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Abstract

This article examines the evolving role of African footballers as agents of community
development and cultural activism. Employing a comparative narrative inquiry, the study
analyzes how prominent sports figures leverage their global fame and social capital to effect
meaningful change in their home communities, addressing critical developmental challenges
and reshaping the socio-cultural fabric of African societies. Through detailed case studies of
Didier Drogba and Sadio Mané, the analysis reveals this athlete-led development model's
tangible impacts and inherent limitations. The findings indicate that these initiatives have
delivered critical infrastructure in healthcare and education, yet they face significant challenges
related to governance, dependency, and long-term sustainability. This article critically assesses
the complex interplay between individual charisma and institutional frameworks, situating these
philanthropic efforts within broader discourses of neocolonialism and the Sport for Development
and Peace (SDP) sector. Ultimately, the study contributes to a nuanced understanding of the
potential of athlete-led activism in Africa and offers policy recommendations to foster more
integrated and sustainable development outcomes.

Keywords: African Footballers, Community Development, Cultural Activism, Sport for

Development, Social Capital, Athlete Philanthropy.

Introduction: The Rise of the African Footballer as a Social Actor
In Bambali, Senegal, a modern hospital funded by football star Sadio Mané stands as a

powerful symbol of a growing phenomenon: the transformation of African footballers from
elite athletes into influential agents of social change (Chiweshe, 2020). Similarly, in Cote
d'lvoire, Didier Drogba’s impassioned on-air plea for peace in 2005, which contributed to a
ceasefire in a brutal civil war, illustrates the unique socio-political leverage these figures
command. These examples are not isolated incidents but rather emblematic of a broader
trend where African football stars are leveraging their global fame and substantial
resources to address pressing developmental needs in their home countries, spanning
infrastructure, education, healthcare, and peacebuilding (Acheampong et al., 2020). This
activism occurs within a continental context where football is not merely a sport but an
integral and often politicized component of public life.

This article argues that elite African footballers, operating within a complex, globalized
sports economy, have emerged as paradoxical development agents. They utilize their
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transnational social and economic capital to address domestic socio-economic gaps often

left by the state, yet this model of philanthropy presents significant challenges related to
sustainability, dependency, and the subtle reinforcement of neocolonial power dynamics
(Manzo, 2012; Ejekwumadu, 2023). While the migration of African talent to European
leagues—often termed a "muscle drain"—has been critiqued for weakening domestic sport,
it has simultaneously empowered a generation of athletes with the financial capacity and
global platform to enact change back home (Darby et al., 2007; Acheampong et al., 2019).
Their initiatives have evolved from simple charitable acts to complex, long-term
development projects that profoundly impact their communities of origin (Acheampong et
al., 2020).

Despite the growing visibility of this phenomenon, it remains under-studied, particularly
from a critical African perspective that analyzes its intersection with cultural production and
media narratives. Much of the existing scholarship on sport and development has focused
on Western-led initiatives or has not fully grappled with the unique dynamics of athlete-led
philanthropy originating from the African diaspora (Manzo, 2012; Darnell et al., 2018). This
study seeks to fill this gap by critically examining these efforts' successes, challenges, and
broader implications. To provide a structured and rigorous analysis, this article is guided by
the following research questions:

1. How do elite African footballers leverage their social and economic capital to act as
community development and cultural activism agents?

2. What are the measurable impacts and tangible limitations of these footballer-led
initiatives, as exemplified by the cases of Didier Drogba and Sadio Mané?

3. How do these individual-led philanthropic models interact with broader
institutional frameworks, and what are the implications for the long-term
sustainability of sport for development (SDP) in Africa?

By addressing these questions, this article aims to contribute to a more nuanced
understanding of the role of sport in social change, offering insights for policymakers,
development practitioners, and scholars in sport studies, development studies, and African
cultural studies.

