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Abstract

The present study engaged in an ethnographical observation of the processes used to determine player (de)selections within
a professional academy. English category-2 youth academy players (n =96) from U10-U16 age groups undertook anthropo-
metric profiling (height, mass and somatic maturation) and fitness assessments (10 m, 20 m & 30 m linear sprints, 505-agility
test, countermovement and squat jumps). Each players lead coach (n=4) subjectively graded players utilising a red, amber
and green (RAG) rating system on a weekly (current performance) and quarterly (perceived potential) basis, across 25 weeks.
A MANCOVA, controlling for maturation, was applied to determine differences in (de)selection by physical performance.
Mann Whitney-U tests were used to distinguish difference in (de)selection by subjective grading (weekly and quarterly). The
key finding was that quarterly subjective gradings established a higher cumulative score of green ratings in selected players
and a low cumulative score of red ratings, and vice versa for deselected players (P <0.001 to 0.03). However, whilst these
findings suggest that quarterly subjective grades of potential were able to provide the best predictors for player (de)selection,

the findings should be viewed with caution due to high potential for confirmatory bias.
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Introduction

In an attempt to develop home-grown professional soccer
players, the English Premier League implemented the ‘Elite
Player Performance Plan’ (EPPP) within all English profes-
sional soccer academies [35]. The EPPP was created to pro-
vide a long-term model of development, encompassing the
holistic development of players (technical/tactical, physical,
psychological and social) [35]. Within the EPPP, national
benchmarking of sports science and medical assessments
are a mandatory criterion of data collection [35], ensuring
that each player’s physical profiles are monitored and meas-
ured throughout their academy journey. Additional varia-
bles include anthropometric measures in order to determine
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somatic maturation [21, 26, 27]. Physical assessments typi-
cally measure components of fitness; speed, power, stamina,
to list a few [13, 41, 45].

Previous research [10, 13, 14, 23, 36] in academy soc-
cer investigating the discriminative effects of fitness (speed,
power, endurance) and anthropometrics on player status
(elite to non-elite, academy to non-academy, and selected
to deselected players) has provided inconsistent and conflict-
ing findings. An example of such conflicting findings has
been observed with reports from le Gall et al. [23] acknowl-
edging anthropometric differences in playing status yet no
differences in speed performances. In contrast, Deprez et al.
[10] established speed as a defining factor for playing status,
yet anthropometry to be an insignificant variable. Therefore,
the use of physical attributes to define (de)selection status
remains somewhat inconclusive.

Within the EPPP, coaches are required to provide subjec-
tive feedback and reflections on player performance, provid-
ing a timeline of evidence for player development [35]. The
collation of subjective feedback can later be used to inform
coaches of a players performance developments, especially
when considering player (de)selection. This is particularly
important when considering a player’s ‘potential’, which
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may be predictive of their future abilities. Typically, sub-
jective feedback is attained through coach intuition, defined
as a coach's subjective beliefs based on experience and
acquired knowledge, perceived contextual performance and
self-belief in a coach's capacity to develop the individual
[38]. Whilst research has demonstrated confidence in using
coach intuition [22, 37, 42], concerns are raised in a coaches
ability to distinguish performance within homogenous
groups. Dugdale et al. [13] established that coaches could
not determine performance differences within the top or
bottom-performing groups of players. Likewise, Jokuschies
et al. [19] reported that coaches vary in perceived areas of
importance, reducing the objectivity within coach intuition.
Consequently, these findings highlight limitations in the tal-
ent development process, based solely on coach intuition.
However, when coach intuition is supplemented with objec-
tive assessment data, greater accuracy is attained within the
player selection processes [12, 13, 42]. Therefore, in line
with previous reports [13, 42], holistic assessments employ-
ing both subjective (i.e., coach intuition) and objective out-
puts (i.e., components of fitness, maturation, etc.) are likely
to provide greater precision in player development and (de)
selection outcomes.

Maturation has been established to be a confounding
variable within player selection processes. In the absence
of informed data, coaches have reportedly demonstrated an
unconscious bias in perceived levels of potential, with late-
maturing players deemed as having low-potential to succeed
and a bias towards early-maturing players [7, 28, 30]. Matu-
rational variations will likely influence selection outcomes,
particularly around the years of the peak height velocity
(PHV) [4, 11]. Given that players of the same chronologi-
cal age may vary in maturation by two years or potentially
greater [29], physical performance variations are likely to be
present. Moreover, several reports have demonstrated that
players exhibiting advanced maturational timing are more
likely to possess superior performances when testing compo-
nents of fitness [8, 11, 24, 47]. However, beyond PHV, when
all players have transitioned into early adulthood, physical
advantage from early maturational timing is often attenuated
and/or reversed [8, 9]. Moreover, the ‘Underdog Hypothesis’
has provided evidence that late-maturing players can possess
a greater long-term potential in performance, due to higher
reported levels of self-regulation evolving from extensive
periods of overstimulation [9]. Therefore, informing coaches
about each players’ maturational status may reduce coach
(sub)conscious selection bias, enhancing development
opportunities and realising player potential. Likewise, cau-
tion should be taken when (de)selecting players based on
physical markers alone, particularly within adolescent age
bands [8, 14, 24].

