
 

 

British Soccer Academy Personnel 
Perceive Psychological and 
Technical/Tactical Attributes as the Most 
Important Contributors to Development 
 
Kite, RJ, Noon, M, Morris, R, Mundy, P & Clarke, N  

Author post-print (accepted) deposited by Coventry University’s Repository 

  
Original citation & hyperlink:  
  
DOI  10.1007/s42978-021-00127-z  
ISSN  2096-6709  
ESSN 2662-1371  
  
Publisher: Springer 
  
The final publication is available at Springer via http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s42978-
021-00127-z 
 
  
Copyright © and Moral Rights are retained by the author(s) and/ or other copyright 
owners. A copy can be downloaded for personal non-commercial research or study, 
without prior permission or charge. This item cannot be reproduced or quoted 
extensively from without first obtaining permission in writing from the copyright 
holder(s). The content must not be changed in any way or sold commercially in any 
format or medium without the formal permission of the copyright holders.  
  
This document is the author’s post-print version, incorporating any revisions agreed 
during the peer-review process. Some differences between the published version 
and this version may remain and you are advised to consult the published version if 
you wish to cite from it.  
 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s42978-021-00127-z
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s42978-021-00127-z


1 
  

British Soccer Academy personnel perceive psychological and technical/tactical attributes as the 1 

most important contributors to development 2 

 3 

Introduction 4 

Professional soccer academies select and develop athletes from early childhood with ambitions to 5 

create the next elite player through their academy infrastructure (Ryan et al. 2018). A development 6 

pathway is instilled within UK academies, set out by the Premier League and the Football Association 7 

(the governing body of the sport), providing an infrastructure of three distinct development phases 8 

(foundation, youth and professional development phases), with age groups defined by academic 9 

year (September to August). The phases are inherently different, with the foundation phase (under 10 

9's-11's) focused on festivals and equal opportunity for participation amongst players, the youth 11 

phase (Under 12's-16's) progressing to a more formal structured play as a development tool through 12 

non-leagued fixtures with the better players usually awarded higher playing time, and the 13 

professional phase (Under 18's-23’s) played within a league as an introduction to competitive and 14 

professional soccer (Premier League 2011). Players undergo critical (de)selection transitions through 15 

each phase. (De)Selection within the foundation phase has been reported as demonstrating a bias 16 

for predominantly determining talent by physiological markers, with the relatively older or more 17 

physically mature players typically selected over relatively younger or lesser mature players 18 

(Towlson et al. 2019). Whilst the youth phase does exhibit similar selection biases (Figueiredo et al. 19 

2009; Deprez et al. 2013), it is common for such physiological advantages to be reduced as players 20 

transition through adolescence and ‘catch up’ with their physiologically advanced peers, creating a 21 

more level-playing field (Malina et al. 2015). Further, tactical and technical ability tends to take 22 

precedence in selection, whereby both attributes are unaffected by physiological advancement 23 

(Malina et al. 2015). With the professional phase being the introduction to player contracts, via 24 

scholarships, the potential to attain a professional contract becomes highly sought after with limited 25 

availability per player annual intake, given the large number of players recruited within the academy 26 

environment (O’Connor et al. 2016; Sarmento et al. 2018; Allen et al. 2019). Consequently, due to 27 

either squad size or financial circumstance, contracts are reserved for players who demonstrate the 28 

highest performances, which align and enhance the ever-evolving training and match demands of 29 

the sport (Bush et al. 2015).  30 

 31 

Talent identification within youth soccer programmes are commonly undertaken through scout 32 

observations, leading to a period of trial practice (Bidaurrazaga-Letona et al. 2017; Sieghartsleitner 33 

et al. 2019a and b). Scouts undertake a number of match observations to determine player ability 34 

and have been reported to depend on intuition to subjectively grade performance across technical, 35 

tactical, physical and psychological ability (Williams et al. 2020). Scouted players with a high 36 

perceived potential will be brought to their academy for a trial period of up to eight weeks. The 37 

(de)selection of players is then typically based on subjective opinions of the technical coaching staff 38 

and scouts (Bidaurrazaga-Letona et al. 2017; Hendry et al. 2018; Sieghartsleitner et al. 2019a and b; 39 

Williams et al. 2020).  Given the high dependency on subjectivity with this approach, attaining 40 

insight to the attributes associated with a selected talented player, over a lesser deselected player, 41 

and how this impacts common practice for (de)selection is important. Previous studies that have 42 

investigated player (de)selection have explored the influence of physical characteristics on playing 43 

standard, coaches' perception of the players and subsequently attaining a professional contract 44 

(Mann et al. 2017; Hendry et al. 2018; Sieghartsleitner et al. 2019b). When considering physical 45 
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characteristics, research suggests a greater running speed, jump height, ability to change direction, 1 

strength (le Gall et al. 2010; Lago-Peñas et al. 2014; Emmonds et al. 2016; Murtagh et al. 2018) and 2 

anthropometry variables such as height, weight and body mass by position (Malina et al. 2007; 3 

Gioldasis et al. 2014; Sarmento et al. 2018) in academy players over non-academy players. While 4 

physical testing informs objective performance outcomes, there have been concerns to isolating 5 

player (de)selection by physical testing, or restricted non-specific testing, as it neglects the broader 6 

holistic requirements within the majority of sports (Sarmento et al. 2018; Sieghartsleitner et al. 7 