Methodological Approach: A Comparative Narrative Inquiry
Addressing the complex, multi-layered phenomenon of athlete-led development in Africa

requires a methodological approach that is both flexible and rigorous. This study was
framed as a narrative review, drawing on various sources to build its analysis. To enhance
the scholarly rigor and transparency of this approach, this section explicitly details the
methodological framework, justifying the use of a narrative inquiry combined with a
comparative case study design, outlining the data collection process, and acknowledging
the inherent limitations of the chosen method.

Justification for Narrative Inquiry
A narrative inquiry was the most appropriate methodology for this study's exploratory and
interpretive goals. Unlike systematic reviews, which aim for exhaustive coverage and
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quantitative synthesis, narrative reviews provide a comprehensive overview of a topic,

synthesize knowledge from diverse fields, identify trends and gaps, and develop theoretical
arguments (Greenhalgh et al., 2018; Ferrari, 2015). This approach is particularly valuable for
emerging and interdisciplinary topics like athlete philanthropy, which sits at the
intersection of sport studies, sociology, development studies, and African studies (Kaushik
& Mukherjee, 2021). The primary purpose is not to quantify all existing research but to offer
a critical interpretation of the literature to advance theoretical understanding and frame
key questions for future investigation (Baumeister & Leary, 1997; Sukhera, 2022).

This study adheres to the core tenets of a rigorous narrative review by providing a clear
rationale for its approach, defining the scope and key terms, justifying the inclusion of
sources, and maintaining reflexivity in its analysis (Cronin et al., 2021). The analysis engages
with the literature by examining not only what is said (the content and themes, such as the
prosocial activities of players) but also how it is said (the underlying narrative structures,
such as the "performance narrative" that shapes athletes' lives) (Smith & Sparkes, 2024).
This method allows for integrating diverse sources—from academic theories on social
capital to official reports from charitable commissions—to construct a rich, contextualized
understanding of the phenomenon.

The Comparative Case Study (CCS) Approach

To ground the narrative inquiry in empirical reality and enhance its analytical depth, this
article employs a Comparative Case Study (CCS) approach. This methodology combines
the context-sensitivity of area studies with the systematic use of comparison to generate
greater analytical leverage, serving as a crucial link between broad, generalizing theories
and empirically "thick" single-case descriptions (GIGA, 2023). The CCS approach is well-
suited for examining how policies and social phenomena unfold in different contexts
(Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017). Following the framework developed by Bartlett and Vavrus
(2017), the analysis is structured along three distinct but interconnected axes of
comparison:

1. Horizontal Comparison: This involves comparing the philanthropic initiatives of
Didier Drogba and Sadio Mané. These two cases are treated as distinct yet
homologous examples of high-profile, athlete-led development projects. This
horizontal lens allows for examining how their approaches to philanthropy differ in
scale, focus, and operational structure, revealing common patterns and divergent
strategies (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017).

2. Vertical Comparison: This axis requires attention across multiple scales, from the
micro-level of individual community projects to the meso- and macro-levels of
national policies, international sporting bodies (e.g., FIFA, CAF), and global
economic systems (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017). The analysis traces how the local
actions of Drogba and Mané are shaped by, and in turn influence, these broader
institutional and political-economic forces, such as the dynamics of talent
migration and the policies of development organizations.
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3. Transversal Comparison: This axis introduces a historical dimension, tracing the

phenomenon's evolution over time (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017). The analysis connects
the contemporary activism of African footballers to the historical trajectory of
football on the continent, from its colonial origins and role in post-colonial nation-
building to the modern, globalized "muscle drain" that paradoxically enables this
form of diasporic philanthropy (Darby et al., 2007).

Data Collection and Source Selection
The evidence base for this article was constructed through a targeted search of academic
and official sources, adhering to a strict quality and recency mandate. Key search terms

included "African footballers philanthropy," "sport for development Africa," "social capital
sport," "Didier Drogba foundation," and "Sadio Mané philanthropy." Databases such as
Scopus, Web of Science, Google Scholar, and specific sport and development studies
journal archives were consulted.

