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Abstract 

Football is the most popular sport in the world. It is also one of the most popular games in 

China. However, there is one aspect of the beautiful game in China that is different from the 

west. That is the influences of foreign players. This research tries to answer the question of in 

the world of Chinese soccer, what type of foreign player is the most compatible and suitable 

for Chinese teams. To answer this question, data on all the foreign players and Chinese 

topflight clubs in the 2019 season has been collected. I analysed the data to identify the trends 

within the different regional foreign players in terms of their attendance rate, goal scoring 

rate, and contribution to the clubs’ total goals scored/conceded and ranking at the end of the 

season. Players were separated into categories depending on the continent they come from. At 

the end, results show that foreign players with the most time in China perform the best, the 

longer they stay, the better they perform. Also, African players are the most efficient and the 

cheapest. Scoring similar number of goals compared to Europeans and South Americans but 

costing way less transfer fee. To sum everything up, expensive doesn’t always mean better, 

Chinese clubs should spend more money into the analysis and scouting to foreign players to 

spot the most economically viable and compatible one, not blindly purchasing whoever’s 

market value is higher and got the best reputation. 
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1. Introduction 

In the Chinese football league, one of the greatest talking points is the foreign players 

because each team often spend a great amount of money on purchasing these foreign players 

(Yu, Gai, Gong, Gómez, & Cui, 2020). It is also one of the areas where it costs clubs the most 

expenditure. For example, in a single season of 2017, the Chinese Super League spent a total 

of 331 euros in the transfer window, outspending the English Premier League. In the Chinese 

league, unlike European ones, clubs often fail to make any revenue (Watanabe & Soebbing, 

2017). Ticket sales and merchandise sales are significantly lower in China than Europe due to 

the smaller amount of fans. However, this does not stop the clubs from investing to earn all 

the glory. Since Chinese players’ abilities are not world class, clubs that are financially 

backed by big companies invest millions of Euros to try and purchase top notch players from 

Europe, South America, and Africa. Since the initial establishment of a professional football 

league in China, Jia-a, in 1993, there has been the presence of foreign players and they have 

higher skill level compared to other local players. In order to control the number of foreign 

players and allow the local players to still have a chance of development, the Chinese FA 

imposed foreign player limits from the very start. In the 2019 season, each club is allowed to 

have 4 foreign players and only 3 can be playing at the same time in a match. Despite the 

limitation, clubs still invest large amount of money into the transfer market each year for 

foreign players. 

Nonetheless, not all foreign players can live up to their expectations. Even some of the 

most expensive players can fail to adapt and end up not performing well. This leads up to the 

question that what type of foreign players are the most suitable and is expensive always 

better? 

This also relates to other sports in China like basketball. The CBA has a similar situation 

where foreign players are becoming more and more important (Zhongyou, 2012). They are 

almost the core of a whole team. If the core player doesn’t perform, the whole team struggles. 

Acquisition of foreign talents is also critical for other organizations, such as senior 

executives, and technicians. In many industries, these foreign talents can provide a brand new 

perspective into problem solving and innovating. More importantly, these foreign talents 

serve as an important role in all organizations to provide constant high quality output. 

Therefore, it is important to understand how to manage foreign talents. And the results might 

be applicable to many organizations and industries. In the football industry, the research 

always seems to focus on the performances of foreign players and their impact on clubs, but 

little has been done on the compatibility of them and the types of players. Several papers has 

been written on the foreign players in China were about comparing foreign players to Chinese 

players (Aksu & Özaydin, 2019; Madichie, 2009; Poli, Ravanel, & Besson, 2016). One of 

them is about the difference in the goal contribution between Chinese players within a club 

and foreign (Gai, Volossovitch, Lago, & Gómez, 2019). The other was comparing the in-

game statistics between Chinese players and foreign players to outline the importance of 
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foreign players in an actual game (Yu et al., 2020). However, the superior ability of a foreign 

player compared to Chinese players is already known. These do not solve the issue that 

Chinese football is facing at the moment and that is finding the best and most suitable foreign 

player.   