2019a; Till and Baker 2020). Whilst various authors (Abbott et al. 2005; Vaeyens et al. 2008) have 8 

postulated that closed-skill sports (rowing, cycling and athletics) may demonstrate success from such 9 

approaches, open-skill sports such as soccer, require multidimensional inputs for successful talent 10 

identification and player (de)selection (Vaeyens et al. 2008; Murr et al. 2018; Sieghartsleitner et al. 11 

2019a). 12 

 13 

To obtain a more holistic perspective to talent development and (de)selection, coach perception and 14 

a wider focus of attributes may shed light into successful player selection  (Morley et al. 2014; Larkin 15 

and O’Connor 2017; Roberts et al. 2019; Towlson et al. 2019). These studies typically utilise a Delphi 16 

model approach, whereby a panel of experts undergo numerous rounds of questions and feedback 17 

until a consensus is established. The studies engaged with coaches, managers and recruitment to 18 

understand perceived critical attributes for success in soccer. While several implications have been 19 

acknowledged, such as the focus on specific age ranges (Larkin and O’Connor 2017), or the lack of 20 

multidisciplinary team inputs (Roberts et al. 2019), there has been consistency surrounding the 21 

importance of perceptual-cognitive, social and technical attributes over purely physiological 22 

attributes (Larkin and O’Connor 2017; Murr et al. 2018; Roberts et al. 2019; Towlson et al. 2019). 23 

Multidisciplinary personnel inputs are vital in understanding the link between retrospective research 24 

(what determines successful and non-successful players post-development and professional contract 25 

offer) and current practice of player selection and development. Effectively, these researches 26 

attempt to 'bridge the gap' between the science and practice within academy soccer, evolving 27 

greater understanding of the development process. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to gain 28 

insights from expert personnel within UK academy infrastructures around what they deem as talent, 29 

the attributes related to talent and essential for the development of talented soccer players. These 30 

findings will provide insights from a range of personnel within an academy infrastructure whom 31 

would commonly be associated with the (de)selection of players, whilst also identifying variations 32 

across phases (foundation, youth and professional) and academy category status (categorised from 33 

1-4 in England, with category 1 as the highest status; and 3 levels in Scotland with Elite level as the 34 

highest). 35 

Methods 36 

Study Design 37 

The Delphi method is a valid protocol to study incomplete areas of knowledge or to expand upon in 38 

lesser-known areas since the inputs are produced from experts within the domain (Hsu and 39 

Sandford 2007). An adapted E-Delphi (electronic Delphi) model was used in this research, where a 40 

sub-expert group provided detailed insights around talent and talent development in soccer through 41 

open questioning via an online survey. An expert group (E-Delphi) refined such inputs through 42 

rounds of feedback until a consensus of terminology was determined. The terminology was 43 

presented back in a final survey for a further sub-expert group to complete a rating of importance. 44 

The initial survey was distributed during the mid-season break, with a 6-month wash-out period 45 
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before the second survey was distributed. Each survey was open for a minimum of six weeks. 1 

Institutional ethical consent was attained prior to any investigations. 2 

Participants 3 

Participation in the sub-expert groups required individuals to be working within either a Premier 4 

League Elite Player Performance Plan soccer academy, or a Club Academy Scotland soccer academy, 5 

as a 'Head', 'Lead' or the equivalent 'Assistant' positions, across each job role. Thirty participants (30 6 

males, age = 40 ± 3yrs, years in soccer = 15 ± 2yrs) completed the initial survey and 45 participants 7 

(43 males and 2 females, age = 41 ± 3yrs, years in soccer = 13 ± 1yrs)  completed the second survey 8 

(table.1), of which 35.6% (n=16) took part in both the initial and final survey. The sub-expert group 9 

consisted of academy category 1 (n=15), category 2 (n=19), category 3 (n=22) or elite status (n=3) 10 

Club Academy Scotland academies.  11 

To be considered for the expert group, individuals must demonstrate a wealth of experience in an 12 

expert role with corresponding qualifications. The expert group consisted of Head of Recruitment 13 

(n=3, FA Talent ID level.4), Head of Sports Science and Medicine (n=2, MSc and industry-related 14 

accreditations; United Kingdom Strength and Conditioning Association, British Association of Sport 15 

and Exercise Sciences and National Strength and Conditioning Association) and Lead Coach (n=2, 16 

UEFA A-Licenced) positions at Premier League Elite Player Performance Plan Academies or Elite 17 

Status Club Academy Scotland Academies. 18 

***Table.1 Near Here*** 19 

 20 

Initial Survey 21 

An online questionnaire was produced (www.onlinesurveys.ac.uk), inviting participants to report 22 

their professional inputs on how they determine what 'talent' is, the attributes related to talent and 23 

any variations in recruitment by position. Before engaging with the research questions, the survey 24 

requested for participant consent to partake in the study. The questionnaire consisted of open 25 

ended questions, in line with similar studies (Larkin and O’Connor 2017; Roberts et al. 2019), 26 

constructed with attempts to fulfil current guidelines on developing questionnaires (Kazi and Khalid 27 

2012; Tsang et al. 2017). The questionnaire was assessed for face validity via a university research 28 

panel, consisting of established research experts within the field of academy soccer, for feedback 29 

prior to usage. The nine questions included within this survey were as follows (requiring additional 30 

rationale for responses); "How would you define the phrase 'talent', or 'to have talent potential'?"; 31 