Following the established protocol, the selection criteria prioritized peer-reviewed journal
articles, academic books, and official reports from recognized bodies like the UK Charity
Commission, the Association of National Olympic Committees of Africa (ANOCA), and the
German Agency for International Cooperation (GIZ). A strict recency mandate was applied,
with all newly introduced scholarly sources dated 2021 or later. Foundational pre-2021
sources (e.g., Bourdieu, 1986; Putnam, 2000; Darby et al., 2007) were retained for their
theoretical importance but were systematically paired with contemporary literature to
ensure the analysis is current. All non-academic websites, popular press articles, and

unpublished works were excluded from the formal analysis.

Limitations

While suitable for theoretical exploration, the narrative approach is inherently selective and
does not claim the exhaustive objectivity of a systematic review (Ferrari, 2015). The analysis
relies on publicly available data, and quantifying the precise impact of the foundations is
challenging. Information on beneficiaries and finances often comes from the foundations
and may lack independent, rigorous auditing, as highlighted by the UK Charity
Commission's (2016) report on the Drogba Foundation. Furthermore, the case studies are
limited to two exceptionally high-profile male footballers from West Africa. The findings
may not be generalizable to the experiences of less famous athletes or the growing number
of female African athletes engaged in activism, whose contributions represent a critical
area for future research (Darby et al., 2024).

Theoretical Framework: Social Capital and Sport for Development in the African
Context

This article integrates two key theoretical frameworks: Social Capital Theory and Sport for
Development and Peace (SDP) Theory to analyze the complex phenomenon of African
footballer-led activism. The former provides a lens to understand how individual athletes
accumulate and deploy resources, while the latter offers a framework for evaluating the
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broader social impact of their initiatives. This integrated approach allows for a multi-

layered analysis that connects individual agency to community-level outcomes and situates
these efforts within the global development landscape.

Social Capital Theory: From Networks to Action

Social capital, broadly understood as the value derived from social networks, is a powerful
tool for deconstructing how African footballers become change agents (Putnam, 2000;
Hextrum, 2025). The analysis draws on two complementary perspectives within this
tradition: the Bourdieusian concept of capital conversion and the Putnamian focus on
community cohesion.

From a Bourdieusian perspective, the journey of an elite athlete is a process of capital
accumulation and conversion (Bourdieu, 1986). Success in the highly competitive field of
professional football allows an individual to accumulate embodied cultural capital
(specialized skills and physical prowess) and immense symbolic capital (prestige,
recognition, and fame) (Hextrum, 2025). This symbolic capital is readily converted into
economic capital (lucrative contracts and endorsements) and social capital (access to
extensive and influential networks of agents, clubs, sponsors, and political figures)
(Bourdieu, 1986). Philanthropic activities can be understood as a strategic reinvestment of
this accumulated capital. By funding projects in their home communities, footballers
convert economic capital back into symbolic capital, reinforcing their status as national
heroes and community leaders (Ejekwumadu, 2023). This framework helps explain how
players acquire the power and resources to engage in development work. Recent
scholarship highlights how socioeconomic status and pre-existing capital create unequal
opportunities within sport, a dynamic that mirrors the global football economy, where
African players navigate structural disadvantages (Hextrum, 2025).

