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ABSTRACT

Athlete scouting and development are critical pillars in the construction of a sustainable sports ecosystem. In
Africa, where a vast youth population presents significant potential, the lack of structured and equitable scouting
systems remains a major barrier to global competitiveness. This paper explores strategic frameworks for athlete
identification, nurturing, and progression from grassroots to elite levels. It proposes a comprehensive, inclusive,
and technology-driven scouting and development model tailored to the continent’s socio-economic realities and
global sporting aspirations. Drawing from case studies and global best practices, the study advocates for
integrating athlete development into educational curricula, strengthening community-based programs, and
building talent pathways that connect schools, clubs, federations, and national teams. It emphasizes the role of
sports science, digital platforms, and multidisciplinary support systems in enhancing long-term athlete
performance and welfare. The study concludes by calling for policy innovation and intersectoral partnerships to
maximize Africa’s athletic potential in an increasingly competitive global sports landscape.
Mobile-based and cloud-enabled platforms represent feasible technological entry points for African contexts.
Phased implementation aligned with funding capacity, coach education, and digital literacy is recommended.
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BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

Africa is not a homogeneous sporting environment. East Africa demonstrates endurance-based school-linked
scouting systems; South Africa exhibits institutionalised school-to-elite pathways; while West Africa reflects
hybrid systems involving private academies, community clubs, and emerging school-based initiatives.

Sport plays an increasingly important role in global development agendas, from promoting health and education
to stimulating economic growth and social cohesion (Campillo-Sanchez et al., 2025). As international sporting
events gain prominence and commercial influence, nations are seeking ways to harness the power of sport not
only as a cultural asset but also as a tool for youth development and global competitiveness (Rookwood, 2025;
UNESCO, 2024).

Africa, with its youthful population and demonstrated sporting potential, stands at a critical juncture. While the
continent has produced world-class athletes in various disciplines, such successes are often the result of isolated
efforts or informal networks rather than coordinated national or regional systems (Aribamikan & Ogunleye,
2025). There is growing recognition that talent alone is not enough. Sustainable athlete success requires
intentional identification, structured development pathways, and multidisciplinary support (Zhao et al., 2024).

Despite numerous local sports initiatives, many African countries still lack formal, inclusive, and strategic athlete
scouting and development programs (Tachom-Waffo & Hauw, 2025). Fragmented efforts, underfunded
infrastructure, and minimal integration between education and sports sectors continue to hinder progress
(Acquah-Sam, 2021). As a result, large numbers of talented youth remain undiscovered or fail to transition
successfully from grassroots to elite levels.
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In this context, this study aims to critically assess existing scouting and development frameworks, identify
effective models, and propose evidence-based recommendations tailored to Africa’s unique challenges and
opportunities. By doing so, it contributes to the broader discourse on how Africa can establish a resilient and
inclusive sports ecosystem anchored in athlete development.

Governance challenges such as favoritism and non-transparent selection processes are embedded within broader
institutional weaknesses. Digitised athlete databases, objective performance metrics, and independent oversight
mechanisms are recommended.

Scouting is the process of identifying athletes with potential for future excellence (Bergkamp et al., 2021), often
before they have access to advanced training or competition. Effective scouting enables early engagement, skill
refinement, and preparation for elite performance levels (Sweeney et al., 2021). In many developed countries,
scouting is embedded in school competitions, youth academies, and talent identification camps supported by
national federations. Africa’s challenge lies in the absence of a coordinated, inclusive scouting infrastructure.
Scouting efforts are often ad hoc, dependent on individual coaches or chance encounters at local events (Tachom-
Waffo & Hauw, 2025).

To address these gaps, African countries must institutionalize scouting at grassroots levels, integrating it with
education, local sports clubs, and community-based programmes. Developing talent maps, scouting databases,
and athlete tracking systems can help standardize and democratize the identification process. Training
programmes for scouts and coaches are also essential to reduce bias and ensure holistic athlete evaluation based
on potential, not just performance.