"In your opinion, what is the most essential criteria to look for when recruiting players?"; "Are there 32 

any specific qualities that you typically do not consider for recruitment?"; "Are there any specific 33 

qualities that you typically do not consider for recruitment?"; "In your opinion, considering the 34 

superstars of the sport, what do they possess that you want to see in the next 'golden child' when 35 

recruiting players?"; "What does your club specifically look to identify when recruiting players?"; "Is 36 

there a difference between ages in criteria for recruitment?"; "Is there a difference in positions of 37 

players when looking for specifics within individuals?"; "What would you or your club consider to be 38 

less important but still required for recruitment?". 39 

E-Delphi Refinement 40 

The insight from the initial survey was used to create a list of terminology considered as essential 41 

attributes to talent and talent recruitment. The validated method of an E-Delphi model would be 42 

used to create this list; refining respondent answers into key terminology over several rounds of 43 
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feedback until such consensus is achieved (Hsu and Sandford 2007). After a first-round of feedback, 1 

several variations of terminology were recorded (n=129, consensus agreed = 61), requiring a second 2 

round to determine full consensus. Responses were re-organised and presented back to the expert 3 

group. After the second round of feedback, a consensus was determined across the group. Refined 4 

responses were grouped in-line with the FA 4-Corner model (Premier League 2011), resulting in 5 

Technical/Tactical, Psychological, Social and Physical domains, with a further ‘Additional’ domain. 6 

Second Survey 7 

Following consensus, the list of refined terminology (n=82; phrases = 4, attributes = 78) was 8 

organised into a second survey, accompanied with definitions, and distributed out for participants to 9 

complete (table.2). Participants were asked to rate the phrases on a traditional bipolar 5-point Likert 10 

scale (1 strongly disagree, 2 disagree, 3 neither agree nor disagree, 4 agree and 5 strongly 11 

agree)(Joshi et al. 2015). For the 78 attributes, in line with similar studies (Larkin and O’Connor 2017) 12 

participants were instructed to produce a rating of importance using a unipolar 9-point Likert scale 13 

with 3 point anchors, with the additional option of complete removal of the terminology: 1-3 least 14 

important, 4-6 moderately important, 7-9 most important and 0 unnecessary/remove from the list. 15 

***Table 2 Near Here*** 16 

Statistical Analysis 17 

Given the attributes were organised with a 9 point scale, offering 3 point anchors, the data was 18 

deemed sufficient to use as interval data (Norman 2010; Sullivan and Artino 2013). The mean scores 19 

were determined and the attributes were ranked highest to lowest. The consistency of responses 20 

from the survey was assessed using Cronbach's Alpha, whereby a score below 0.7 was defined as low 21 

reliability (Tavakol and Dennick 2011). Additionally, the Intraclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC) was 22 

used to assess agreement within job roles, using a single measure, absolute agreement, 2-way 23 

mixed-effects model (Koo and Li 2016). ICC values ≤0.5 = poor, ≥0.5 – <0.75 = moderate, ≥0.75 – <0.9 24 

= good and ≥0.9 = excellent reliability (Koo and Li 2016). The distribution of responses was checked 25 

using Shapiro-Wilk and visual inspection of Q-Q plots, which demonstrated a violation of normal 26 

distribution in 78 of the 82 the variables. A Kruskal-Wallace measure of covariance was used to 27 

determine variational differences in attribute rank outcome by job role, academy category status, 28 

job role by academy category status and job role by player phase. An alpha level of P<0.05 was 29 

considered statistically significant, with a Bonferroni correction utilised on the repeated test of 30 

variance set at <0.05. There was no missing data for statistical analysis. 31 

The mean scores per attribute domain (Physical, Psychological, Technical/Tactical, Sociological and 32 

Additional) were calculated, to establish a domain score per participant. The data was assessed using 33 

Shapiro-Wilk to determine a normal distribution of data. A one-way ANOVA was used to identify 34 

differences between domains, and in domain rating by job role, with Tukey’s HSD post-hoc analysis 35 

for further investigation of any significant data (alpha level of P<0.05).  36 

From the initial survey, the responses from "In your opinion, what is the most essential criteria to 37 

look for when recruiting players?" and "In your opinion, considering the superstars of the sport, what 38 

do they possess that you want to see in the next 'golden child' when recruiting players?" were used 39 

to determine predicted highest important attributes. Additionally, the responses from "Are there 40 

any specific qualities that you typically do not consider for recruitment?" and "What would you or 41 

your club consider to be less important but still required for recruitment?" were used to determine 42 

the least important attributes. A frequency of responses was collected and rank ordered assessing 43 

least important attributes (n = 24) and highest important attributes (n = 20). These were then 44 
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compared with the outcome ranks of the second survey using a Spearmans Rank correlation. 1 

Significant correlations are determined as 0 = zero, 0.1-0.29 = poor, 0.3-0.59 = fair, 0.6-0.79 = 2 

moderate, 0.8-0.99 = very strong and 1 = perfect (Akoglu 2018). 3 

Results 4 

The four phrases demonstrated consistent responses. From 45 participants; 49% disagreed or 5 

strongly disagreed that "talent is unmeasurable". 89% agreed or strongly agreed that "talent is 6 

multifaceted". 42% neither agreed or disagreed that "potential outclasses talent". 62% disagreed or 7 

strongly disagreed that "talent is the equivalent to a potential first-team player". The full distribution 8 

of the results can be found in table 3. 9 

***Table 3 Near Here*** 10 

The attributes demonstrated good consistency in responses (Cronbachs α = 0.94). Within job roles, 11 

