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Abstract
The evaluation of talented soccer players has been based,

traditionally, on physical capacities through technical-tactical
tests. However, in the last years, soccer academies are focused
their evaluations on technical-tactical and physical capacities,
as well. Given that, the purpose of this work has been twofold:
1) to examine the evolution of the tactical performance of a
group of talented players previously selected; 2) to compare
the tactical performance between talented and non-talented
players in previous literature. A total of 607 tactical sequences
were evaluated. A total of 15 players were selected from
an initial sample of 104 soccer players aged 14–23 years
(17.03±2.01). The Nomination Scale for identifying Football
Talent and the FUT-SAT instrument were used. The results
indicated that the tactical principle Width and Length are the
most used in the offensive phase, while Defensive Unity is the
most frequent in the defensive phase. The effectiveness of the
tactical principles decreases from U-16 to U-23. Finally, there is
a greater percentage of efficacy in the use of tactical principles
with talented players. In summary, that talented soccer players
may have a better tactical acquisition in the offensive phase
than the defensive. So, the precocity in tactical acquisition of
these players must be considered when designing training
sessions.

Keywords: sport initiation, gifted, education, decision-
making, invasion game.

Resumen

La evaluación de los futbolistas talentosos se ha basado en
pruebas técnicas aisladas. El lado táctico de cada jugador de
fútbol ahora ha ganado más importancia. Por eso, el propósito
de este trabajo ha sido doble. Primero, examinar la evolución
del desempeño táctico de un grupo de jugadores talentosos
previamente seleccionados. En segundo lugar, comparar
el desempeño táctico entre jugadores talentosos y no
talentosos. Se evaluaron un total de 607 secuencias tácticas.
Estos jugadores fueron seleccionados de una muestra inicial
de 104 jugadores de fútbol con edades comprendidas entre 14
y 23 años (17.03±2.01). Se utilizó la Escala de Nominación para
la identificación del Talento del Fútbol y el instrumento FUT-
SAT. Los resultados indicaron que el principio táctico amplitud
y longitud son los más utilizados en la fase ofensiva, mientras
que unidad defensiva es el más frecuente en la fase defensiva.
La efectividad de los principios tácticos disminuye de U-16
a U-23. Existe un mayor porcentaje de eficacia en el uso
de principios tácticos con jugadores talentosos. Se concluye
que los futbolistas talentosos tienen una mejor adquisición
táctica en la fase ofensiva que en la defensiva. Por tanto,
la precocidad en la adquisición táctica de estos jugadores
debe tenerse en cuenta a la hora de diseñar las sesiones de
entrenamiento.

Palabras clave: iniciación deportiva, superdotados,
educación, toma de decisiones, deporte de invasión.
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Introduction

The evaluation of performance in talented players has been
a matter of great interest in the last decade, increasingly in
the topic in sports (Morley et al., 2017) and specifically in
soccer (Pankhurst & Collins, 2013). Recent studies claim that
the current selection processes must move the evaluation
of talented soccer players towards new trends (Penney &
McMahon, 2016) focusing on the tactical side of the player
(Baker et al., 2017), replacing isolated tests (Serra-Olivares et
al., 2016), which have no relevance when reaching the elite
level (Nicolairé et al., 2013).

Regarding sporting initiation (from 8 to 14 years old),
there are several instruments designed to evaluate the
tactical performance of the young player (González-Víllora
et al., 2015) such as the Game Performance Evaluation
Tool, Performance Assessment in Team Sport and Game
Performance Assessment Instrument. Thus, examples of how
decision-making (DM) evolves has been studied in invasion
games (Sanchez-Mora et al., 2011) such as volleyball (Araújo
et al., 2015) and soccer (Praxedes et al., 2018), in which focus
has even been given specifically to goalkeepers (Lamas et
al., 2018). In short, it can be concluded that DM is the key
characteristic that determines the trajectory of an athlete.