Athlete development involves more than just training. It encompasses education, psychology, nutrition, injury
prevention, and long-term planning (Soker et al., 2025; Ford et al., 2011). A sustainable development model
provides clear stages from early talent identification to elite competition and post-career transitions (Thomas et
al., 2024). One such model is the Long-Term Athlete Development (LTAD) framework, which emphasizes age-
appropriate training and diversified early sports participation (Balyi et al., 2013).

In Africa, universities, national academies, and federations must collaborate to create structured pathways.
Schools should form the base of this pyramid, supported by inter-school leagues and regional development
centers. Clubs, national teams, and international exposure should follow in a logical sequence. Ensuring
inclusivity and gender equity at every stage will help broaden the talent pool and reinforce sport as a tool for
social development, anchored in modern technology usage.

Technology is revolutionizing how talent is scouted, assessed, and developed. Video analysis, wearable sensors,
and performance-tracking apps allow scouts and coaches to make evidence-based decisions (Brewer et al., 2025;
Espinosa et al., 2025; Seckin et al., 2023). In Africa, where resources are limited, mobile technology presents an
affordable solution to bridge the data gap. For example, apps can be used to record athlete performances at school
games and upload them to national databases. Cloud-based scouting systems can connect rural talent to urban
coaches and international scouts. Moreover, the use of artificial intelligence (Al) in biomechanics and tactical
assessment can fast-track development by identifying subtle patterns in performance and potential (Souaifi et
al., 2025).

Several challenges continue to undermine effective athlete scouting and development across the continent. These
include lack of funding, poor infrastructure, inconsistent policy frameworks, and limited access to quality
coaching (Charway et al., 2022). Furthermore, corruption and favoritism sometimes affect selections, denying
opportunities to deserving athletes (Mohammadi, 2024). Other socio-cultural factors such as early marriage,
gender discrimination, and limited parental support also affect athlete retention (Charway & Ase Strandbu,
2023).

Addressing these challenges requires a multi-sectoral approach involving ministries of sports, education, youth,
and health. Development partners, non-governmental organizations, and private sector stakeholders must also
be engaged to fund, monitor, and support athlete development programs.
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Several African countries and global examples offer useful lessons. In Kenya and Ethiopia, talent scouting is
integrated into school athletics, and national development centers have produced world champions (Mwangi et
al., 2023; Okaoti et al., 2022). South Africa’s school rugby system is globally respected for its role in developing
elite players (Mthombeni et al., 2024; Spamer, 2009). Globally, Australia’s AIS (Australian Institute of Sport)
and Canada’s LTAD model provide templates that Africa can adapt to its context.

In Ghana, institutions like the Right to Dream Academy demonstrate how a focused, holistic, and well-funded
model can produce athletes who excel both on the field and academically. The academy combines education,
sport, and character training in its model. To date, the academy has recorded over 260 graduates signing
professional contracts, with about 100 who have received academic scholarships worth a combined US$30
million, and seven represented their national teams at the 2022 FIFA Men's World Cup (Right To Dream, Ghana,
2025). This high-performance consistency positions it as a model for scalable youth development in Africa.
However, scaling such models across the continent requires political will, grassroots commitment, and a long-
term investment strategy.

This study aims to propose a strategic, multi-sectoral approach to talent identification and athlete development
for long-term global competitiveness, highlighting the importance of coordinated national systems to enhance
Africa’s international representation and success.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework for this study illustrates the dynamic relationship between the key components
involved in athlete scouting and development in Africa. It begins with inputs or determinants such as policy,
infrastructure, technology, human resources, and educational systems. These form the foundations for effective
talent development. These inputs influence the processes or mechanisms, including talent identification,
structured development pathways, and athlete monitoring. Surrounding these processes are moderating factors,
such as cultural norms, governance, and the digital divide, which can either enhance or hinder the system's
effectiveness. The combined impact of these determinants and processes leads to outputs, including increased
athlete retention, improved performance at national and international levels, and equitable representation across
regions, genders, and socio-economic groups.