ICCs demonstrated good to excellent agreement between individuals (ICCs = 0.85-0.92) (table.4). 12 

The results of the attributes were organised in order of importance (high to low), based on mean 13 

scores (table 5). A Kruskal Wallace test of variance found significant differences in responses by job 14 

role across all academy status'. Using pairwise comparisons (and Bonferroni corrections), the Head 15 

of Recruitment placed a significantly higher importance on Predicted Future Height (M = 8.20 ± 1.10) 16 

to the Lead Coach (M = 4.91 ± 2.21, P = 0.02) and Head of Sports Science and Medicine (M = 5.21 ± 17 

1.23, P = 0.03) and Stamina (M = 8.80 ± 0.84) to that of the Lead Coach (M = 6.36 ± 2.11, P = 0.04). 18 

The Lead Scout demonstrated significantly higher ratings of importance on Drive (M = 10.00 ± 0.00) 19 

compared to the Head of Sports Science and Medicine (M = 8.70 ± 0.48, P = 0.02) and Academy 20 

Manager (M = 8.43 ± 1.27, P = 0.03), Work Ethic (M = 10.00 ± 0.00) compared to the Head of 21 

Coaching (M = 8.43 ± 0.79, P = 0.02) and both the Development Process (M = 8.20 ± 1.30) and 22 

Overconfidence (M = 7.80 ± 1.64) compared to the Academy Manager (M = 4.71 ± 2.29, P = 0.04; M = 23 

3.00 ± 2.38, P = 0.04). No significant findings (P = 0.05 to 0.99) were identified between academy 24 

status and attributes.  25 

***Table 4 Near Here*** 26 

***Table 5 Near Here*** 27 

When investigating within academy category status and the attributes compared by job role, 28 

significant findings were established in academy categories 1 and 3 only. Within Category 1 staff, a 29 

post-hoc analysis was able to identify the Lead Scout (M = 9.25 ± 0.50) placing a greater emphasis on 30 

Natural Aptitude, with the Lead Coach (M = 3.50 ± 0.70, P = 0.05) placing the least. Within Category 31 

3, the Head of Coaching (M = 8.00 ± 0.56) placed highest importance on Determination, whereas the 32 

Lead Coach (M = 10 ± 0.00, P = 0.05) placed the least. When comparing within phase and analysing 33 

results by job role, the Youth Phase produced eleven significant variations (P = 0.01 to 0.05); 34 

Professional Phase produced four significant variations (P = 0.01 to 0.04) and under 23's producing 35 

only one variation (P = 0.03) (table.6).  No differences were observed regarding attribute rank order 36 

by player phase.  37 

***Table 6 Near Here*** 38 

When comparing the results by domain, the mean scores found Psychology (M = 7.08 ± 0.80) and 39 

Technical/Tactical (M = 7.08 ± 0.72) to hold the highest importance. Sociological (M = 6.88 ± 0.94) 40 

and Additional (M = 6.84 ± 1.02) closely followed, with Physical (M = 5.71 ± 1.07) lacking in 41 

comparison. A one-way ANOVA determined a significant difference between domains (F(4,220) = 42 

17.547, P = 0.00), and the Tukey’s HSD highlighting significant difference between Physical (P = 43 
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<0.001) and all other domains. When identifying differences by job role, significant variations were 1 

determined within Psychological (F(5,39) = 3.413, P = 0.01) and Additional (F(5,39) = 3.892, P = 0.01) 2 

domains. Tukey’s HSD identified significant variations between the Lead Scout and the Academy 3 

Manager (P = 0.04), Head of Coaching (P = 0.04) and Head of Sports Science and Medicine (P = 0.04) 4 

in Psychological. Variances in Additional were noted between the Academy Manager and the Head 5 

of Coaching (P = 0.03), Head of Recruitment (P = 0.02) Lead Coach (P = 0.01) and Lead Scout (P = 6 

0.04). The mean scores by job role have been displayed in Figure 1 and Table 7. 7 

*** Figure 1 Near Here *** 8 

*** Table 7 Near Here *** 9 

When reviewing the expected outcomes of the initial survey compared to the actual outcomes of 10 

the second survey, whilst there was an identification of 9 of the lowest attributes (including the 11 

lowest 5), no relationship was determined between expected low importance attributes and actual 12 

low importance attribute results (rs=0.124, P = 0.56). In the expected highest important attributes 13 

there was a strong correlation (rs=0.506, P = 0.02), identifying good relationship between expected 14 

and actual outcomes. 15 

Discussion 16 

This study attempted to gain an understanding around what 'talent' is and the associated attributes, 17 

within UK soccer academies. Inputs defined 'talent' as being a multifaceted set of abilities, but 18 

remains inconclusive as to whether they are both measurable and trainable. The findings identified 19 

78 attributes associated with talent, with Psychological and Technical/Tactical attributes 20 

demonstrating the highest importance, followed closely by Sociological and Additional attributes. 21 

Physical was reported as the least important attribute in line with similar studies (Larkin and 22 