Still, no one has investigated the nuanced question of which type of foreign players are 

more suitable through the three main football regions (i.e., Europe, South America, and 

Africa). Almost all of the foreign players in the Chinese Super League are from these three 

regions because they have the most highly skilled leagues and continental competitions 

organized by FIFA(Velema, 2018). By investigating the players from the three regions, we 

can help determine which type of foreign players can create the most impact, thus, being the 

most effective option for clubs to purchase. When Chinese clubs are not as financially 

profitable as clubs in Europe, it is important for clubs to identify the most suitable players for 

the cheapest price to cut down the cost of operation. 

 

2. Methodology 

To investigate these questions, I collect foreign players’ data from the second-hand dataset, 

which contains foreign players’ regions, transfer fees, performance and so on. All the data 

collected is from “Transfermarket”, building on a reliable database founded in 2000, currently 

owned by Axel Springer, a famous German digital publishing house. We collected data from 

the 2019 season in the Chinese Super League from 16 clubs and 68 foreign players. The 

database contains scores, transfer rumours, done deals, player statistics, and club statistics. 

The data in our research is based on the club data, including ranking and market value, and 

the players’ data, including personal market value, appearances statistics, goals statistics, time 

at the club, and transfer fees. We focused on the correlations between each of those statistics 

and the trend within players.  

Past research has examined the European football league and found when a club invests 

more in the transfer market, the club will end up performing better and making more revenue. 

Confirming that football is a money game globally (Liu, Liu, Lu, Wang, & Wang, 2016). We 

still do not know if this is the case for Chinese football league. Moreover, we follow the 

previous research to use appearance to measure the foreign player’s compatibility with his 

team, goals to measure their overall performance, and the club’s final ranking to measure the 

effect of foreign players on the club’s performance (Liu et al., 2016; Zhou, Hopkins, Mao, 

Calvo, & Liu, 2019). These only focusing on their own performances and how cost-effective 

they are to the club as a purchase. 
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3. Player Level Results 

In the analysis, there were 19 players from Europe, 12 from Africa, 30 from South 

America, and 6 from Asian countries outside of China.  

3.1 Average number of goals 

As shown in Figure 1, on average, foreign players from Europe had 7.94 goals in the 2019 

season, African players had 7.66 goals, following by South American players had 7.46 goals, 

and finally, foreign Asian players had 2.56 goals.  

 
Figure 1. The average number of goals of players from 4 regions 

 

3.2 Average Appearance 

In the 2019 season, on average, European player made 20.05 appearances, African players 

made 20.25, South American players made 19.53, and Asian players made 17.33 (See Figure 

2).  
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Figure 2. The average appearances of players from 4 regions 

Note: Appearance represents the number of games the player attends. 

 

3.3 Average Transfer Fee 

On average, the foreign players with the highest transfer fees come form South America, 

with the transfer fee being 11.72 million euros. The cheapest are Asian players and African 

players. This is due to the reason that many South American players has represented for their 

national teams. Players that has made appearances for their national team are more expensive 

because they are more widely recognized. If not at a senior team, then at a youth level. 

Players who have been elected into the national team are considered more valuable and better 

than those who have not. Adding onto that, the FIFA rankings of South American nations are 

usually within the top 10. Considering the player’s value on a club and national level, clubs 

might demand a higher transfer fee.  
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Figure 3. The average transfer fees of players from 4 regions 

 

3.4 Average Market Value 

In the 2019 season, European players have the highest market value with a 10.99 million 

euros. This is reasonable considering most of the European players has come from the top 5 

leagues in Europe. The value of players in these leagues are a little inflated due to the high 

level of competition they participate domestically and continentally. Players in South 

America is the second expensive in terms of market value which is due to the fact that there 

are a large population of South American football players that have come from their native 

leagues who became world class players after moving. The number of these successful 

stories, like Messi and Neymar, provide the buyers of a natural confidence in these players. 