Complementing this individual-focused view, Robert Putnam’s work on social capital helps
analyze the community-level outcomes of this philanthropy (Putnam, 2000). Footballer-led
initiatives can be powerful for bonding and bridging social capital (Putnam, 2000). Projects
like building a community center or a local school foster bonding capital by strengthening
the internal ties, trust, and reciprocity among residents (Lyons & Reimer, 2006).
Simultaneously, by connecting their local communities to global resources, media
attention, and international partners, these athletes build bridging capital, which links the
community to external networks and opportunities (Putnam, 2000). For example, a
footballer's foundation might partner with an international NGO, bridging the local
community to global health expertise and funding streams. Strengthening this social fabric
isincreasingly recognized as a core policy objective for improving economic and social well-
being, making these athlete-led initiatives significant interventions in community
development (Haldane & Halpern, 2025). Together, Bourdieu's and Putnam's theories
provide a robust framework: Bourdieu explains how the athlete gains the capacity to act,
while Putnam explains the potential societal effects of that action.
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Sport for Development and Peace (SDP) Theory

The activities undertaken by African footballers align closely with the principles of the Sport
for Development and Peace (SDP) sector, which intentionally uses sport and physical
activity to achieve development objectives (Schulenkorf et al., 2016; GIZ, 2022). SDP
initiatives aim to improve health, educational attainment, gender equality, social inclusion,
and conflict resolution (GIZ, 2022; Policy Center for the New South, 2025). The global
nature of professional football positions successful African players as powerful, albeit
informal, SDP agents who can bridge local needs with international resources and media
visibility.

The SDP field has evolved significantly, moving towards more professionalized models that
emphasize evidence-based practice, rigorous monitoring and evaluation, and strategic
partnerships between practitioners and academic researchers (Welty Peachey & Cohen,
2023; Welty Peachey & Schulenkorf, 2024). This evolution provides a benchmark against
assessing individual footballers' often more informal, personality-driven initiatives.
However, the SDP field is not without its critics. Scholars have cautioned that SDP
initiatives, particularly those led by Western organizations or individuals who have
succeeded within Western systems, can risk perpetuating neocolonial power dynamics
(Akindes & Kirwin, 2009). Darnell et al. (2018) urge a critical examination of the power
relations inherent in SDP, questioning who defines the "development" agenda and whose
interests are ultimately served. Manzo's (2012) work further sharpens this critique by
distinguishing between neoliberal models of development (which emphasize individual
entrepreneurship and market-based solutions) and postcolonial models (which seek to
challenge and transform underlying structural inequalities). This critical perspective is
essential for analyzing whether footballer-led philanthropy genuinely empowers
communities or inadvertently reinforces a dependency on external aid, thereby absolving
state actors of their responsibilities. This theoretical tension sets the stage for the critical
discussion in a later section of this article.

Footballer-Led Development in Practice: Comparative Case Studies

To move from theoretical abstraction to concrete analysis, this section examines the
philanthropic initiatives of two of Africa's most prominent footballers: Didier Drogba of
Cote d'lvoire and Sadio Mané of Senegal. Their work provides rich, contrasting examples of
how individual athletes translate global success into tangible community development
projects. By detailing their initiatives and noting their challenges, these case studies offer a
practical understanding of the potential and pitfalls of athlete-led philanthropy in Africa.

Didier Drogba: From National Hero to Pan-African Philanthropist

Didier Drogba’s evolution from a celebrated striker to a national and continental
significance figure is a prime example of an athlete leveraging symbolic capital for social
and political influence. His work through the Didier Drogba Foundation, established in 2007,
represents an ambitious, institutional approach to philanthropy focusing on healthcare and
education (Acheampong et al., 2020).
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The foundation's flagship project has been the development of healthcare infrastructure in

