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Junior-elite Football: Time to Re-position Talent Identification? 

 

There remains limited understanding of the processes and factors which contribute 

to young footballers being identified as talented. Talent identification is imperative 

for the development of future elite performers. However, the underlying issue is 

most studies conflate talent identification and talent development. Moreover, 

within the literature there is a lack of operational or procedural distinction for talent 

identification, causing issues for those researching and working within applied 

contexts. This paper sought to clarify issues related to talent identification in 

junior-elite football, offering a review of the extant literature and proposing future 

directions for applied research. There are unanswered questions associated with 

how scouts, recruitment staff, and coaches decide what constitutes talent and the 

importance placed on particular attributes during that process. By developing a 

greater understanding of this process, we may be able to evidence that talent 

identification is a case of being in the right place, at the right time, with the right 

eye watching. 
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Introduction 

As we were planning and drafting this piece, the world of football talent took an 

unprecedented turn. The world record transfer fee for a professional footballer was taken 

to levels never seen before. On Friday 4th August 2017, Paris Saint Germain FC signed 

Neymar da Silva Santos Júnior (Neymar Jr), meaning they had triggered the reported 

£200 million release clause in his contract with Barcelona FC. Such large sums of money 

for a 25-year-old footballer are unprecedented, and the sum looks more like the gross 

domestic product (GDP) of a small country than what might be expected to pay for 

someone’s sporting abilities.  

Neymar’s transfer dwarfs that of the previous title holder of ‘the world’s most 

expensive footballer’, Paul Pogba, whose £89 million move to Manchester United FC in 

2016 stunned many who believed the price was exorbitant; especially when Manchester 

United had allowed the same player, a product of their academy system, to leave the club 

four years earlier on a free transfer. But, whilst the price for the very highest footballing 

talents has more than doubled in one year, it is also worth considering how we have 

arrived at this position. 

To consider football as only just being a business-orientated activity would be 

naïve. Indeed, one of the very earliest recorded transfers of a player, Willie Groves, in 

1893 between British clubs West Bromwich Albion FC and Aston Villa FC for £100, was 

probably considered a substantial amount at that time. Furthermore, the UK football 

league founder, William McGregor, wrote in 1905 that football “is big business. The 

turnover of some of our clubs is considerably larger than the turnover of many an 

important trading concern.” (McGregor, 1905, Cited in Vamplew, 2010: p77).1 

Moreover, debt has also been a constant part of football. In 1905, Middlesbrough FC were 

reported to be £1,035 2s 5d (2s 5d being old English money) in debt, having made the 



first £1,000 signing, and becoming the first club to evidence living beyond their means 

(McGregor, 1905, Cited in Vamplew, 2010: p77).2 

Considering the events of over 120 years ago, perhaps we should not be surprised 

when sums upwards of £100 million pounds are now being pushed as the new norm for 

exceptional talent. That feeling of vulgarity and resentment toward the amount of money 

that now appears commonplace in professional football is, after all, something that has 

been ever-present. Despite the vast sums of money being spent on highly talented players 

by the largest clubs around the world, all clubs still spend money on their academy system 

with the hope of unearthing or developing potential world class players, without having 

to spend the large amounts of money in the current transfer market. From a practical 

perspective, talent identification is imperative for the development of future elite level 

performers; however, there is still limited understanding and empirical knowledge to 

guide or inform this process for all interested parties. Therefore, to make significant steps 

in this area, we need to understand the current research landscape associated with talent 

identification.  

From an academic perspective, talent has been described in many ways such as a 

“special, natural ability” and a “capacity for achievement or success” (Brown, 2002: 

p.3);3 the “likelihood of becoming exceptionally competent in certain fields depends on 

the presence or absence of inborn attributes variously labelled as talents or gifts” (Howe, 