The value reflects bystander’s confidence in their future development. Many will wonder 

why afterall, their value is still lower than European players. This is because the continental 

competitions Europeans play in are extremely valuable. The Champions League and The 

Europa League are thought to be two highest level of competitions a football player can 

participate on a club level. Their commercial value is significantly higher than any other type 

of competitions in the world. However, in majority of the cases, a player’s market value does 

not reflect his transfer fee. This is because most of the time, older and more experienced 

players are those who can make an immediate impact. This means the players are often older 

as they will possess more experience. Market value also considers the future of a player. In 

this case, the experienced players Chinese clubs prefer might not have a brilliant future as 

they are near the peak or end of their career. 
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Figure 4. The average market value of players from 4 regions 

 

3.5 Average time spent in Clubs 

On average South American players and African players serve their club the longest. Asian 

players and European players serve the shortest. This has to do with the players’ performance. 

If a player can consistently perform and help the team, there is no reason for him to be 

leaving. However, if a player struggle to put out good performance, the club might need to 

find a replacement for him, and he will leave. From this data we can tell African and South 

American players perform the best because of their brilliant individual abilities. European 

players stay the shortest because of their difficulties adapting to a playing style less based on 

team cohesion. Asian players possess less outstanding physical and technical attributes 

compared to other players. 
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Figure 5. The average time spent in clubs from 4 regions 

 

4. Analysis 

In terms of positions, most of the foreign players are strikers at 46.3%. This shows how 

much Chinese clubs need the attacking power and rely on foreign players for this. The 

position that is second popular is central midfielders. Some clubs need greater ability in the 

middle of the pitch to obtain more control of the game. Also, to connect the front and back of 

the team together and improve cohesion. The third most popular position is wingers in 

general. Wingers are essentially wide attackers. Many clubs like to buy rapid wingers to 

create more goal scoring chances on the flanks of the pitch and widen the options to score. 

The least popular position is defenders, and this is because of a simple rule in football. 

Having good defense only makes sure a team doesn’t concede, but to win, a team needs to 

score. This is especially true in the Chinese league because comparing to Chinese attackers, 

Chinese defenders doesn’t need the aid of foreign players as much. There are usually more 

lacking in talented Chinese attacking players which is why many clubs resorted to foreign 

players.   

Analysis is conducted to explore the relationship between foreign players’ transfer fees and 

their performance. As shown in Table 1, after controlling positions and age, foreign player’s 

transfer fee is positively related with their goals (r = .39, p = .002). A player’s transfer fee 

reflects his ability and significance at his former club. Players with higher transfer fees means 

his former club is more reluctant to let go of him. This indicates the player possesses a great 

level of ability. This can allow us to conclude that the higher a player’s transfer fee, the better 
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ability he has, the better performances he will produce in the Chinese league, the more goals 

he will score.  

Table 1 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for individual players 

Variables Mean SD 1 2 

1. The number of goals 7.17 5.85   

2. Transfer fee (million) 9.21 13.37 .39*  

3. Appearances 19.34 7.33 .60** .26* 

Note. N =61. This result controls for players’ age and positions.  
+p <.01; * p < 0.05; ** p < .01  

 

5. Cases 

South American players are most expensive but also perform the best. Paulinho is a 

midfielder playing for Guangzhou FC. He previously played for Premier League side 

Tottenham Hotspurs. During his 3-year career playing for Tottenham he made 67 

appearances and scored 10 goals. In 2015, he made a 14 Million euros switch to Guangzhou 

FC. At the time, it was a significant amount of fee for Guangzhou and for the Chinese Super 

League in general. He instantly became a superstar in China and recognized by many fans as 

he made 6 appearances for the Brazilian national team in the 2014 world cup, the biggest 

international football competition in the world. Despite his skills, the transfer was still 

controversial as many doubted the high transfer fee and questioned whether it was worthy. 