Abidjan, Cote d'lvoire. Beyond this, the foundation has engaged in more targeted health
interventions and has focused on modernizing learning environments by funding and
equipping digital classrooms in several Ivorian villages (Charity Commission, 2023).
However, the foundation's journey highlights the significant governance challenges
inherent in such high-profile, transnational charitable operations. In 2016, the UK's Charity
Commission launched an investigation following media reports of financial
mismanagement. The Commission's final report found no evidence of fraud or corruption,
confirming that all funds raised in the UK were accounted for (UK Charity Commission,
2016). Nevertheless, it criticized the foundation's governance sternly, citing "poor record
keeping" and a failure to meet regulatory accounting standards. A key finding was that the
foundation had misled donors by not clearly distinguishing between the activities of the
UK-registered charity and a separate, pre-existing NGO in Cote d'lvoire. Funds raised in the
UK for projects had been accumulated in a bank account rather than spent, a situation the
trustees attributed to political instability in Cote d'lvoire but had failed to communicate
transparently to donors (UK Charity Commission, 2016). This case underscores the
operational complexities and the critical need for robust governance structures and
transparency in athlete-led foundations to maintain public trust. Financial records from the
UK Charity Commission show highly variable income and expenditure over the years,
illustrating its operations' fluctuating nature (Charity Commission, 2023).

Sadio Mané: A Model of Grassroots-Focused Development

In contrast to Drogba's broad, institutional model, Sadio Mané’s philanthropic work is
characterized by a deeply personal and hyper-local focus on his hometown of Bambali,
Senegal. His approach exemplifies a "roots-based development" model, where investments
are directly targeted at his community of origin's specific, observable needs (Chiweshe,
2020).

Mané's most significant contributions have been in infrastructure development. He funded
the construction of a modern hospital to serve Bambali and surrounding villages,
addressing a severe lack of accessible healthcare in the rural region (Chiweshe, 2020). He
financed a public secondary school in education, providing local youth with educational
opportunities that previously required them to travel long distances (Acheampong et al.,
2019). His infrastructure projects also include building a post office and a petrol station and
providing the village with modern internet connectivity, all aimed at improving the quality
of life and fostering economic activity (Chiweshe, 2020).

Beyond these large-scale projects, Mané provides direct economic support to his
community through stipends and educational incentives to top-performing students
(Acheampong et al., 2019). This combination of infrastructure investment and direct aid
reflects a holistic approach to community empowerment. While Mané's direct, personal
funding model ensures that resources are deployed quickly and in response to precise
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community needs, it raises important questions about long-term management, scalability,
and the potential for creating dependency on a single benevolent individual.

Comparative Impact Analysis: Contributions and Limitations

While both Didier Drogba and Sadio Mané's initiatives are rooted in a desire to "give back,"
they offer contrasting models of athlete-led philanthropy. A direct comparison highlights
their different strategies, scales of operation, and the distinct challenges they face. Table 1
provides a concise summary of key metrics, enabling a more rigorous comparative analysis.

Table 1: Comparative Analysis of the Drogba and Mané Foundations

Metric Didier Sadio Mané's | Source(s)
Foundation

Initiatives
Geographic Focus Pan-African, focused Hyper-local, focused (Acheampong et al.,

Drogba

on Cote d'lvoire on Bambali, Senegal 2020; Chiweshe,
2020)
Key Projects Healthcare (hospital, Infrastructure (Charity Commission,
mobile clinics), (hospital, school, post  2023; Chiweshe,
Education (digital office, petrol station), 2020)
classrooms) Direct Aid
Operational Model Formal  foundation Personal, direct (UK Charity
structure (UK & funding Commission,  2016;

Ivorian entities)

Chiweshe, 2020)

Noted Challenges Governance issues, Dependency on a (UK Charity
lack of transparency single individual, Commission,  2016;
(UK Charity long-term Moolman, 2022)

Commission)

sustainability

The data in Table 1 reveals two distinct philosophies. Drogba's foundation operates on a
larger, more institutional scale, with a pan-African vision and a formalized structure. This
model has the potential for broader impact and systemic influence, but, as evidenced by
the Charity Commission's investigation, it is susceptible to significant governance and
transparency challenges (UK Charity Commission, 2016). The separation between its UK
and Ivorian entities created confusion and undermined donor trust, illustrating the difficulty
of managing a complex, transnational non-profit.

