in 

2006, has the highest number of international players across the five major 

European leagues with a total of 92. Table 7 also shows that Brazil and 

Argentina have a high number of international players in the five major 

European leagues, with 61 and 50 respectively. 

 

To better understand whether the increase of foreign players in the five major 

European leagues is detrimental to the national team selections it is also 
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useful to refer to the number of international players by nationality playing for 

the best five ranked clubs of the five leagues. 

 

Table 7: Countries with the most international players in the five 
major European leagues for the 2006/07 season 

 

Country International players playing in the 
five major European leagues 

Italy 92 

Spain 74 

England 67 

Brazil 61 

Germany 60 

France 59 

Argentina 50 

Senegal 30 

Netherlands 27 

Uruguay/Cameroon 26 

 

 
 

Table 8 shows the percentage of international players in the top five clubs in 

the five major European leagues out of the total number of international 

players. It illustrates that Brazil and Italy are the countries with the highest 

number of international players in the top five clubs. 63.9% of Brazilian 

international players played for the top five clubs in the leagues at the end of 

the season 2006/07. This percentage is over 50% for France and Germany. In 

comparison, it is around 40% for Italy and England, where the percentage of 

foreign players that play for the top clubs is particularly relevant. 

 

 

In total, in 2006/07 there were 28 English international footballers that played 

for the top five clubs in the major five leagues in European football. This figure 

appears to be high enough to form a competitive national squad. However, 

although there may be a significant number of English players at the best 

clubs in Europe, one concern relates to the number of games that they play. 
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Table 8: Countries with the highest number of international players 
playing for the best five ranked clubs in the five major leagues in Europe 
for the 2006/07 season 
 

Country International players playing 
for the top five teams in the 
major European leagues 

Percentage of total 
international players in 
the top five leagues 

Brazil 39 63.9% 

Italy 38 41.3% 

France 32 54.2% 

Germany 32 53.3% 

Spain 32 43.2% 

England 28 41.8% 

Argentina 21 42% 

Netherlands 12 44.4% 

Sweden 11 68.8% 

Portugal 11 45.8% 

 
  

Table 9 illustrates the average number of league matches played by the 

international players. It shows that the English international players employed 

by the top clubs in Europe play on average a little less than Spanish, French 

or Italian players, although the differences are unlikely to lead to the 

conclusion that their competitiveness is affected. By way of comparison, 

although the German full international players at the top clubs in Europe 

played less than the English counterparts, this did not prevent Germany from 

qualifying for the final phase of Euro 2008. The data for all international 

players helps to support our analysis. 

 

A final important element to consider is the positions of the footballers that 

play for the top five teams in the five major European leagues to assess 

whether each nation has a sufficient number of footballers according to 

position. Table 10 illustrates that the number of international players playing 

for the top five ranked clubs in their leagues with respect to the position and 
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nationality of the players. The data shows that all positions are sufficiently 

covered for all the nations of the best leagues in Europe, including England. 

The only possible problem for England may lie for the goalkeeperôs role. 

However, France also had only one international goalkeeper in the top clubs, 

which did not prevent their qualification for Euro 2008. 

 

 
Table 9: Average number of league matches played by international 
players by nationality for season 2006/07 
 

 Average number of league 
matches played by international 
players at the top five clubs in 
the five major leagues 

Average number of league 
matches played by all 
international players 

Germany 22.4 21.6 

Itay 24.4 24.8 

Spain 26.8 24.8 

France 25.0 25.5 

England 24.1 22.8 

Brazil 23.8 22.7 

Argentina 22.2% 23.7 

 
 
 
Table 10: The number of international players playing for the top five 
ranked clubs in the five major European leagues with respect to playersô 
position and nationality for season 2006/07 
 

 Goalkeeper Defender Midfielder Forward Total 

Germany 4 9 13 6 32 

Italy 2 15 14 7 38 

Spain 2 10 14 6 32 

France 1 12 12 7 32 

England 1 9 12 6 28 

Brazil 2 18 13 6 39 

Argentina 0 9 8 4 21 
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5. Conclusion 

The presence of foreign players in the major European leagues has increased 

remarkably over the last decade. The percentage of non-EU players has 

increased both with respect to the total number of players and relative to the 

total number of foreign players. Contrary to what is often argued by the 

European press, this growth has not yet reached a level that would prevent 

local players from playing for the top clubs. This is also true for England, 

whose clubs have been hiring many foreign players. However, the data shows 

that England has 28 full international players that play regularly in all positions 

for the top five clubs in the five major European leagues (on average 24.1 

league games per year). Therefore it can be argued that the 'invasion' of 

foreign players is not the major reason for the English national team having 

failed to qualify for the final round of Euro 2008. However, if the European 

market for football players continues to evolve as in the last decade, this 

argument could become more prevalent in the future. 

 

The solution of limiting the employment of foreign players might not be the 

right answer, unless it is accompanied by decisions to encourage the training 

and development of local players. The example of France, in which the 

presence of foreign players is the lowest and the number of local players 

playing abroad is the highest, shows that with a proper plan you can develop 

top players within Europe and not just in poor continents such Africa and 

South America. The comparison between England and France show that the 

presence of foreign players is not a mere consequence linked with economic 

reasons (the lower training costs in other continents) or the stock of human 

capital (the largest availability of talented young players willing to play 

football), but it is the result of different youth players training and development 

policies adopted in the last decades. The obligation of having a proper training 

centre in every professional French club dates back to 1973. Although this 

requirement was repealed in 2003 by the initiative of the top clubs (Lyon, 

Marseille, Monaco, Bordeaux, etc), in the current economic context, most of 
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the French clubs have an interest to continue to train and develop young 

players in order to continue to benefit from the competitive advantage gained 

over the last decade. 