Davidson & Sloboda, 1998, p. 399).4 In addition, researchers have also described talent 

by the expression of natural abilities in a specific domain, which “places a child among 

the top 10% of his or her age peers” (Gagné, 2000, p. 67),5 provided appropriate task-

specific training and environmental conditions (Singer & Janelle, 1999).6 In addition, 

identification refers to the process of recognising current athletes and making predictions 

about who has the best potential for future success as an elite adult athlete (Baker, Schorer 



and Wattie, 2017; Sæther, 2014; Vaeyens, Gullich, Warr, & Philippaerts, 2009).7 

Therefore, based on these descriptions, talent identification maybe understood as a 

concept whereby youth athletes possess innate abilities not expressed by the majority of 

individuals, whereby current performance levels are recognised and interpreted by 

experienced individuals and provide some advance indication of future domain-specific 

potential. Therefore, the overarching aim of the talent identification process is to identify 

and select athletes who will demonstrate potential and theoretically outperform athletes 

not identified or selected (Johansson & Fahlén, 2017).8 

The Landscape of Football Academies 

The landscape of professional sport, particularly football, has such appeal, largely 

financial, that players and parents are often willing to do whatever is possible to ‘help’ 

their child become a professional player. Many European academies operate around 10 

age groups, usually starting at under nine (i.e. 8-9 years old); though many also operate 

pre-academies which serve children from as young as four years old. This state is 

relatively homogenous, and one which is largely focused on the notion of early 

specialisation (Côté, 1999),9 despite a continually growing body of literature that has 

suggested fundamental issues with such approaches (Malina, 2010; Jayanthi et al., 2013; 

Wojtys, 2013).10 Indeed, the process of early identification has low levels of ability to 

predict future adult success (Baker, Schorer, & Wattie, 2017; Barreiros et al., 2013).11 

However, with ever-increasing globalisation, professionalism, and investment in football, 

elite clubs are continually striving to find a unique edge to gain an advantage on their 

rivals both domestically and internationally. 

The current academy landscape, particularly around Europe is, indeed, one of 

significant investment of time and resource. Thus, there are expectations for a return on 

investment. Consequently, the process of identifying and developing youth talent has 



become a significant issue in soccer (Carling, Le Gall, Reilly, & Williams, 2009; Reilly, 

Williams, Nevill, & Franks, 2000);12 as clubs aim to identify and develop talented players 

in order to balance financial constraints while remaining competitive (Reilly, Bangsbo, 

& Franks, 2000; Vaeyens, Lenoir, Williams, & Philippaerts, 2008; Williams & Reilly, 

2000).13 To achieve this, elite clubs have attempted to create environments for athlete 

development, aiming to attract the best young players with the ultimate goal of producing 

world-class players (Radoman & Voia, 2015; Williams & Reilly, 2000).14 The measure 

of success in this complex situation is also difficult to accurately position. For example, 

one club might measure success by the number of players who break into the first team 

and maintain a position within the squad; another club might decide making a single first 

team appearance is a suitable measure of success; and a final club might suggest that 

playing professional football, even if that is away from the club responsible for their 

development and training, is a successful outcome. This serves to highlight that, much 

like the process of talent identification, measures of how successful identification 

processes are is complicated by each individual clubs’ measure of its success.  

It is worth highlighting, however, that player development is a long-term process 

and one of the challenges in traditional development systems is the difficulty balancing a 

club’s short-term and long-term goals (Vaeyens et al., 2008; Baker et al., 2017).15 As a 

result, teams and organisations cannot always make talent selection decisions in terms of 

what is best for future athlete development. This means in many cases, there are limited 

opportunities for youth athletes to make the transition from junior-elite to first team player 

at some of the world’s leading clubs. Therefore, early identification may de-select athletes 

from the development system (Robinson, Baker, Wattie, & Schorer, 2017),16 and 

potentially impact young athletes’ careers and possible life directions (Johansson & 

Fahlén, 2017).17 



A by-product of the early specialisation approach to identifying and developing 

talent in football has been the increased number of ‘professional academies’ being 

established around the world. From well-developed (i.e. England, Germany) to less-well-

developed football territories (i.e. Australia, USA, China, India), these academies are 

either franchise operations linked to professional clubs or, more typically, companies that 

are concerned with making profit. There are relatively low entry standards, if any, and so 

consumers of these private academies are further fed falsehoods of the potential of 

entering a professional football environment, where such possibilities and transitions 

often don’t exist.  