Conversely, Mané's model is agile, direct, and deeply embedded in a single community. His
oversight ensures that funds are deployed to meet specific, identifiable needs, fostering a
strong sense of local ownership and immediate impact. However, this approach is
inherently limited in scale and raises critical questions about its long-term sustainability.
The development of an entire village appears to rest on one individual's continued success
and goodwill, creating a potential dependency that may be difficult to unwind (Moolman,
2022). These contrasting cases demonstrate no single "best practice" for athlete-led
philanthropy; each model presents a unique trade-off between scale and governance, and
between direct impact and long-term sustainability.
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Critical Discussion: Navigating the Complexities of Athlete Philanthropy

While the philanthropic efforts of African footballers like Drogba and Mané deliver
undeniable benefits, a deeper critical analysis reveals a complex web of structural, political,
and socio-cultural issues. This section moves beyond a descriptive account to interrogate
the underlying dynamics of athlete-led development. It examines the tension between
individual charisma and institutional strategy, explores the paradoxical relationship
between talent migration and philanthropy, and analyzes these initiatives' political and
media dimensions. This discussion integrates the theoretical frameworks and case study
evidence to address the core challenges of sustainability, dependency, and power.

Individual Charisma versus Institutional Strategy

The effectiveness of footballer-led initiatives is inextricably linked to the athletes' immense
celebrity and charismatic authority. Their status as national heroes provides them a unique
platform to mobilize resources, command media attention, and inspire communities in a
way that traditional NGOs or government agencies often cannot. This aligns with the
concept of the "citizen athlete," an individual who leverages their public persona to
advocate for and enact social change (McDonald & Marshall, 2023). The impassioned pleas
of Drogba and the grassroots connection of Mané are potent examples of this charismatic
leadership in action.

However, a model built on the charisma of an individual is inherently fragile. It raises
questions about what happens when the athlete retires, their fame wanes, or their financial
capacity diminishes. This challenge highlights a growing consensus in the development
sector on the need for more structured, institutionalized approaches to ensure long-term
impact (GlZ, 2022; Policy Center for the New South, 2025). In the African sports context,
bodies like the Association of National Olympic Committees of Africa (ANOCA) are actively
working to create systemic frameworks for athlete support, including career transition
programs and development funds that are not dependent on the fortunes of a single star
(ANOCA, 2025a). These initiatives aim to build a resilient ecosystem for African sport,
moving from a model of individual rescue to one of collective and sustainable development.
The most effective path forward likely lies in synergizing these two approaches. Figure 1
presents a framework, depicting the potential synergy between athlete-led foundations,
institutional partners, and the community.
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Institutional & NGO Partners

- Scale & Structural Capacity
- Long-Term Sustainability Planning
- Formal Monitoring & Evaluation

- Technical Expertise & Governance

Individual Footballer Initiatives

- High Public Profile & Charisma
- Agility & Rapid Response

- Direct Community Connection
- Authentic Local Legitimacy

Strategic
Partnership

Sustainable
Implementation

Grassroots
Empowerment

Optimal Synergy:

Local Community
Integrated Impact

- Local Knowledge & Needs Assessment
- Community Ownership & Buy-in

- Volunteer Mobilization

- Cultural Context & Guidance

Figure 1: A Framework for Integrated Sport for Development Collaboration

This model, informed by literature on collaborative frameworks in development, proposes
that sustainable impact is achieved at the intersection of all three actors (Welty Peachey, &
Cohen, 2023). The athlete provides the inspiration, personal connection, and initial
resources. Institutional partners (like NGOs, government agencies, or sporting bodies) offer
the structural support, policy expertise, and mechanisms for project scaling. The
community provides the local knowledge, defines the needs, and ensures genuine
ownership, which is critical for long-term success (Giampiccoli & Nauright, 2019). By
combining the athlete's charismatic appeal with the institution's structural rigor and the
community's active participation, this integrated model can overcome the limitations of
each actor working in isolation, paving the way for more robust and sustainable Sport for
Development outcomes.

