
Figure 1.1 Potential predictors of adult high performance in youth soccer players from each 

sports science discipline, with mediating factors. Bold predictors denote those with at least some 

empirical evidence of predictive value from adolescence to adult performance level in soccer 

(Williams et al., 2020). 

Talent Identification 

 Talent identification theory and practice in soccer remains obscure blending professional 

scouts or coaches’ subjective assessment of key performance indicators with more recent sport 

science evaluation. Criteria used to predict footballers’ future performance and expertise vary in 

terminology and methodology ranging from  TABS (Technique, Attitude, Balance, Speed), SUPS 

(Speed, Understanding, Personality, Skill) and TIPS (Talent, Intelligence, Personality, Speed) 



 

(Reilly et al., 2000; Williams & Reilly, 2000). The intuition of professional coaches and scouts to 

interpret such criteria and evaluate specific performance aptitudes for future success should not 

be discredited (Thomas, 1999). Recent studies have highlighted the benefit in coupling coaches’ 

subjective assessment with objective measures, using multidisciplinary approach, in more 

accurately predicting future professional-level soccer players (Dugdale et al., 2020; 

Sieghartsleitner et al., 2019). 

Physical and physiological predictors of performance have been extensively investigated 

in comparison to psycho-social categories. Together studies have shown soccer players’ whose 

physical and physiological performance resembles that of older and adult professional-level 

players are more likely to ascend through a football club’s structure and be identified for higher 

competitive-level teams (See Table 1.) The time-spread of biological maturation has been shown 

to significantly affect young soccer players’ physical stature and performance (Figueiredo et al., 

2009) (See Table 2.). Resulting in the relative age effect phenomenon, by which a greater 

representation of more mature footballers born in the first quarter of the year across youth club 

and national-level teams persists (Götze & Hoppe, 2021; W. F. Helsen et al., 2005)(See Figure 

1.2).   



 

Figure 1.2 Summary of the Relative Age Effect in Youth Soccer Across Different levels of Play 

Presented in the Literature Since 2000 National teams players (U15-U21; n = 1,450), elite club 

level players (n = 5,506), regional and school level players (n = 12,316) and French youth 

licensed players (n = 1,116,464) birth date distribution are presented by quartile (Meylan et al., 

2010) 

Physical aptitude should be viewed as one potential predictor of soccer performance, as 

talented players’ physical characteristics can remain underdeveloped yet compensated for with 

demonstration of advanced perceptual, tactical, and technical soccer skill (Huijgen et al., 2013; 

Unnithan et al., 2012; Ward & Williams, 2003). Psychological profiles, soccer-specific 

perceptual, and tactical awareness relative importance to achievement of superior performance is 

commonly noted by experienced coaches but remain largely unquantified. Most research to date 

has implemented cross-sectional measurement of anthropometrics and physiological 



 

performance while informative, in scope are inherently limited.  Multi-disciplinary longitudinal 

studies are needed to better understand the following: 1. Soccer players’ sustainment of body 

stature, physiological, technical- skill performance, and game intelligence superiority across 

maturation. 2. Differentiation of talent in soccer players already selected to and exposed to 

professional club-level team training (Abarghoueinejad et al., 2021; Reilly et al., 2000).  
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