O’Connor 2017; Roberts et al. 2019; Towlson et al. 2019) and the only attribute reporting a 23 

significant mean variation. Of the 78 attributes, 12 reported significant variations in perceived level 24 

of importance by job role, with consistent over-emphasis demonstrated by recruitment personnel 25 

(Head of Recruitment and Lead Scout). When examining the data by job role within each age phase, 26 

higher quantities of differences were observed in the attributes at the Youth Phase ages(11 27 

variations), reducing as the age phases progress (under 18 = 4 variations; under 23 = 1 variation). 28 

The results from the phrases suggest that a ‘talented’ player is not the equivalent of a potential first-29 

team player. It might be postulated that talent provides an above baseline performance but will 30 

require consistent development to attain elite standards. Likewise, there was considerable 31 

uncertainty between differences of Potential and Talent, with 42% neither agreeing or disagreeing 32 

that 'potential outclasses talent', 33% in agreement and 24% in disagreement. Recent research has 33 

looked at the concept of using performance and potential as methods of determining talent (Till and 34 

Baker 2020), identifying the relationship between both talent and potential, partially explaining 35 

these results. However, it was with good agreement that talent is multifaceted. This outcome 36 

indicates, albeit a reported dominance towards psychological attributes, a need to demonstrate 37 

ability within all or numerous domains. This observation  is supported with research whereby players 38 

of superior technical and physical ability are selected into talent development programmes (le Gall 39 

et al. 2010; Lago-Peñas et al. 2014; Emmonds et al. 2016; Reilly et al. 2017). A variety of research in 40 

talent identification has detailed the importance of multidimensional testing so as not to isolate 41 

single domain attributes (Reilly et al. 2000; Vaeyens et al. 2008; Sieghartsleitner et al. 2019b). This 42 

study identifies the total collection of attributes deemed as important within soccer, but it does not 43 

extend to acknowledging; the quantity of attributes required per domain by a single player, 44 
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combinations of attributes across domains for enhanced performance and the threshold of 1 

performance within each attribute. Since research has successfully discriminated elite to non-elite 2 

players, by superior performance in isolated domain-specific assessments (Huijgen 2013; Lago-Peñas 3 

et al. 2014; Emmonds et al. 2016; Vestberg et al. 2017), we can postulate the existence  of a 'least 4 

required' measure of ability per attribute, and potentially domain, to attain elite status performance.  5 

In both the present study and domain-specific discrimination assessments, one domain highlighted 6 

as important, is psychological. In-line with similar studies (Larkin and O’Connor 2017; Roberts et al. 7 

2019; Towlson et al. 2019), psychological attributes were reported as one of the most important 8 

qualities in soccer. Attitude was reported as the most important attribute, which was defined as "a 9 

feeling or opinion of someone/something, or the resulting associated behaviour". Evidence has 10 

suggested that correct attitudes can result in enhanced performance outcomes, supporting this 11 

rating (Jones et al. 2001). Typically, in measures of attitude, qualities such as competitiveness, 12 

determination, mental resilience and desire feature as aspects and is therefore of little surprise these 13 

attributes sit within the top 10 important attributes.  14 

Decision Making Skills ranked as the highest important Technical/Tactical quality in the present and 15 

similar studies (Larkin and O’Connor 2017; Roberts et al. 2019). Arguably, Game Intelligence, which 16 

ranked the second-highest Technical/Tactical attribute, is directly linked to decision making, 17 

considering knowledge and experience of situations typically links to making the correct tactical 18 

decisions (Ericsson 2008). Previous research reported enhanced developments of decision-making 19 

skills when using passing drills over dribbling (Psotta and Martin 2011), which may explain the low 20 

perceived importance of dribbling in the present study (rank = 60th). Further, ball specific tasks were 21 

highly varied in perceived ratings. Ball Control, Technical Ability, Technical Skills, Technical Mastery 22 

and Passing (ranks = 11th, 20th, 21st, 25th and 29th) were of the highest ball related Technical/Tactical 23 

attributes. Interestingly, Philosophically Aligned was the lowest reported Technical/Tactical attribute 24 

within the Moderately Important threshold. This finding indicates a moderate importance for 25 

philosophical alignment, however, it also suggests that individual coaching philosophies may be as 26 

beneficial, in particular when they focus towards positive developments of players (Santos et al. 27 

2017). 28 

When considering coaching inputs, the results from the Sociological attributes found Challenged 29 

Regularly (rank = 22nd) and Opportunity (rank = 23rd) as joint highest-ranked. Opportunity has been 30 

directly linked as a critical catalyst for the development of talent (Gagné 1999, 2000; Till and Baker 31 

2020), where academies can offer opportunities to develop under expert guidance and expose 32 

players to other professional clubs previously not accessible. However, opportunity also 33 

encompasses aspects we can neither predict nor control (Gagné 1999, 2000) and therefore limits its 34 

ability to affect or influence outcome directly. Contrary to this, Challenged Regularly typically applies 35 

to coach influence and looks to stretch a player's ability to continually evolve outputs. Players who 36 

are open to such challenges typically display a Growth Mindset (rank = 27th), where a player’s 37 

openness advances further learning and development (Dweck 2009). This may also explain 38 

perseverance, motivation and mental resilience ranked as some of the highest, considering these 39 

attributes are required to undergo challenge and growth. 40 

Following from coach input, player output is commonly demonstrated through physical 41 

performance, with the top physical attribute being Speed (rank = 24th). The reported high 42 

importance of speed in this study was replicated in previous studies (Roberts et al. 2019).  The game 43 

has evolved to play a heavy dependence on speed (acceleration, maximal speed) (Bradley et al. 44 