Nonetheless, he proofed the transfer fee is justified by winning 3 league titles after he joined, 

1 league cup, and 1 Asian Champions League champion. He was also named Chinese Super 

League player of the season multiple times and featured in most of best 11 of the season. 

African players score similar goals compared to European and South American players but 

have a cheaper transfer fee. Frank Acheampong is a winger playing for Tianjin TEDA. He 

joined from Anderlecht in 2018 for 3.5 million euros. Tianjin is not a very strong team in the 

league and often fight to stay in the league by avoiding relegation. In 2017, before 

Acheampong joined, his team has just finished in 13th position the previous year, only 2 

positions ahead of relegation. Things did not get any better as the ability of the Chinese 

players in the team struggles to compete with others and the investment made on the team by 

its owners are minimal. However, Tianjin managed to stay in the Super League just 1 position 

above relegation in 14th with Acheampong scoring 17 goals. The season after that, with 

Tianjin brining in 2 additional foreign players to help the team, Acheampong scored 9 goals 

and the team finish in 7th position. 7 positions above the previous season. 

Therefore, African players are the hidden gems. Their reputation might not be as loud but 

can quickly adapt to the Chinese Super League style.  South American players are the most 

expensive but their price is justified by their level of output and performance.  
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6. Club Level Results 

As shown in Table 2, The mean time of a foreign player spends at the club is 31.58 

months, the standard deviation is 6.69. The mean transfer fee of a foreign player is 9.14 

million euros, the standard deviation is 9.14. The mean market value of foreign players is 

7.77 million euros, the standard deviation is 6.55. The mean percentage of goals scored by a 

foreign player out of the total goals scored by a club is 65.3 percent, the standard deviation is 

11.9. The mean amount of goals scored by a club is 46.53, the standard deviation is 10.69. 

The mean goals conceded by a club is 46.36, the standard deviation is 12.33. The mean 

amount of goals scored by a foreign player within a club is 7.34, the standard deviation is 

2.20. The mean number of appearances made by a foreign player within a club is 19.72, the 

standard deviation is 1.93. 

 Within the 2019 season, the time a player spend at the club has a positive relationship 

with the number of goals he score (r = .57, p = .026). This is because it takes every player a 

period of time before they fully adapt to a team’s style. Especially in the Chinese league, 

foreign player needs to take on more responsibilities. Foreign players might experience more 

pressure because they have to try and make up for the lack of abilities of the Chinese players. 

Many foreign players fail to adapt as Chinese teams often rely on one or two competent 

players. However, foreign players often get used to the style that teamwork overweighs 

individual capability. However, for those who do adapt, they will stay at the club for a long 

time. These types of players also have a very high ability of maximizing their strengths and 

use it to get the most advantage over others. Thus, if a player spends more time at the club, it 

means he is more capable to cover other weakness and carry the whole team.   

Club’s foreign players’ average time spending at the club is positively related with the 

ranking the club will achieve. This is because in the Chinese league, foreign players are a 

great element of each team’s tactic. Some clubs need a consistent foreign player to make sure 

the tactic can be executed to perfection. A perfect tactic could help a club to win and if a team 

can consistently execute the tactic, they will have a great chance of winning the title. Like 

previously mentioned, the longer a player spends at the club means the more adapted he is to 

the team and the league’s style. This indicates that they will have a consistent output which 

the club can rely on at all times. Having a consistent foreign player then means the club will 

be able to execute its tactics more often. Thus, allowing it to achieve better rankings.    

