
MOST LEADING SPORTS CLUBS and leagues 
have prioritised global expansion in recent 
years and via international TV deals, licensing 
programmes and continent-hopping exhibition 
tours have sought to make fans around the world 
feel just as loved as their domestic counterparts.

Increasingly, there has also been a role 
for international academies, programmes 
that increase brand engagement - and in the 
long-term revenues - through youth sport 
development.

This October, English Premier League club 
Liverpool joined forces with Indian football team 
DSK Shivajians to launch a full-time coaching 
academy in Pune from January next year. Called 
the LFC International Football Academy DSK, 
the new initiative will feature a purpose-built 
residential complex with pitches, practice areas, 
a gym, a lecture theatre and much more.

“We think a set-up like this creates a powerful 
engagement platform that will spread the right 
message about the Liverpool brand within India. 
We’ve put a lot of time, effort and resource 
into making sure the academy’s students will 
get a genuine experience,” says Dan White, 
Liverpool’s head of soccer schools, who adds that

the academy is being built by DSK but Liverpool 
will provide the technical expertise

“We’re providing two coaches who know the 
Liverpool way. They will work with students at the 
academy and also develop local coaching talent. 
This isn’t a badging exercise. We’re building 
something that will still be around in ten years.” 

Initially, the LFC International Football 
Academy DSK will accommodate 64 students 
aged between 14 and 18, selected according 
to ability, with the financially poorest given 
scholarships. They will attend the academy 
full-time and be taught both football and a range 
of core school subjects. In addition there will 
be weekend and holiday football schools for the 
wider community.

“Success for us isn’t just about developing 
football skills, it’s about developing people who 
can be a credit to themselves off the pitch,” says 
White. “It would be great if we developed an 
exceptional player who could one day represent 
Liverpool, but that isn’t how we’re judging the 
performance of the programme in the short-term.” 

Although the number of kids passing 
through the academy in year one isn’t huge, the 
impact will come in the positive PR generated,

assuming the programme lives up to its billing. 
To make sure it does, a lot of care was taken 
before the DSK deal was signed, says White.

“The club’s reputation is on the line when we 
form partnerships like this so we spend a lot 
of time on due diligence,” he adds. “That’s also 
why we don’t want to run too many schemes. We 
have announced a similar programme in China, 
but we couldn’t run 20 or 30 programmes like 
this and expect to retain control over them.”

Like Liverpool, other football clubs downplay 
the role of international academies in spotting 
talent for their own clubs. For Barcelona, which 
has a programme called FCBEscola, the use of 
the word ‘Escola’ (school) rather than academy 
is deliberate because the club wants kids of all 
ability levels to participate. The main purpose, 
according to the club, is not to look for the 
most talented kids, but to prepare them for any 
sporting challenges they might face in the future.

Barcelona has schools in cities such as 
Fukuoka (Japan), Abu Dhabi (UAE), Lima (Peru) 
and Santo Domingo (Dominican Republic), 
however unlike Liverpool, it is not seeking to 
provide the same level of in-house expertise by 
running a franchise model.

In addition to FCBEscola, Barcelona also holds 
around 50 camps through the year across four 
different continents. While both models are 
aimed at kids aged between eight and 16, the 
schools are season-long set-ups and the camps 
usually last for a week and take place during 
school holidays. They also provide a route to
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market for sponsors. For example, Barcelona has 
linked up with Turkish telecom company AVEA 
to launch a camp programme that provides the 
brand with a CSR platform.

While European football academy activities 
are driven by clubs, US activity tends to focus 
on big league brands, and the NBA has just 
announced plans for a Chinese basketball school 
in partnership with retired player Yao Ming. 
Launching in Beijing in February 2014, the NBA 
Yao School will target boys and girls below the 
age of 16. The NBA will create the curriculum 
and operations manual, and select a technical 
director, while Yao Ming will be responsible 
for developing and running the school. The 
involvement of an icon like Yao is sure to help 
the school get off the ground, but the NBA has 
also done plenty to prepare the way.

“We’re in the fourth year of a joint coaching 
programme with the Chinese Basketball 
Association - which has trained 700 coaches - 
and we also launched an NBA training centre 
in 2011 which has trained 1,200 youth players,” 
said NBA commissioner David Stern. “The 
Yao School is the next step. It’s an after-school 
programme that will allow kids to develop 
skills and learn values like teamwork, exercise, 
fitness and communication. Hopefully it will be 
the first of many.”

However, there are academies where 
discovering talent is a central factor. In 2013,
MLB organised tryouts in cities across Europe
- Haarlem (Netherlands), Bologna (Italy), 
Barcelona (Spain), Mainz (Germany) and Prague 
(Czech Republic) - inviting nearly 60 teenage 
players who impressed to the MLB European 
Academy held in Tirrenia, Italy.

Since launching in 2005, the programme has 
had its successes, for example Alex Liddi, an 
Italian who now plays for the Baltimore Orioles. 
But it has also played a key role as an icebreaker, 
encouraging MLB teams to increase their own 
scouting of European players.

For some, academies also reflect the 
increasingly global nature of club ownership. 
Manchester City, for example, is owned by Abu 
Dhabi’s Sheikh Mansour and has an Abu Dhabi 
School of Football, a blueprint for which was 
rolled out to launch an International School of 
Football in Lebanon.

Run by Manchester City head coach Alan 
Dixon, the ten-week programme in Lebanon 
caters for girls and boys of all abilities - including 
some Palestinian refugees.

“Lebanon’s sporting culture has all the 
necessary ingredients. As a country, they not 
only have a wealth of young talented children 
who are extremely passionate about football, 
but a genuine desire to learn and apply new 
skills and knowledge,” says Nick Smith, head 
of business development for Manchester City’s 
International School of Football.
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Text Box
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