However, despite the enormous amount of money that
soccer clubs are willing to invest in soccer players, experts
do not count using these kinds of instruments from the
youth age group onwards, or their reliability has been
questioned (Ali, 2011; Forsman et al., 2016). On the one
hand, performance indicators are being used to evaluate
both soccer players and teams (Liu et al., 2015; Rein &
Memmert, 2016; Sarmento et al., 2017). On the other hand,
the insight of scouters is also considered a good way to make
decisions when selecting young soccer players (Holt, 2002).
Finally, classical tests are often used to evaluate technical,
physiological or psychological aspects of soccer players (Murr
et al., 2017; Phillips et al., 2010). Nevertheless, all these tests
have limitations regarding their incapacity to measure DM
(Santos et al., 2017), which can lead to biases regarding the
relative age effect (Chittle et al., 2018; Gadžić et al., 2017;
Gutierrez et al., 2010), maturation and physical condition
(Towlson et al., 2017). It is necessary to take into account
instruments such as TacticUp (Machado & Teoldo, 2019),
an online evaluation platform that allows us to objectively
determine soccer players’ reading ability of the game and DM.

In this direction, the System of Tactical Assessment in
Soccer (FUT-SAT) (Costa et al., 2011) can be a starting point
for an improved evaluation of soccer players from 14 years
old onwards, considering the importance of the tactical
side of the player (Badari et al., 2021; Machado et al.,

2019). In the last five years, some studies have used FUT-
SAT with the purpose of understanding the DM in players
of different ages. For example, Rechenchosky et al. (2017)
analyzed the effectiveness of tactical principles in an U15
group, comparing them among the different game positions
(defender, midfielder and striker). Correia et al. (2019)
compared the quantity, quality and result of tactical actions
in the U15 age group among professional and amateur
soccer teams. Small-side games were used, and the results
showed that professional players performed longer offensive
tactical actions. Rodrigues et al. (2019) found in the U15 age
group that soccer players with better tactical performance
respond quicker to game demands. Bueno, Figueiredo and
Costa (2013) compared the tactical performance between U11
and U17 players, finding that U17 players carried out more
actions in nine of the ten principles that this tool evaluates.
Figueiredo et al. (2013) analyzed tactical behavior, finding that
U13 players exhibited better performance in four offensive
tactical principles and four defensive tactical principles than
U11 players. Brito et al. (2015) compared the performance of
U14 and U15 players, finding that U15 players were able to
protect the most dangerous areas of the field.

While there have been a number of studies looking at
differences among lower age groups (González-Víllora et
al., 2015; Praxedes et al., 2018), no study has been found
the differences among talented and non-talented players
in higher categories, which makes it difficult to conduct
a suitable transition from youth soccer to senior soccer
(Christensen & Sorensen, 2009; Roynesdal et al., 2018).
Moreover, this process is based mainly on expert opinion
instead of scientific evidence (Woods et al., 2016). Given that,
the purpose of this work has been twofold: 1) to examine the
evolution of the tactical performance of a group of talented
players previously selected (U16, U18 and U23); 2) to compare
the tactical performance between talented and non-talented
players in previous literature.

Methods

Participants

A total of 607 tactical sequences were evaluated from 15
talented youth soccer players. These players were selected
from an initial sample of 104 soccer players (Mage = 17.03,
SDage = 2.01; Mweight = 65.38 kg, SDweight = 6.81 kg; Mheight =
175 cm, SDheight = 6.55 cm) aged 14–23 years. They belonged
to the soccer academy of a professional club. The U16 and
U18 age group had the same amount of training: Four weekly
sessions of 90 mins each; meanwhile, the U23 age group had
five weekly sessions. Those players who were injured were not
considered in this study. The table 1 shows the microcycle of
the participants.
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Table 1. Microcycle of the participants

Notes: MD = Match Day

As the sample was mostly composed of underage children,
parents gave their consent for their children to participate
in the study, while children also gave their verbal approval
prior to data collection. The research project was fully
approved by the Ethical Committee of the University of
Castilla-La Mancha. The research has been developed under
the recommendations of the Declaration of Helsinki.