2018) and it is of little surprise that Speed and Athleticism (second highest physical attribute) 45 

outrank all other physical attributes. However, physical scores are diluted with very low scores of 46 
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maturity related attributes. The effects, biases and acknowledgements of maturity has been well 1 

researched and documented within soccer (Cumming et al. 2017; Mann and van Ginneken 2017; 2 

Towlson et al. 2019). Of these attributes perceived as low importance, four attributes (Height, 3 

Relative Age Effect, Maturation and Early Developers) were predicted to be less essential when 4 

determining talent from the initial survey. This potentially indicates an understanding and awareness 5 

of the biases associated with maturation. However, given the non-significance and poor association 6 

of those predictions, it might be argued that these attributes are not as widely understood, and 7 

were ranked lower because of this. A plethora of research exists, discussing the concept of the 8 

underdog hypothesis, whereby a late-developing player must perform to a higher relative standard 9 

to contend with their earlier developed peers, whereby this superior standard of performance will 10 

be realised in later ages beyond adolescence (Cumming et al. 2017, 2018). However, the success of 11 

the underdog hypothesis would be enhanced if coaches possess a higher understanding and 12 

interpretation of maturation and related attributes, which is potentially indicated by their low score 13 

of perceived importance. 14 

With the consideration of importance by domains, it was apparent that both the Lead Scout and the 15 

Academy Manager displayed significant variations to other personnel. The Lead Scout perceived a 16 

far greater importance on psychological characteristics than non-recruitment staff, and the Academy 17 

Manager perceived a far lower importance to additional attributes. When looking within domain 18 

specific outcomes and comparing attribute rankings by personnel, academy category status and age 19 

phase, a variety of results were observed. When comparing differences by personnel within each 20 

academy category status, only three attributes reported variances in both category 1 and 3. Further 21 

to this, no significant variations in the ranking of attributes across academy status were reported, 22 

demonstrating consistency across academies and personnel. However, when looking at the results 23 

by player age phase, the results determine greater variation in perceived attribute importance 24 

within the youth phase, which reduces as age phases progress. This variation may be magnified 25 

within the youth phase due to a broad range of player ages, including the adolescent process 26 

whereby the body significantly develops in both height and physicality (average age of the male 27 

growth spurt = 13-15yrs), compared to the professional phases where adolescence is expected to be 28 

completed (Malina et al. 2015). Furthermore, the standard of performance within the youth phase is 29 

far more varied (across all domains), while the professional phase demonstrates a more finished 30 

product in player performance. 31 

A vital consideration of the study is that all listed attributes play an essential role and the level of 32 

importance is suggested by rank order. However, several attributes have not been listed within this 33 

study, that could be considered as 'not important'. In line with similar studies, this study did not 34 

determine Defensive Skills (Larkin and O’Connor 2017), Jumping and Set Plays (Roberts et al. 2019) 35 

as important attributes. Conversely, attributes highlighted as important in other studies, which are 36 

not identified in the present one, included Heading, Marking, Shooting and First Touch (Larkin and 37 

O’Connor 2017; Roberts et al. 2019). It may be postulated that offering position-specific attributes 38 

may have led to the identification of such attributes, which is a potential implication of the present 39 

study. 40 

The key finding of this research surrounds the misaligned ratings of attributes from the recruitment 41 

personnel. It was observed that both Lead Scout and Head of Recruitment place a superior demand 42 

on a variety of attributes and domains to that of other personnel. This variation increases the 43 

potential of misidentifying talented players, whereby Lead Scouts or Heads of Recruitment are 44 

inviting players on trials who exhibit a lesser standard than expected, or excelling in characteristics 45 

deemed as less important for success, hindering the academy recruitment process. With such 46 
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disparities between personnel, more collaborations need to be determined between Recruitment 1 

personnel and other academy staff for effective player recruitment and (de)selection, highlighted 2 

particularly within the youth development phase. One explanation for such findings is the observed 3 

playing standard, whereby non-recruitment academy personnel observe academy standard players, 4 

whilst recruitment staff typically observe (and compare against) non-academy players. Additionally, 5 

it might be argued that recruitment staff may not develop the same relationships with the players to 6 

that of other personnel, and therefore unable to gather a deeper understanding of each attribute 7 

ability (and domains), beyond face value. However, recruitment personnel must consider what 8 

baseline academy performance looks like in each domain, specific to their academy, to ensure 9 

scouted players align to performance expectations within each academy.  10 

Limitations 11 

This study is not without limitations. As mentioned previously, the lack of positional insights provides 12 

a limitation of this study. It is acknowledged that positional demands require a variation in attribute 13 

importance, as detailed in previous studies (Towlson et al. 2019). Future studies should look to 14 

further understand attribute importance by player position. Furthermore, an additional limitation of 15 

the present study was the lack of participants within the foundation phase compared to others.  A 16 

larger cohort size may have provided a more accurate assessment of the foundation phase than 17 

currently portrayed, given that the foundation phase accounted for only 25% of the participants.  18 