The Terminology of Talent 

There have long been contentious issues surrounding the terminology associated 

with talent in sport. Perhaps the most enduring is the lack of a universally applicable and 

agreed definition of talent itself (Miller, Cronin & Baker, 2015).18 In addition, there are 

issues in the terminology that has been used to describe the levelness of talent. For 

example, a recent scoping review, that examined the sociological predictors of talent in 

junior-elite football, highlighted that the vast array of terms used to describe participant 

groups made it difficult to draw any meaningful conclusions, as there was no consistent 

use of terms to describe the level of talented participant sampled (Reeves et al., In 

Press).19 The difficulty in defining levels of talent is further complicated by there being 

no agreed definition for talent, and different structures across sports, such as amateur 

status (e.g. athletics). For example, a junior-elite footballer, playing academy-level 

football, at 16-years-old may be selected to play for a national representative squad; a 

talented 800 metre runner may also be selected to represent their national age group. In 

both cases, the performers are chosen to represent their respective national squads, yet 

the footballer will have passed through two levels of ‘talent identification’ (i.e. being 



identified for their academy, and secondly selected for their national squad), whereas the 

800 metre runner will have only passed through one (i.e. being selected for their national 

squad). Such differences raise questions around the perceived, or actual, differences in 

levelness of talent. 

Recently, there have been attempts to delineate between elite and super-elite 

performers (Rees et al., 2016; Swann, Moran & Piggot, 2015).20 Rees and colleagues’ 

broad review of the talent literature considered three key issues: (1) the performer; (2) the 

environment; and (3) practice and training. Their findings are calibrated against four 

levels of performance: non-elite; junior-elite; elite; and super-elite (Rees et al., 2015: 

p.1042).21 Whilst Swann and colleagues offer an excellent review of literature pertaining 

to expert performance and how elite performers can, potentially, be categorised they do 

not offer definitional clarity for talent identification purposes. Therefore, the two best 

efforts to categorise talent have still left us with no practical or theoretical clarity. This 

lack of operational or procedural distinction causes issues for those researching talent 

identification but also for those working within applied talent identification and talent 

development.  

We propose that given football’s unique position within the world of sport, there 

are a number of issues, which suggest that football would be better served with its own 

bespoke taxonomy of talent. That is, a football-specific language that speaks (no pun 

intended), to the complexities of talent within football directly; removing or reducing the 

issues highlighted earlier.  

Talent Identification Practice 

In a similar manner to the definition of talent identification being contentious and 

subjective, traditional talent identification processes are also subjective and not informed 

by scientific evidence. Traditionally, coaches and scouts identify talented player’s and 



predict potential future development and success from viewing players in a trial or 

training session environment, and in some cases only on one occasion (Larkin & 

O’Connor, 2017).22 While it is widely believed coaches and scouts expertise and 

experience in identifying potential talent is an important tool in the process (Gil, Zabala-

Lili, Bidaurrazaga-Letona, Aduna, Lekue, Santos-Concejero, & Grandos, 2014; 

Johansson & Fahlén, 2017),23 researchers have also attempted to understand more 

objective measures that may contribute to a player being identified. To investigate this, 

researchers have used the expertise approach (i.e. sport-specific variables are investigated 

across several levels of participation) to investigate the potential predictors of talent in 

soccer (i.e. physical; physiological; psychological; sociological) (Williams & Franks, 

1998; Williams & Reilly, 2000)24 to determine whether a particular variable/ability 

provides an advantage to the athlete. Findings from cross-sectional, quasi-experimental 

designs have identified characteristics and performance differences of elite, sub-elite, and 

novice players in all of the identified potential predictors, including, physical, 

physiological, psychological and sociological predictors of football talent (Williams & 

Reilly, 2000).25 

With respect to some of these findings, researchers have indicated players selected 

for professional youth clubs perform better on 15 and 30 metre agility runs, and the yo-

yo intermittent recovery test (Gil et al., 2014).26 Also, elite youth players are generally 

found to be heavier, taller and faster than matched less skilled players (Coelho e Silva et 

al., 2010; Deprez, Fransen, Boone, Lenoir, Philippaerts, & Vaeyens, 2015; Gonaus & 

Muller, 2012; le Gall, Carling, Williams & Reilly, 2010; Rebelo et al., 2012; Vaeyens et 

al., 2006).27 In addition, a substantial body of research indicates technical skills, such as, 

passing; ball control; dribbling; and shooting; can differentiate between skilled and less-

skilled youth soccer players (Ali et al., 2007; Coelho e Silva et al., 2010; Figueiredo et 



al., 2009; le Moal et al., 2014; Höner & Votteler, 2016; Malina, Ribeiro, Aroso, & 