Instruments

The Nomination Scale for Identifying Football Talent (NSIFT)
helped to select those talented players through the evaluation
of three dimensions: (1) cognitive aspects, relating to game
intelligence and problem solving; (2) psychological aspects,
relating to sport commitment and the ability to shoulder
responsibilities; and (3) motivation, relating to the desire to
improve as a player. It was recently designed and validated by
Prieto-Ayuso et al. (2017).

Coaches, parents and teammates took part in the
validation process. These three groups had a good
correspondence with the final selection. Parents exhibited
a moderate correlation with the selection (0.499), coaches
showed a high correlation (0.711), and teammates showed a
very high correlation (0.847). Finally, the scale had a reliability
result of 0.88.

Once these players were selected, FUT-SAT (Costa et
al., 2011) was used for tactical performance analysis. This
instrument was designed to determine the tactical behavior
of soccer players from 13–14 years old onwards. It is based
on ten fundamental tactical principles in soccer, influenced
by both spatial and temporal parameters of the game.
We considered tactical principles (Penetration, Offensive
coverage, Depth Mobility, Width and Length, and Offensive
Unity), place of action (Offensive or Defensive side), and action
outcomes (Keep or Lose the ball).

The test–retest method has been used to verify the
reliability of the observations in FUT-SAT, maintaining an
interval of three weeks between both tests to avoid problems
of familiarity with the task (Robinson & O'Donoghue, 2007).
Three evaluators that were based on the criteria of the
"Observational criteria of FUT-SAT", which facilitates the
analysis, evaluation and classification of the tactical actions
carried out by the players who participated in the procedure.

Procedure

This was a descriptive design with two groups, carried
out in two phases: (1) the selection process, in which the
talented players were discriminated with the NSIFT; and (2)
performance analysis, when the data collection was carried
out through the recording of matches in the three groups. This
took place in the last two months of the regular season. They
were carried out over five days, one for each team analyzed. A
random match of the regular season (11 vs 11) was recorded
with a Sony HDR-AS100VR camera, located in the highest
part of the stadium and recording the entire field, with the
purpose to facilitate player analysis. A full match was recorded
(90 minutes) but only the first ten minutes were analyzed,
according to the indications of the authors (García-López et
al., 2013).

Statistical Analysis

To conduct the statistical analysis, 10% of the sample were re-
evaluated, a value equal to that indicated by previous studies
(Tabchnick & Fidell, 2007). The values for intra-observer
reliability indicated a minimum of 0.813 and maximum of
1000. The inter-observer reliability presented a minimum of
0.813 and maximum of 1000. SPSS v.22.0. software was used
to process the data. For descriptive analysis, frequencies,
means, standard deviations and percentages of success of
the tactical actions were used. For the inferential analysis, the
Kolmogorov–Smirnov test confirmed a normal distribution of
variables, leading to the use of parametric tests. The Kappa de
Cohen statistic was used to calculate the reliability. To check
the tactical performance differences among the three groups,
a one-way ANOVA with Bonferroni post-hoc test was applied,
the purpose being to know the differences between each
pair age group. Finally, a correlational analysis (Rho Pearson)
was used to understand the relationship between the Tactical
Performance Index (TPI) and the three groups analyzed. A
difference was considered significant with a p-value of <0.05.

Results

On the one hand, the Table 2 presents the frequency and
percentage of success for the tactical principles of talented
soccer players in each sequence. The descriptive analysis
demonstrates a high efficiency in tactical principles, with
effectiveness between 50% and 100%. On the other hand,
both frequency and effectiveness tend to decrease as the age
group advances. Of all groups analyzed, the most common
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behavior in the offensive phase was Width and Length, and
in the defensive phase, this was Defensive Unity. In relation
to the inferential analysis, only the tactical principle Defensive

Unity (p = 0.003), as well as Total Defensive (p = 0.000), showed
significant difference.