Conclusion 19 

This study looked to understand which attributes are deemed as important for the development of 20 

UK soccer players. The findings suggest multifaceted developments are required for superior player 21 

development and a list of attributes deemed as important. In line with similar research, 22 

Psychological and Technical/Tactical attributes ranked as the highest importance, with Physical as 23 

the lowest. However, attributes in all domains are required for successful development and have 24 

been demonstrated in previous research with the discrimination of elite to non-elite soccer players 25 

by domain. This prompts further research to explore and understand the various attribute 26 

combinations required for successful development in soccer. Furthermore, this study reported a 27 

high variance in beliefs towards numerous attributes, where recruitment personnel significantly 28 

over-emphasised attribute importance.  29 
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Table.1 Distribution of participant job roles in the initial and final surveys  

Job Role Initial Survey Second Survey 

Academy Manager 1 7 

Head of Coaching 4 7 

Head of Recruitment 8 5 

Head of Sports Science & Medical 4 10 

Lead Coach 10 11 

Lead Scout 3 5 
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Table.2 List of the consensus terminology 

Physical Psychological Sociological Technical/Tactical Additional Phrase 

Athleticism 
Early Developers 
Genetic Predisposition 
Height 
Innate Gifts 
Late Developers 
Maturation 
Peak Height Velocity 
Physical Attributes 
Physical Development 
Physicality 
Predicted Future Height 
Relative Age Effect 
Speed 
Stamina 
Strength 

Attitude 
Character 
Coachable 
Commitment 
Competitive 
Confidence 
Desire 
Determination 
Disciplined 
Drive 
Ego 
Goal-Driven 
Growth Mindset 
Humility 
Laziness 
Learning Style 
Mental Resilience 
Mentality 
Motivation 
Open-Minded 
Overconfidence 
Perseverance  
Personality 
Positive Mindset  
Problem Solving 
Psychological Profile 
Team Player 
Work Ethic 

Adaptability 
Challenged Regularly 
Environmental Influence 
Experience 
Independence 
Individual Developments 
Locality 
Opportunity 
Parental Support 

Ball Control 
Creativity 
Decision Making Skills 
Dribbling Skills 
Effectiveness 
Game Impact 
Game Intelligence 
Global Skill Development 
Inventive 
Natural Aptitude 
Outplay 1vs1 
Passing 
Philosophical Alignment 
Playing Forward 
Position Specificity 
Situational Awareness 
Tactical Ability 
Tactical Development 
Technical Ability 
Technical Mastery 
Technical Skills 

Development Process 
Holistic Development 
Outstanding Attribute 
Phase Specific 
Developments 

“Talent is unmeasurable.” 
 
“Talent is multifaceted.” 
 
“Potential outclasses talent.” 
 
“Talent is the equivalent to a 
potential first-team player.” 
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Table.3 The distribution of results for the 4 phrases of the second survey 

Phrase Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Neither Agree 
nor Disagree 

Agree Strongly 
Agree 

“Talent is Unmeasurable” 
 

8.9% 40% 33.3% 13.3% 4.4% 

“Talent is Multifaceted” 
 

0.0% 2.2% 8.9% 37.8% 51.1% 

“Potential Outclasses Talent” 
 

8.9% 24.4% 42.2% 22.2% 2.2% 

“Talent is the Equivalent to a 
Potential First Team Player” 

11.1% 51.1% 24.4% 11.1% 2.2% 
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Table.4 Intraclass Correlation Coefficients by job role. 

   95% Confidence Intervals  
 Cronbachs α ICC Lower Upper Significance 

Academy Manager 0.88 0.85 0.79 0.90 P = 0.00 
Head of Coaching 0.91 0.89 0.83 0.92 P = 0.00 

Head of Sports Science 0.92 0.92 0.89 0.94 P = 0.00 
Head of Recruitment 0.88 0.88 0.83 0.91 P = 0.00 

Lead Coach 0.92 0.91 0.88 0.94 P = 0.00 
Lead Scout 0.89 0.88 0.82 0.92 P = 0.00 
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Table.5 Ranked attributes by mean score 

  

Attribute Mean 
Score ± SD     

Attribute Mean 
Score ± SD 

Most 
Important 

Attitude 9.2 ± 1.0  

Most 
Important 

(cont.) 