Sustainability, Dependency, and Neocolonial Echoes

A critical examination of the athlete philanthropy model reveals a structural paradox. The
very phenomenon that creates the wealth for these philanthropic endeavors—the mass
migration of African football talent to Europe—is itself a symptom of the continent's
underlying structural weaknesses, such as underfunded domestic leagues, poor
infrastructure, and governance challenges (Ani & Anyanwu, 2023). This "muscle drain" or
"feet drain" is often framed within a neocolonial context, where the economic power of
European clubs continues a historical pattern of resource extraction from the continent
(Darby et al., 2007; Manzo, 2012).
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This leads to a self-perpetuating cycle. The weakness of local sporting and economic

systems pushes talented players to migrate (Darby et al., 2022). In Europe, they accumulate
vast economic and social capital. They then reinvest a portion of this capital back into their
home communities through philanthropy, addressing the very infrastructure and social
welfare gaps that drove them away in the first place (Acheampong et al., 2019). While
laudable, this dynamic can inadvertently reduce the pressure on African governments and
football federations to undertake the difficult, systemic reforms necessary to build self-
sustaining domestic institutions. The philanthropy acts as a palliative, masking deeper
structural problems and potentially fostering a new form of dependency, not on foreign aid
from Western governments, but on the goodwill of diasporic sons.

This dynamic can be analyzed through Manzo's (2012) distinction between neoliberal and
postcolonial development models through football. On the surface, these initiatives appear
postcolonial, representing Africans helping Africans and challenging the narrative of
Western saviors. However, their functional logic often aligns with a neoliberal framework,
where private individuals and their foundations step in to provide social services that were
traditionally the state's responsibility. This privatizes social welfare and champions the
individual entrepreneur as the primary agent of social change, which can depoliticize
development by shifting focus away from demands for state accountability and structural
transformation (Manzo, 2012). Furthermore, this model places immense pressure on the
players, who their communities expect to fulfill extensive obligations of care and charity.
This burden comes with material and non-material costs (Ejekwumadu, 2023).

The Politics of Giving: Governance, Power, and Media Framing

Athlete-led initiatives do not operate in a political vacuum. Their high visibility and
significant financial clout make them powerful actors in the national landscape, which
requires them to navigate complex political terrain. The popularity of a footballer can be a
tremendous asset, granting them access to political leaders and the ability to cut through
bureaucratic red tape. However, this same visibility can make their foundations targets for
political co-optation, where political figures may seek to align themselves with a popular
hero for their gain. It can also lead to friction with state actors who may view these
independent centers of power and influence with suspicion. The regulatory challenges
faced by the Didier Drogba Foundation in the UK clearly illustrate the governance
complexities that arise when these initiatives intersect with state power and legal
frameworks (UK Charity Commission, 2016).

The media plays a crucial role in shaping this philanthropy's public perception and impact.
Media coverage can significantly influence public understanding of social issues (Ali et al.,
2024). In this context, media narratives often adopt a simplistic "savior" framing, portraying
the footballer as a lone hero rescuing their community. This can obscure the systemic
nature of the problems being addressed, downplay the agency and contributions of the
community itself, and create unrealistic expectations about the transformative power of a
single individual's actions. This dynamic reinforces the need for a more critical engagement
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with how football politics interacts with media and cultural production, a key area of inquiry
that remains underdeveloped.

Conclusion and Future Directions
This article has examined the rise of African footballers as significant agents of community

development and cultural activism. Through a comparative narrative inquiry focusing on
the initiatives of Didier Drogba and Sadio Mané, the analysis has illuminated both the
profound potential and the inherent complexities of this athlete-led philanthropic model.
By leveraging the immense social and economic capital accumulated on the global stage,
these athletes deliver tangible health, education, and infrastructure benefits to their home
communities. However, their efforts are situated within a paradoxical structure where the
"muscle drain" of talent migration funds the development needed to address the
continent's systemic weaknesses. This raises critical questions about sustainability,
dependency, and the need to move beyond models reliant on individual charisma.