Table 2. Frequency of actions percentage of success % and significant
differences p in tactical principles ANOVA in each sequence

Notes: Total offensive = ∑offensive tactical actions; total defensive = ∑defensive tactical total; *p<0.05; **p<0.001

Then, a post-hoc Bonferroni test was used. Table 3 shows
that there was a significant difference in the Defensive Unity
principle among the age group pairs of U16 and U23, and U18

and U23. Furthermore, the Total Defensive principle showed
significant differences between all three groups.

Table 3. Mean differences between each pair of age groups (Bonferroni test).

Notes: *p<0.05

Table 4 presents the relationship between the TPI of each
of the tactical principles analyzed and the age group. It
was observed that Penetration, Offensive Coverage, Width
and Length, and Concentration, had a positive relationship
with age group. In contrast with the previous results, Depth

Mobility, Offensive Unity, Delay, Defensive Coverage, Balance
and Offensive Unity all showed negative correlations with
age group. These relationships were significant for Offensive
Unity, Width and Length, Balance and Defensive Unity.
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Table 4. Correlation analysis between tactical principles and age groups (Rho Pearson)

Notes: r = correlation coefficient; (*) statistically significant correlation = *p<0.05; **p<0.001

Table 5 reflects the relationships that marked a significant
association between the principles evaluated.

Table 5. Significant relationships between tactical principles (Pearson Rho).

Notes: r = correlation coefficient; *p<0.05; **p<0.001

Discussion

The objectives of the study were to understand the tactical
performance in a group of soccer players selected as talented
(U16, U18 and U23) and to compare game performance
between talented and non-talented players. The results
showed that 15 players were nominated as talented. To
our knowledge, no previous study whose objectives were
to evaluate game performance in soccer players in these
age groups has adopted a selection process as objective as
is presented here. For example, Sánchez-Mora et al. (2011)
divided the sample into teams of a similar level of skillfulness,
without showing the protocol used. Hastie et al. (2011) used
a participation requirement in which players had to have
attended three tests of physical condition and six practice
sessions. In the study of Araújo et al. (2015), the participants
had no previous experience. Práxedes et al. (2018) divided the
sample into average skill-level and low skill-level, according
to the team level of each participant. However, despite
the existence of studies aiming to understand the tactical
performance of soccer players (Lamas et al., 2018; Liu et al.,
2015), this study has chosen a sample based on a rigorous
selection process using the NSIFT.

The results of talented soccer players indicated that the
tactical principle Width and Length is mostly performed in the
offensive phase, while Defensive Unity is the most frequent
tactical principle adopted in the defensive phase. These
results coincide with the results of Bueno et al. (2013), in which
both principles were the most used by the players. In the
offensive phase, the soccer players used to perform a greater
number of actions without the ball in defense line of the ball,
with the intention of creating a pass line. During the defense,
more actions are also performed outside of the center of the
game, with the purpose of protecting the goal or being well
positioned to defend the rival’s attack.

Previous studies, such as those conducted by Bueno et
al. (2013) and Figueiredo et al. (2013) indicated significant
differences in the comparison of tactical performance in the
Defensive Unity principle. This difference among U11, U13
and U17 age groups was also found in this study among
the U18 and U23 groups. This could indicate that while the
players have assimilated those concepts related to offense
from U16 level, this is not the same for the defensive side.
There are differences in tactical performance as the age
group progresses. In addition, the individual style of play can
influence these results. The club in which the investigation
was applied bases its game model on attacking, which
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may explain why the players assimilated offensive tactical
principles earlier than defensive ones.