The framework is grounded in well-established theories such as the LTAD model (Balyi et al., 2013), the
Developmental Model of Sport Participation (Cété & Vierimaa, 2014), and Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological
Systems Theory (Guy-Evans, 2025; Bronfenbrenner, 1979), emphasizing a holistic, context-sensitive, and
evidence-informed approach to athlete development in Africa.

Athlete development and talent identification have been central themes in sports science literature for decades.
One of the foundational frameworks is the Long-Term Athlete Development (LTAD) model by Balyi et al.
(2013). The model outlines progressive stages of physical, psychological, and technical development. It
emphasizes age-appropriate training phases and the importance of early diversified sports engagement followed
by specialized training aligned with the athlete's growth and maturation. This model has been widely adopted
across high-performing countries such as Canada, Australia, and the UK, offering a structured pathway from
grassroots participation to elite performance. LTAD is directly relevant to this study as it provides a blueprint
for structured and sustainable athlete development pathways suitable for implementation in African contexts.

Green and Oakley (2001) argue that elite sport development requires system-wide uniformity in scouting,
training, and retention strategies, while also allowing for local adaptation. They advocated for a system-based
approach to elite sport development, emphasizing coordination between institutions and support systems. Their
analysis of various national systems revealed that integration of educational support, coaching excellence, and
athlete monitoring contributes significantly to sustained competitive advantage. Their framework aligns with
organizational theory, highlighting how institutional synergy and policy coherence can optimize athlete
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outcomes. In African nations, where policy fragmentation is a recurring issue, this model underscores the need
for inter-ministerial collaboration between sports, education, and health sectors.
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The Developmental Model of Sport Participation (DMSP) by Coté and Vierimaa (2014) also provides critical
insight. It suggests that early sampling (participation in multiple sports) rather than early specialization fosters
long-term motivation, skill development, and retention. DMSP is particularly relevant to talent identification in
African schools and communities, where young athletes may benefit from broader exposure before committing
to a specific discipline.

Westerbeek and Eime’s (2021) Sport Participation Framework offers a macro-level view of how societal,
environmental, and personal factors influence sport engagement. The participation framework positions lifelong
engagement in sport as a function of early exposure, positive experiences, and structured transitions between
participation stages. In the context of Africa, this model is useful for understanding barriers such as gender
norms, economic inequality, and geographic inaccessibility. It supports the argument for inclusive and accessible
athlete development models across the continent.

Finally, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), although originally applied to
human development, has relevance in athlete development by examining the multiple layers of influence
microsystem (family, coaches), mesosystem (schools, clubs), exosystem (policy, funding), and macrosystem
(cultural norms, societal values). This theoretical lens supports a holistic approach, emphasizing that athlete
success is shaped by interactions across personal, institutional, and societal levels.
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In the African context, athlete development systems remain largely informal and underfunded (Acquah-Sam,
2021). Studies by UNESCO (2023) and the African Union Sports Council (2022) have highlighted critical gaps
in governance, funding, and gender inclusion. Empirical reviews show that less African nations have formal
youth sports development policies (Charway et al., 2022), with even fewer having digitized athlete management
systems. This aligns with the Digital Divide Theory (Lythreatis et al., 2022), which posits that inequitable access
to technology exacerbates disparities in opportunities and outcomes. Integrating digital tools into scouting
platforms can help bridge this gap and expand reach, especially in rural areas. Recent literature also emphasizes
the role of digital technology in transforming scouting operations. Performance tracking apps, athlete databases,
and Al-assisted video analysis tools are reshaping how coaches and federations identify potential (Reynoso-
Sanchez, 2023).

The success of private academies such as Right to Dream in Ghana and Aspire Academy in Qatar (which recruits
from Africa) underscores the importance of a holistic, multidisciplinary approach. These institutions integrate
academics, sports performance, and personal development into a single pipeline, yielding significant success
rates in athlete retention and international placement.