Cumming, 2007; Russell, Benton, & Kingsley, 2010; Vaeyens et al., 2006).28 Further, 

researchers have indicated elite level players possess greater domain-specific information 

processing abilities such as decision-making, anticipation, situational probability and 

pattern recognition when compared to lesser skilled players (O’Connor, Larkin, & 

Williams, 2016; Reilly, Williams, Nevill, & Franks, 2000; Vaeyens, Lenoir, Williams, 

Mazyn, & Philippaerts, 2007; Ward, Ericsson, & Williams, 2013; Ward & Williams, 

2003; Williams, Hodges, North, & Barton, 2006).29 Also, from a sociological perspective, 

retrospective analysis has enabled researchers to analyse differences between elite and 

sub-elite athletes in the time invested in sport-specific activities during development, with 

elite athletes investing greater amounts of time in sport-specific activities (Ford, Ward, 

Hodges, & Williams, 2009; Ford & Williams, 2012; Haugaasen, Toering, Jordet, 2014; 

Hornig, Aust, & Güllich, 2016; Ward et al., 2013; Ward, Hodges, Starkes, & Williams, 

2007; Zibung & Conzelmann, 2013).30 While these findings have demonstrated some of 

the factors that may contribute to elite performance (i.e. participation or selection for 

youth football academies), due to the cross-sectional nature of the investigations, there is 

still limited understanding of the predictive value of these tests for applied talent 

identification purposes.  

An early focus on talent identification is fraught with limitations, most 

significantly, the assumption that early indicators are valid predictors of future potential 

(Baker et al., 2017; Barreiros et al., 2013).31 This assumption suggests talent is a fixed 

capacity that (a) can be identified early; and (b) does not change over developmental time. 

To date, however, there are no reliable tests or indicators of future talent. In an attempt to 

address these issues, researchers have conducted prospective or longitudinal studies, to 

identify what performance variables at a youth level may contribute to selection in elite 



late adolescence or adult teams. Höner and colleagues32 (2016; 2016; 2017) have 

conducted several longitudinal studies with the aim to understand the prognostic 

relevance of youth psychological and motor skill predictors on future elite adolescence 

and adult soccer performance. These studies have assessed the performance of under-12 

players from German talent development programs (between 2,677 and 22,843 male 

players) and tracked their progression to late adolescence (i.e. under-16 to under-19 

competition) and professional adult competitions. The findings have demonstrated 

prognostic relevance of several psychological (i.e. hope for success; fear of failure; 

competition, goal and task orientation; self-optimisation; general and specific self-

concept; self-efficacy; worry) (Höner & Feichtinger, 2016)33 and motor skill (i.e. agility; 

dribbling; sprinting; ball control; shooting) (Höner & Feichtinger, 2016; Höner, Leyhr, & 

Kelava, 2017; Höner & Vottelr, 2016) attributes.34 These findings have indicated 

attributes assessed at the under-12 level may predict selection into elite older program 

(i.e. academy selections; elite adult competition). While these longitudinal investigations 

have built on the cross-section research knowledge, based on the current conclusions 

identifying soccer talent remains a complex problem, with multi-dimensional research 

approaches required (Höner, Leyhr, & Kelava, 2017).35  

As indicated in the presented research, there have been numerous attempts to 

identify potential markers of talent in youth athletes, mainly from a quantifiable, positivist 

position (e.g. Ford & Williams, 2012; Gil et al., 2014; Höner & Votteler, 2016; O’Connor, 

Larkin, & Williams, 2016).36 While these studies provide an indication of the attributes 

that can differentiate skilled performance and provide a profile of elite level youth and 

adult performance, there is still limited understanding of how talent identifiers may use 

this information to conceptualise ability when identifying elite youth talent. 



Coaches, Scouts, Recruiters and Talent Identification  

To date, there has been little empirical work considering talent identification from 

the perspective of the key stakeholders, such as coaches, scouts and recruitment staff. 