The effectiveness of the tactical principles decreases
slightly from U16 to U23. This result might be caused by
the lack of an adequate talent development model in the
literature reviewed (Sarmento et al., 2018). According to the
pyramidal model (Bailey & Collins, 2013) the promotion into
phases is based on age instead of performance. Moreover, the
reliability of the instruments designed for the evaluation of
the talented soccer players have not been proved (Nicolairé et
al., 2013), even at elite level (Forsman et al., 2016). Bearing that
in mind, the development of expertise might be influenced
by both physical and maturation biases (Towlson et al., 2017),
due to the well-known problem of relative age effect (Chittle
et al., 2018) in the selection processes. New trends are
emerging when it comes to evaluating talented soccer players
(Sarmento et al., 2017). Unlike the classical test performed
in isolated laboratory situations (Serra-Olivares et al., 2016),
ecological processes are being considered (Sanchez-Mora et
al., 2011; Araújo et al., 2017). The validation of the NSIFT
(Prieto-Ayuso et al., 2017) has been a first step in the current
evaluation of talented soccer players, including not only
cognitive aspects related to game performance, but also both
psychological and social aspects.

Regarding the second aim, it has been shown that there is
a greater percentage of efficacy in the use of tactical principles
through FUT-SAT, when comparing these results with a non-
talented sample of players. For instance, Silva, Garganta,
Santos and Teoldo (2014) found percentages of success in
tactical principles of between 3% and 33%; the results of
Bueno et al. (2013) were between 65% and 94%; and the
results of Figueiredo et al. (2013) were between 25% and 99%.
Nevertheless, the results presented with a sample previously
selected as talented showed an effectiveness of between 50%
and 100%, which is higher than previous studies.

Therefore, it is once again shown that talented players
learn tactical principles earlier than their peers do. In addition,
the higher effectiveness in older age groups shows the
importance of deliberate practice (Ford et al., 2012) in the
pathway to expertise. This has also been proved with the
Tactical Performance Index. The results revealed a better TPI
in older age groups in Penetration, Offensive Coverage, Width
and Length, and Concentration compared with previous
studies (Correia et al., 2019; Rechenchosky et al., 2017).
However, Depth Mobility, Offensive Unity, Delay, Defensive
Coverage, Balance and Defensive Unity exhibited lower values
in older age groups. This could be explained by the fact that
the soccer team in which the research was carried out focused
its playing style on offense instead of defense, meaning soccer
players will develop more skills in the attacking rather than
the defensive side of the game. Special attention should
be given to Balance and Defensive Unity, as they showed
a negative relationship. These results should be taken into
account by coaches, bearing in mind that the improvement of
one tactical principle can positively affect another (e.g., Delay
and Concentration).

The findings of this work can lead us to consider some
practical applications not only for coaches but also for
Physical Education teachers (Houlihan, 2000). Due to the fact
that the high tactical performance shown by those players
nominated as talented, it is necessary to put into practice a
specific program for those players from a young age. This
is common practice in other subjects (Hornstra et al., 2017;
Wilkinson et al., 2015), but does not seem common in the
soccer context. Thus, modified games (Kirk & Gorely, 2000),

teaching games for understanding (Light & Tan, 2006) and
futsal (Travassos et al., 2018; Yiannaki et al., 2018) could be
good starting points in order to improve the tactical side of
these soccer players. Moreover, the work has been carried out
in males, but it is necessary to know the results for females
as well, in order to improve physical activity and participation
in sport (Gutierrez & Garcia-Lopez, 2015; Kirk, 2005; Young et
al., 2015).

Finally, despite the strengths that this study presents,
it is necessary to bring to light two limitations. First, the
small number of participants who participated in the study.
However, it is a common limitation in the studies with talented
people, due to the number of talented people is only the 10%
of a normal population. Secondly, we only studied male soccer
players. Future studies must consider female samples in their
objectives.

Conclusions

After carrying out the tactical evaluation of a group of
talented soccer players, it was possible to come to the
following conclusions. First, from a general point of view,
talented soccer players show a better tactical acquisition
in the offensive phase than the defensive phase. Secondly,
talented players should be offered an individualized teaching
program due to the fact they have exhibited greater tactical
effectiveness in comparison with those non-detected for
talent players in previous studies. Therefore, the precocity in
tactical acquisition of these players must be considered by
coaches in their training sessions.
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