This study addresses this gap by proposing a model that aligns international best practices with localized
challenges and leverages technology to enhance reach and effectiveness. It extends the literature by integrating
gender equity, digital accessibility, and intersectoral collaboration within the athlete development discourse in
Africa

METHODOLOGY

This study adopted a qualitative descriptive research design based on documentary analysis and comparative
case study review. Data were drawn from peer-reviewed journal articles, UNESCO and African Union Sports
Council reports, and institutional datasets from youth development academies. Ghana, Kenya, South Africa,
and Nigeria were purposively selected. Content analysis and triangulation were applied to enhance analytical
rigor and contextual validity.

This paper adopts a qualitative and descriptive research approach, grounded in the review of existing literature,
institutional reports, and empirical datasets related to athlete scouting and development in Africa. The
methodology integrates comparative analysis of case studies from selected African countries (e.g., Ghana, South
Africa, Kenya, Nigeria) and benchmarks these against global best practices from institutions such as the NCAA
(USA), AIS (Australia), and the Right to Dream Academy (Ghana).

Primary data sources included official reports from UNESCO (2023), the African Union Sports Council (2022),
and institutional data from youth development academies and digital sports innovation hubs. Secondary sources
were drawn from academic journals, peer-reviewed studies, and grey literature on athlete development models,
including the Long-Term Athlete Development (LTAD) framework. The document also incorporates descriptive
statistics on youth participation, dropout rates, and scouting system reach, obtained through published reports
and academic surveys. A content analysis was conducted to synthesize patterns in athlete retention, development
infrastructure, and policy recommendations.

While the study does not involve primary fieldwork, it draws on robust triangulation of documented sources to
ensure accuracy and contextual relevance for Africa’s sporting context. Descriptive statistics on youth
participation, dropout rates, and the reach of existing scouting systems were analyzed qualitatively using content
analysis. Patterns in athlete development infrastructure, retention strategies, and institutional coordination were
interpreted to generate context-specific insights for Africa. Country-level data from Ghana, Kenya, South Africa,
and Nigeria were triangulated with best practices from global benchmarks such as AIS (Australia) and NCAA
(USA). This approach enabled the identification of strategic frameworks and highlighted gaps relevant to
Africa’s athlete development ecosystem
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Evidence from the Right to Dream Academy in Ghana shows over 260 graduates signing professional contracts,
approximately USD 30 million in academic scholarships, and seven alumni representing national teams at the
2022 FIFA World Cup. Comparative analysis indicates lower dropout rates in structured systems such as South
Africa and Kenya.

The analysis revealed that countries with organized scouting systems showed significantly lower athlete dropout
rates. For example, South Africa (38%) and Kenya (54%) fared better compared to Ghana and Nigeria. Digital
platforms such as Protouch Africa which is a purpose-led SportsTech company has enabled an ecosystem
connecting more than 4,000 top performing African Athletes performing on the World Stage to coaches and over
30 million fans globally (Protouch Africa, 2022). Right to Dream Academy has showcased impressive results,
with over 100 international student-athlete graduates and more than 157 alumni playing professional football
worldwide since 2007. As of May 2023, over 56 graduates are pursuing education at high schools and
universities in the US and UK on academic scholarships, with the total value of these scholarships surpassing
USD 7 million. Additionally, Right to Dream graduates have been selected for national teams, ranging from the
Black Starlets (U17) to the Black Stars. A total of 67 RTD graduates, both male and female, have represented
their countries at the senior international level, with 7 of these athletes participating in the Men's FIFA World
Cup in 2022 (Right To Dream, 2023). This makes the academy’s approach of combining academic support,
character development, and sports science application a model to replicate for both public and private sector.

Further analysis reveals gaps in gender inclusion, with many scouting programmes lacking dedicated efforts to
identify and support female athletes (UNESCO, 2024). Policy fragmentation also emerged as a recurring
challenge, particularly in aligning efforts between education, sports ministries, and local governments (Charway
et al., 2022).

These findings affirm the importance of structured and technology-integrated systems in athlete development.
They support the LTAD and DMSP frameworks by showing how early engagement, academic support, and
performance monitoring influence athlete retention and success. The study reinforces the need for inclusive
policies and cross-sector partnerships to address challenges like gender disparity, digital exclusion, and resource
allocation. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory is especially relevant in highlighting the interaction of
institutional, familial, and societal influences on athlete success. The findings advocate for a shift from
fragmented initiatives to coordinated national systems rooted in evidence-based planning and local capacity
building.