While there is an extensive body of research exploring the attributes that may discriminate 

elite and sub-elite performance (e.g. Ford & Williams, 2012; Gil et al., 2014; Höner & 

Votteler, 2016; O’Connor, Larkin, & Williams, 2016),37 there is still limited 

understanding of how coaches, scouts and recruitment staff make talent selections and 

the importance they place on certain attributes when identifying talent. Researchers have 

attempted to understand the perceptions and observations of elite youth talent identifiers, 

and in particular, the processes and attributes they consider important when identifying 

and predicting potential future elite players (Christensen, 2009; Larkin & O’Connor, 

2017).38 

A key aspect of talent identification is the process by which coaches and scouts 

identify talent. In a qualitative study, Christensen (2009),39 conducted in-depth interviews 

focussed on the talent identification process of eight Danish national team coaches. The 

findings indicated coaches valued soccer skills and personal qualities when making 

informed judgements on talented players. With respect to soccer skills, coaches regarded 

game intelligence (i.e. tactical and mental ability to read and predict game-play) and peak 

competences (i.e. sport-specific physical and technical skills) as the most important 

variables when assessing talented players. In addition, personal qualities, such as 

character, attitude, drive to succeed, and willingness to learn were also considered 

important by the coaches. It should be noted that coaches did not conduct specific 

objective tests of these abilities, but rather used their personal ability and intuition to 

subjectively identify talented players. Therefore, practical experience of watching 

thousands of games provided a foundation and repertoire of experiences related to the 



concept of a talented player, which is subjectively used to benchmark players they are 

watching. 

In an attempt to identify specific attributes talent recruiter’s consider making 

judgements on youth players, Larkin and O’Connor40 (2017) conducted a study whereby 

youth coaches and scouts discussed and ranked the attributes they perceived as important 

when identifying skilled youth soccer players in Australia. Using a modified Delphi 

method, the findings indicated a hierarchy of attributes perceived as important when 

identifying elite under-13 soccer players. The participants indicated technical (i.e. first 

touch; striking the ball; one-versus-one ability; technical ability under pressure), tactical 

(i.e. decision-making ability) and psychological attributes (i.e. coachability; positive 

attitude) were weighted highly when assessing player performance. Interestingly, while 

researchers have conducted extensive research exploring performance differences 

associated with physiological and anthropometrical variables (Coelho e Silva et al., 2010; 

Deprez, Fransen, Boone, Lenoir, Philippaerts, & Vaeyens, 2015; Gonaus & Muller, 2012; 

le Gall, Carling, Williams & Reilly, 2010; Rebelo et al., 2013; Vaeyens et al., 2006),41 

the participants indicated they do not consider/weight them highly when identifying 

talent. Similar to Christensen’s42 (2009) findings, the results indicate coaches and scouts 

adopt a more holistic multidisciplinary approach to talent identification.  

Conclusion 

While Williams and colleagues42 (1998; 2000) presented their model of predicting 

factors of talent identification almost 20 years ago, there still appears to be a limited 

understanding of the processes and factors which contribute to players being identified as 

talented. The problem with the majority of studies that concern talent identification and 

talent development is that they treat both issues, that is identification and development as 

synonymous with one another, intertwined in some way as to not be discernible from each 



other. We contend that this is not the case. We do so based on recent studies that have 

clearly delineated the two issues, but also based on examples drawn from applied practice. 

For example, after over 150 years of existence, the English Football Association 

established a talent identification department, highlighting a renewed philosophical 

alignment of talent identification within the organisations philosophy. 

Within the football talent identification system, coaches and scouts are selecting 

players based on current performance levels and who will perform or develop the best in 

a relatively short period. These practices create contexts that can result in biases toward 

advanced growth and maturation, which are counter intuitive to athlete development. If 

this is the case, then it may be better to describe this process as performance identification 

rather than talent identification (Barker et al., 2017).43 An important question to 

understand is whether coaches and scouts at youth football clubs actually associate 

current performance with future performance and potential. Therefore, as a research 

community, ma be we should consider further investigation into the key stakeholders 

charged with the responsibility of identifying and selecting the talent, the scouts and 

recruitment staff. As these individuals are the ones setting the criteria, weighting the 

performance attributes, and making the judgements of (non)selection for further 

development. Perhaps, further research into the ascribed processes, observations, and 

perceptions are needed to provide more sound understanding of the talent identification 

process in football. In doing so, as researchers we may be able to develop more applied, 

objective measures which, in turn, improve the overtly subjective talent identification 

process football is laden with. This would, potentially, improve the clarity associated with 

talent identification for all invested individuals, including, coaches, scouts, players, and 

parents. As in the real world of football talent identification, it can still be a process of a 

player being in the right place, at the right time, with the right eye watching. 
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