 

The Swiss case is also very interesting as it shows how the policies adopted 

by the football federation have improved the quality of training and developing 

local players. Since the late 90s, the Swiss Football League has created a tax 

on transfers between domestic clubs and redistributed it amongst the clubs on 

the basis of youth academiesô quality. Since the season 2007/08 the Swiss 

Football League has also rewarded clubs in the Challenge League, the 

second Swiss professional football division, that employ players below 21 

years-old and have been trained locally for at least three years in a Swiss club 

since the age of 15. In addition, the Swiss Football Association invests part of 

the national team revenues for the training and development of young players 

and, based on the French system, created two pre-training academies. The 

good results obtained by the Swiss national selections at youth level show, 

regardless of the presence of foreign players, that success can be partially 

planned. Currently, 29 footballers trained in Switzerland play in the five major 

European leagues, placing this small country in the sixth place amongst the 

nations exporting football players to top elite clubs. 

 

It is also true that the financial strength of English clubs, the strong presence 

of foreign investors and the existence of global transfer networks that enrich 

all the main stakeholders, from playersó agents to clubsô managers, are criteria 

that make it difficult to adopt policies similar to the French or Swiss in the 

English case. However the development of appropriate youth systems are 

critical for the future. In conclusion, the opening up the football playersô market 

could have penalized those countries with the richest leagues, whose clubs 

attract the best players in the world. However, as Milanovic (2005) argues, 

this situation has increased the chances of more national teams to achieve 

good results worldwide, improved the level of competitive balance, and 

therefore increasing interest in international competitions. 
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Meltdown: The Nationality of Premier League Players and the 

Future of English Football* 
 
 
Gordon Taylor, Chief Executive, the Professional Footballersô Association 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 

This article presents the findings from the Meltdown Report published by the 

Professional Footballersô Association in December 2007. The Report provides 

a thorough analysis of the effect overseas players have had on the English 

game. It analyses the nationality of every player who has started a Premier 

League game from the opening day of the Premier League in 1992-93 to the 

last day of the 2006-07 season and considers the effect that the presence of a 

large number of overseas players has had on the development of home-

grown players and upon the England team. In addition, the report analyses 

the numerous factors that lie behind the statistics and it has moved the debate 

towards potential solutions. It highlights some of the innumerable initiatives 

being undertaken at the coalface of the game to produce high-quality players 

and it urges everybody in the game, including fans and media, to return to the 

positive stance taken by The Charter for Quality, the seminal Football 

Association report from 1997 that laid out an English route to player 

development and by extension, to our being successful at both club and 

country level. The report states that all these elements provide a 

comprehensive overview of the crisis that English football faces as a result of 

England not qualifying for the 2008 European Championship finals.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*This article was first published as the óMeltdown Reportô by the Professional 
Footballersô Association in December 2007 and is reprinted with the kind permission 
of the PFA. This article does not include all the figures used in the original report ï for 
the full report please go to http://www.givemefootball.com/pfa/about-the-
pfa/meltdown-report 

http://www.givemefootball.com/pfa/about-the-pfa/meltdown-report
http://www.givemefootball.com/pfa/about-the-pfa/meltdown-report
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England's failure to qualify for the Euro 2008 finals has many causes, but only 

one source: English football is running out of English players. In the 2006-7 

season, 498 players started Premier League games. Of these, only 191 were 

English - just 38%. Last season was no fluke. The number of English players 

starting Premier League matches has fallen in eleven of the fifteen seasons 

since the Premier League began and in the four seasons when English 

numbers increased, the increase was statistically insignificant. We are down 

to the bare bones. By comparison with1992-3, the season the Premier 

League began, the percentage of English players starting matches in the top 

flight has shrunk by 47%.  

 

Figure 1: The Number of players in the Premier League: English, other 

hone-grown and overseas 

 

 

We have never had so few English players in the top level of our game as we 

have had in the past five years. Yet we expect this shrinking pool of players to 

constantly produce world-beating teams and are shocked when it fails to do 

so. We expect to beat countries like France whose best players are soaking 

up experience abroad, although at the time of writing only one senior English 

player is playing abroad. We expect to beat countries like Germany who, 
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when faced with an equal influx of foreign players, took action we have failed 

to take. We expect to beat countries like Italy who have vast pools of 

technically gifted players. We expect, we expect and we expect....and when 

players fail to meet our expectations, we lambast them or the England 

manager or our latest opponents or the referee or the pitch or the scapegoat 

of the moment, rather than analyse the system which repeatedly produces 

failure. France, Germany and Italy have been successful because they have 

built systems that produce wave after wave of good players and by any 

objective measurement, we lag far behind them. We have not built an 

equivalent to their systems and repeatedly blaming the England manager for 

the shortcomings of the system is neither fair nor honest and asking one 

individual to right the accumulated wrongs of decades is absurd. The hysteria 

that surrounds England games and the national game of blame we indulge in 

every time England fails to conquer the world does none of us any credit. 

 

Are we ever going to conquer the world again? If we take into account every 

level of international football from Under 17 to the World Cup and examine our 

record from the start of the Premier League to date, England come in at 

fifteenth. Just ahead of Nigeria and Poland and behind Ukraine and Turkey. 

Hardly the stuff of our dreams. But this is the ways things really are. 

 

Figure 2: International Country Competitions over 15 Seasons 

 