Overall, the findings affirm that structured, inclusive, and data-driven scouting and development frameworks
lead to better athlete outcomes. Africa’s progress in this regard hinges on adopting evidence-based models,
improving institutional synergy, and investing in sports infrastructure and professional capacity building.

CONCLUSION

Africa possesses a vast reservoir of athletic talent; however, the continent faces significant challenges in
effectively scouting and developing this potential. Key obstacles include inadequate infrastructure, limited
investment, fragmented policies, and insufficient integration of sports within educational systems. These factors
hinder the continent’s ability to compete on a global scale. Nonetheless, with strategic interventions and
collaborative efforts, Africa can transform its sports landscape, harnessing its talent pool to achieve global
competitiveness.

Africa’s sporting future hinges on how effectively it can identify, nurture, and retain its athletic talent. The
continent is brimming with gifted youth who, if supported with the right systems and structures, can become
global champions. Athlete scouting and development should not be incidental. It must be intentional, well-
funded, inclusive, and strategically data-driven. By aligning policy, education, community engagement, and
sports science, African nations can transform potential into podium finishes, both at home and on the global
stage.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Establish and strengthen national sports policies that prioritize athlete development and create dedicated
institutions or enhance existing ones to oversee and implement scouting and development programmes.

Invest in building and maintaining sports facilities at grassroots and elite levels, ensuring equitable access
to facilities across urban and rural areas to unearth diverse talent.

Incorporate sports programmes into school curricula to identify and nurture talent from a young age so
that for physical education teachers will be empowered to recognize and develop athletic abilities.

Develop training programmes for coaches, scouts, and sports administrators to enhance their skills and
knowledge through continuous professional development and certification to maintain high standards.

Foster collaborations between governments, private sector, and non-governmental organizations to fund
and support athlete development initiatives while offering incentives to private entities that invest in
sports development programmes.

Implement robust monitoring systems like data-driven approaches while establishing national databases
and digital scouting platforms to assess and refine the effectiveness of scouting and development
programmes to continuous improvement.

Regional and Continental Collaboration where knowledge sharing on best practices among African
nations will be done through regional sports fora and associations

Limitations of the Study

While this study provides valuable insights into the strategic frameworks for athlete scouting and development
in Africa, several limitations must be acknowledged:

The study primarily relied on secondary data sources, institutional reports, and case study analysis. As
such, direct field observations, athlete interviews, and survey data were not employed, which may limit
the depth of empirical validation.

The findings and recommendations are drawn from selected countries (e.g., Ghana, Kenya, South Africa,
Nigeria), and may not fully represent the diverse cultural, infrastructural, and policy environments across
the entire African continent.

Although gender inclusion was discussed, the study did not provide disaggregated data or focused
analysis on the unique challenges faced by female athletes in scouting and development systems.

The role of digital tools and platforms in athlete scouting was discussed hypothetically and through pilot
examples. However, infrastructure disparities across regions were not quantitatively assessed, limiting
generalizability of digital solutions.

Sports development in Africa is a dynamic and evolving field. Changes in national policies, investments,
and emerging technologies may render some of the observations time-bound or in need of future revision.

Suggestions for Further Research

Given the scope and limitations of this study, several areas are recommended for further research to deepen
understanding and improve practice in athlete scouting and development in Africa:
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Future studies should incorporate primary data collection through surveys, interviews, and longitudinal
athlete tracking to validate and expand the findings of this study.

Research should explore the unique challenges and opportunities for female athletes in scouting and
development systems, with a focus on structural barriers and cultural influences.

Investigations into the effectiveness of digital scouting platforms and mobile applications in rural versus
urban contexts can help assess their scalability and impact.

Quantitative research measuring the economic contributions of athlete development programs to local
and national economies could strengthen the case for investment in youth sports.

More focused studies on the transition from youth to elite levels, and the factors contributing to athlete
dropout or migration, would offer critical insights into long-term success factors.
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