Environmental Influence 8.1 ± 1.3 

Work Ethic 9.2 ± 0.9  Tactical Development 8.1 ± 1.2 

Decision Making Skills 9.2 ± 0.9  Personality 8.1 ± 1.1 

Competitive 9.1 ± 0.9  Psychological Profile 8.0 ± 1.9 

Character 9.0 ± 0.8  Confidence 7.9 ± 1.5 

Determination 9.0 ± 1.0  Goal Driven 7.9 ± 1.1 

Drive 9.0 ± 0.9  Independence 7.9 ± 1.6 

Mental Resilience 8.9 ± 1.1  Team Player 7.8 ± 1.6 

Game Intelligence 8.9 ± 1.0  Playing Forward 7.8 ± 1.4 

Desire 8.9 ± 1.2  Phase Specific Development 7.8 ± 1.9 

Ball Control 8.8 ± 1.0  Physical Attributes 7.7 ± 1.5 

Perseverance 8.8 ± 1.1  Parental Support 7.7 ± 1.5 

Game Impact 8.8 ± 1.6  Experience 7.7 ± 1.6 

Commitment 8.7 ± 1.3  Stamina 7.6 ± 1.6 

Motivation 8.7 ± 1.3  Creativity 7.5 ± 1.2 

Mentality 8.7 ± 1.2  Strength 7.3 ± 1.3 

Effectiveness 8.6 ± 1.8  Inventive 7.3 ± 1.6 

Situational Awareness 8.6 ± 1.0  Innate Gifts 7.2 ± 2.0 

Coachable 8.6 ± 1.2  Physical Development 7.2 ± 1.5 

Technical Ability 8.5 ± 1.1  Physicality 7.2 ± 1.5 

Technical Skills 8.5 ± 1.0  Dribbling Skills 7.2 ± 1.3 

Challenged Regularly 8.5 ± 1.2  Humility 7.0 ± 2.2 

Opportunity 8.5 ± 1.3  Development Process 7.0 ± 1.9 

Speed 8.4 ± 1.2  

Moderately 
Important 

Philosophically Aligned 7.0 ± 1.7 

Technical Mastery 8.4 ± 1.3  Natural Aptitude 6.9 ± 2.2 

Adaptability 8.4 ± 1.0  Genetic Predispotion 6.9 ± 1.6 

Growth Mindset 8.3 ± 1.5  Ego 6.6 ± 1.8 

Positive Mindset 8.3 ± 1.2  Position Specificity 6.6 ± 1.9 

Passing 8.3 ± 1.2  Maturation 6.3 ± 2.3 

Individual-Developments 8.3 ± 1.4  Late Developers 6.1 ± 2.1 

Problem Solving 8.3 ± 1.4  Peak Height Velocity 6.0 ± 2.0 

Holistic Developments 8.3 ± 1.2  Relative Age Effect 5.9 ± 2.2 

Disciplined 8.3 ± 1.2  Locality 5.9 ± 2.0 

Outstanding Attribute 8.3 ± 1.2  Predicted Future Height 5.8 ± 2.1 

Athleticism 8.2 ± 1.1  Learning Style 5.6 ± 2.8 

Open-minded 8.2 ± 1.1  Height 5.2 ± 1.9 

Outplay 1 vs. 1 8.2 ± 1.4  Laziness 5.1 ± 3.8 

Tactical Ability  8.2 ± 1.2  Overconfidence 4.7 ± 2.6 

Global Skill-Development 8.1 ± 1.1   Early Developers 4.3 ± 2.2 
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Table.6 Results of Kruskal Wallace and Pairwise Comparisons by job role across player phases 

Phase Attribute  Significance Sample 1 Mean Rank Sample 2 Mean ± SD Adjusted 
Significance 

Youth 
Phase 

Early Developers  P = 0.050 -    - 
Physicality  P = 0.048 -    - 
Predicted Future Height  P = 0.011 Head of Recruitment 

 
8.20 ± 1.10 Head of Sports Science, 

Lead Coach 
4.25 ± 0.50 
5.30 ± 1.10 

P = 0.022 
P = 0.048 

Strength  P = 0.049 -  -  - 
Drive  P = 0.038 -  -  - 
Ego  P = 0.048 -  -  - 
Learning Style  P = 0.041 -  -  - 
Overconfidence  P = 0.041 -  -  - 
Natural Aptitude  P = 0.048 -  -  - 
Development Process  P = 0.035 Academy Manager 4.00 ± 2.36 Lead Scout 8.67 ± 1.53 P = 0.037 
Holistic Development  P = 0.043 -  -  - 

U18 

Predicted Future Height  P = 0.040 Head of Recruitment 8.00 ± 0.00 Head of Sports Science 4.71 ± 0.95 P = 0.042 
Desire  P = 0.038 -  -  - 
Open Minded  P = 0.012 Head of Coaching 7.33 ± 0.82 Academy Manager 9.00 ± 0.71 P = 0.042 
Work Ethic  P = 0.019 -  -  - 

U23 Development Process  P = 0.028 -  -  - 
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Table.7 Means and standard deviations of domain rating by job role. 

Job Role 
Psychological 

Mean ± SD 
Technical/Tactical 

Mean ± SD 
Sociological 
Mean ± SD 

Additional 
Mean ± SD 

Physical 
Mean ± SD 

Academy Manager 6.79 ± 0.90 6.82 ± 0.87 6.7 ± 0.86 5.61 ± 0.72 5.74 ± 1.20 
 
Head of coaching 6.77 ± 0.70 7.16 ± 0.52 6.83 ± 0.69 7.14 ± 1.06 5.96 ± 1.04 
 
Head of 
Recruitment 7.66 ± 0.36 7.56 ± 0.63 7.11 ± 0.77 7.35 ± 0.49 6.53 ± 0.63 
 
Head of Sports 
Science & Medicine 6.85 ± 0.75 6.87 ± 0.57 6.38 ± 0.88 6.65 ± 0.98 5.55 ± 0.76 
 
Lead Coach 6.96 ± 0.75 6.84 ± 0.76 7.10 ± 1.16 7.23 ± 0.91 5.10 ± 1.13 
 
Lead Scout 8.07 ± 0.36 7.76 ± 0.63 7.53 ± 0.88 7.20 ± 0.84 6.14 ± 1.28 
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Figure.1 The distribution of mean scores and error bars by job role and across domains. 
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