Club’ foreign players average transfer fee is positively related with the club’s Chinese 

players’ value. This is because usually, the richest clubs in the league who are able to afford 

high foreign player transfer fees also hold many of the better Chinese talents. Wealthy clubs 

in the Chinese league tend to spend money on both local and foreign players to make sure 

their team has a better overall roster. Thus, if they purchase expensive foreign players, their 

Chinese players will also be of high value.   
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Moreover, the higher the average foreign player transfer fee, the more goals the club will 

score, the less the club will concede, and the higher the club will rank. The high foreign 

player transfer fee also reflects the status of the club within the league. If the club is rich 

enough to afford expensive foreign plyers, it means they most likely have high level players 

in every position. The richer a club gets, the better the roster. Thus, doing better in both attack 

and defence. 

Finally, the higher Chinese player value, the more goals the club score. Just like previously 

mentioned, the clubs that are the richest, with the best foreign players, also possesses great 

Chinese talents. If a club’s Chinese players have a high value, the same club most likely also 

have high level foreign players which is why the club is capable of scoring more goals.  

 

7. Discussion 

Football has always been a very popular sport in China. Other than the passion for the 

national teams, Chinese football fans love to see the club they support competing for the 

Chinese Super League and Asian Champions League title. In every Chinese club, the most 

important players are often the foreign players, they are able to significantly increase the skill 

level of the team. Even when foreign players can become the core of Chinese clubs, studies 

have rarely addressed which type of foreign players are most suitable and effective for 

Chinese clubs. I collected data from 16 clubs and 68 foreign players to find trends and 

similarities of players from the same regions. The player level data suggests that African 

players have great potentials. They are relatively cheaper, but they can perform equally well 

and quickly adapt to the Chinese Super League style. South American players have the best 

performance, and they are the most expensive ones. The club level data shows that the more 

clubs spend on purchasing foreign players, the better they perform. At the same time, these 

rich clubs often hire better and more expensive Chinese players. Thus, they generally have 

better foreign and local players. And those clubs with foreign players with longer tenure also 

perform better, since they have more time to integrate as a whole team.  

This research has several important implications on foreign players, Chinese clubs, 

Chinese Super League, and the Chinese Super League. For foreign players, they will need to 

understand the responsibility on their shoulders when they play in a Chinese club. First, they 

have to change the styles of playing. The level of team collaboration will be significantly 

lower so the foreign players shall not rely on their teammates as much in the beginning. 

Indeed, the club is depending on them to use their strength to boost the tactics but also, they 

are role models for young Chinese players. They will act as mentors in the club and develop 

other players to be able to work collectively as a whole.  

For Chinese clubs, they should focus more of their recruitment on scouting and analysing. 

For example, they can watch game footages of the targeted players. This will allow them to 

be more cost-efficient on buying foreign players. Clubs will also have to understand that 
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spending more money doesn’t always get the best players. Spending more time to search for 

the right player gets the best players. A player’s ability is relative to the club’s performance. 

Some might not be as well-known or played in a top league but it their characteristics fits the 

club’s requirements; they are “suitable” players to the club.  

Comparing to European leagues, Chinese Super League clubs rely heavily on foreign 

players, which leads to high performance (Liu et al., 2016). But this is not certain. In Europe, 

a team’s tactic is mostly based on the whole team, the starting 11 players. There are rare cases 

where top teams rely on a few individuals to win because that will mean the team’s 

performance can be very unstable depending on the few players’ form. Also, teams in Europe 

usually deal with injuries quite well. All players have a good labour mobility so they can take 

on other players’ role when other players are absent due to injury. However, a Chinses club 

will have 3 foreign players who are the most important and all the tactics are organized 

around them. This could be detrimental because in many cases, if 1 of these 3 players face 

injuries, the team’s tactic will capitulate. Moreover, the foreign players in Chinese clubs 

cannot be replaced by others. Therefore, clubs should keep in mind that their most important 

job is to develop Chinese players and make them learn from foreign players. Instead of 

pursuing short-term benefits of winning the games, every club need to look at long-term 

development and not be short-sighted.   