Summary of Findings

The analysis of redevelopment actions reveals how their distinct social capital enables them
to assert that African footballers have emerged as influential figures in development
initiatives. These projects often address gaps left by governmental efforts, demonstrating
the significant impact that these athletes can have on their communities. The case studies
of Drogba and Mané highlight two distinct models: Drogba's ambitious, institutional, and
pan-African approach, which has faced governance challenges; and Mané's hyper-local,
direct, and grassroots method, which raises questions of scalability and long-term
dependency. The critical discussion demonstrates that while these initiatives are
celebrated, they operate within a complex political, economic, and media landscape. The
most effective path forward appears to lie in a synergistic model that integrates the
individual athlete's charismatic leadership with the structural capacity of institutional
partners and the active participation of local communities.

Policy and Practitioner Recommendations
To address the challenges identified and harness the full potential of athlete-led
philanthropy, the following recommendations are proposed:

e For Sporting Bodies (CAF, National Federations):

o Develop and implement clear policy frameworks that formally recognize and
integrate athlete-led philanthropy into national and continental sport
development strategies. This would help coordinate efforts, prevent duplication,
and ensure alignment with broader public goals (African Union, 2023; Policy
Center for the New South, 2025).

o Establish formal mentorship and capacity-building programs, leveraging the
experience of retired athletes to guide current players on sustainable foundation
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management, financial transparency, and governance, drawing on ANOCA's
initiatives for athlete career transition (ANOCA, 2025a; ANOCA, 2025b).

e For Athlete-Led Foundations:

o Prioritize strategic partnerships with established local and international NGOs.
Such collaborations can provide the necessary expertise in project management,
monitoring and evaluation, and governance, thereby mitigating the risks of
mismanagement and enhancing long-term project sustainability (GIZ, 2022;
Welty Peachey & Cohen, 2023).

o Adopt a Human Rights-Based Approach (HRBA) in all project design and
implementation. This ensures that core principles of community participation,
non-discrimination, empowerment, and accountability are central, shifting the
dynamic from charitable giving to rights-based development (GIZ, 2022).

e For Governments and Development Partners:

o Increase investment in strengthening grassroots sports infrastructure, domestic
leagues, and transparent governance. This would address the "push factors"
driving talent migration and help create a more self-sustaining sports ecosystem
in Africa, reducing the reliance on diasporic philanthropy (Ani & Anyanwu, 2023).

o Facilitate cross-sectoral partnership platforms that formally connect athlete
foundations with public ministries (e.g., health, education, youth) to integrate
their projects into national planning, enhancing their legitimacy, scalability, and
impact (Policy Center for the New South, 2025).

Avenvues for Future Research

This study opens several important avenues for future research. First, there is a critical need
for longitudinal studies that track the long-term socio-economic impacts of these projects,
moving beyond output metrics to assess genuine outcomes. Second, a significant gap exists
inthe literature concerning female African athletes' philanthropic and activist roles. As their
global prominence grows, research must explore their unique contributions, challenges,
and perspectives, building on recent work that has started to examine the feminization of
football migration (Darby et al., 2024). Third, more research is needed on the "costs of
giving" for the athletes themselves, including the mental, social, and financial pressures
they face, expanding on the exploratory work of scholars like Ejekwumadu (2023). Finally,
the comparative case study framework utilized here—with its horizontal, vertical, and
transversal axes—could be productively applied to other African regions and to different
forms of athlete activism to build a more comprehensive, continent-wide understanding of
this powerful trend.

In conclusion, the emergence of the African footballer as a development actor is a defining
feature of the contemporary African socio-political landscape. While their contributions are
vital, the path to sustainable impact requires a collective effort to build frameworks that
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support their work, integrate it with broader development agendas, and address the
structural inequalities that shape the global world of sport.
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