Another big difference is the development of domestic players. In the Chinese Super 

League, there is a special rule regarding players under the age of 23. It states in the starting 11 

players, 1 of them must be Chinese and under 23. This was purposefully imposed to provide 

domestic young players with more opportunities since foreign players take on too much 

important positions and the clubs are not willing to risk playing young players when they can 

simply choose the more skilful foreign player.  

Comparing to league in England, Spain, etc, they are willing to use their domestic talents 

and put them in vital roles on the pitch. Their coaches are willing to put trust into young 

domestic players and not overly rely on more experienced foreign players (Varmus, Kubina, 

& Adámik, 2020). This ensures a healthy balance development. In China, young players are 

given fewer opportunities due to the constant pressure of media and fans. In China, a good 

young player is very hard to come by. Thus, when someone young puts out a good 

performance, all the media spotlight is put onto that youngster and all the fans will put hope 

onto that person. This will create a very big psychological barrier for the player and give him 

tremendous pressure before and during games. In football, pressure always stymies the 

players to play freely, they will be more afraid to make mistakes thus playing caged and 

eventually plain and boring. This is usually how a youngster in China rises and falls. If China 

wants more youngsters to be successful, media should stop focusing on the particular one or 

two “heroes” They should understand this is a team game and every game is different. It is 

very normal fort good players to perform plainly or not so well. Less pressure should be 

given to them and they should be given time to develop freely without any barriers and 
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criticism from the public. It will be good for both their football development and mental 

health.  

Furthermore, Chinese clubs should build the tactics around multiple players, domestic and 

foreign. Only this way, when one player is absent, the whole team will still be able to operate. 

This also connects to the development of a Chinese player’s intelligence in football. Football 

is not only about the skills and physical, but also about the understanding of the game and 

ability to anticipate and foresee events. Increasing their understanding of the game will allow 

them to comprehend more complexed and various tactics. This will need to be developed 

from a young age. Therefore, football academies in China should focus less on physical 

training and start finding a balance between mental and physical development of players. 

 

8. Limitations  

The limitation to our study is that we only collected the foreign player data from 2019 

season in the Chinese Super League. This is because we wanted data that were recent and 

relevant enough, but the 2020 season was too special. Due to COVID-19, there might be bias 

in the purchasing of foreign players and the availability of players in certain regions. In future 

research, more data shall be collected across different seasons. This will guarantee a larger 

sample size. Also, future research should be more in depth, looking at Zhong-Jia (i.e., the 

second division of Chinese League) as well as the Chinese Super League. 

 

9. Conclusion 

In summary, the most important take away from this research is that although investments 

can bring in brilliant foreign players, it is not the only way. Analysis of foreign player’s 

performance and their own attributes will always be more important than plainly investing 

money. Afterall, a player can only be effective when his attributes fit in with the role the 

coach is looking for and the general tactic of the team.  
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for clubs 

Note. N =15.  
+p <.10; * p <.05; ** p < .0 

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1. Average time spent in 

the club (month) 

31.58 6.69          

2. Average transfer fee 

(million) 

9.14 9.14 .56*         

3. Average 2019 market 

value of foreign players 

7.77 6.55 .64** .90**        

4. Chinese players market 

value 

3.41 2.10 .46+ .49+ .47+       

5. Proportion of the goals 

of foreign players to the 

total goals 

0.65 0.12 .13 -.29 -.15 -.15      

6. Average club total 

goals 

46.53 10.69 .57* .69** .54* .54* -.04     

7. Average club total 

conceded goals 

46.36 12.33 -.47+ -.60* -.46+ -.46+ .36 -.59*    

8.. Club 2019 rank 8.47 4.16 -.57* -.57* -.39 -.39 .09 -.78** .87**   

9. Average number of 

goals of foreign players 

7.34 2.20 .60* .32 .42 .42 .52* .78** -.20 -.54*  

10. Average appearances 

of foreign players 

19.72 1.93 .17 -.09 -.26 .26 .31 .08 .03 -.19 .37 