The present study serves as a pragmatic exploration
to observe the current processes utilised to measure and
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identify player standards and the protocols used for player
(de)selection within a professional soccer academy. More-
over, an ethnographic research approach is employed to
understand the suitability of the current processes applied
within professional practice. Therefore, the data analysed
emerged from the current methods and instruments used
within a singular academy. Whilst this provides feedback
unique to one academy, it is of the firm belief that similar
processes are currently employed within other professional
academies and clubs. Such assumptions are derived from
previous research, whereby similar player grading instru-
ments have been utilised [7, 12]. Therefore, upon the com-
pletion of data collection, data interrogation will look at the
difference in (de)selection and performance grading, with
the hypothesis that i) subjective grading will align with (de)
selection outcomes and ii) objective measures will highlight
attributes aligned with (de)selection outcomes (whilst con-
trolling for maturation). In answering these questions, fur-
ther clarity is provided on academy decisions and processes
applied, whilst further offering the research findings and
practical applications for other academies' interpretations.

Methods

Ninety-six male academy players of under-10 to under-16
age groups (U10-U16) (age: 13.3+2.0 years) and 4 coaches
(age: 32.3 +2.3 years) were recruited from a category-2 Eng-
lish professional soccer academy during the 2020-2021 sea-
son. The distribution of participation across each age was;
U10 (n=10), U1l (n=11), U12 (n=10), U13 (n=14), U14
(n=15), U15 (n=18) and U16 (n=16). The four coaches
consisted of lead phase coaches covering the U9-U16 age
groups with each coach covering two consecutive age groups
(e.g., Ul6 & U15, Ul4 & U13, U12 & Ul1, and U10), all
holding UEFA A-Licence qualifications and had been coach-
ing within their respective age groups for a minimum of
one season (Mean=1.6+0.5 years). Institutional ethical
approval was obtained prior to data collection.

Objective Assessments

Objective assessments consisted of anthropometry and com-
ponents of fitness tests and were measured using a singular
time point in November (with additional planned assessment
dates cancelled due to COVID-19 protocols). Given the eth-
nographical approach to this research, the assessments were
already applied in practice. Two age groups undertook all of
the assessments per day, with all age groups completing test-
ing within one-week. Schedules were planned to ensure that
each age group was provided a minimum of 48 h rest from
previous training or games. Of the two age groups tested
per day, a rotation was performed whereby one group would
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perform speed and agility tests first, whilst the other under-
went anthropometric and jumping assessments. The players
were familiar with the testing protocols and had undertaken
the assessments previously (as part of the academy quarterly
testing battery). A standardised warm-up preceded testing,
consisting of a pulse raiser and muscle activation and mobil-
ity, to ensure players were suitably prepared.

Physical Profile

Anthropometric measures were taken using a stadiometer
and scales (Seca, UK) with the removal of footwear. All
measures were taken abiding by the guidelines provided by
the International Society for the Advancement of Kinanthro-
pometry (ISAK), taken by the same practitioner through-
out. Somatic maturation was determined by calculating the
percentage of adult height [21, 26], which required a play-
ers decimal age, current height and mass, and mid-parent
heights. Parental heights were attained before the start of the
season, and where self-reports were used, necessary adjust-
ments were applied to handle typical over-estimation [15].

Components of Fitness

Linear sprints and 505 change of direction (COD) tests were
complete using single-beam light gates (Smartspeed, USA)
on an indoor 3G pitch. Tests were initiated with a falling
start, whereby the player starts 0.5 m before the first gate,
with the feet in line. In both linear and COD assessments,
players were informed to run beyond the final gate to prevent
early deceleration. In the COD, light gates were placed at
10 m, with test markings produced at 15 m for players to
change direction on. The assessed foot was required to be
placed beyond the 15 m marking before returning through
the light gate. Three trials were used for the linear sprints,
and two trials per turning leg in the 505, using the best trials
for further analysis..

Jumping tasks were performed using two force plates
(Pasco, USA) set to 1000 Hz, and a compatible analysis soft-
ware package (Capstone, USA). For both the countermove-
ment- and squat jumps (CMJ and SQJ), players placed one
foot on each force plate and were asked to remain stationary
to capture bodyweight. In both jumps, players used a self-
prescribed jump depth with the arms on the hips until the
completion of each jump and were asked to jump ‘as high
as you can’. During the SQJ, players were asked to hold the
dipped position for at least 2 s before initiating the jump.
Players were required to land back on the plates, whilst
absorbing the landing forces. Three trials of each jump were
collected, with the best trial being used for further analysis.

Whilst this research undertakes an ethnographic
approach, previous research has reported good test retest
reliability (10 m, /ICC=0.91, CV=2.3%; 20 m, ICC=0.91,

CV=2.9%; 30 m, ICC=0.99, CV=0.9%) in linear sprints
[40], likewise good test-retest reliability (/CC > 0.899) [3]
and validity /CC=0.77, CV=2.80%) [43] in the 505 agility
test. Furthermore, to determine the reliability of the data, the
coefficient of variation (CV) was calculated for each objec-
tive variable. Participants who demonstrated CV> 10% were
deemed poor for reliability and, therefore, excluded from
further analysis within each variable [6, 18].

Subjective Assessments

Coach subjective assessments were used to measure the
technical and tactical abilities and overall potential of play-
ers, based on coach beliefs and perceptions. Subjective
measures were taken on a weekly basis, identifying current
performance, and a quarterly basis identifying a players
perceived future potential. The academy employed a Red,
Amber and Green (RAG) rating system for all subjective
gradings as standard practice. The RAG rating system is
commonly used within academy infrastructures, whereby
common definitions state that red is ‘performing below the
expected standard’, amber is ‘performing at the expected
standard’ and green is ‘performing above the expected
standard’ (or similar). This system is further integrated into
the EPPP online audit system, the PMA, arguably explain-
ing the original use of this method. Tallies of both weekly
subjective performance grading and the quarterly subjective
potential grading were used for further statistical analysis.
Previous studies have looked at the test—retest reliability of
coach subjective grading of players [19] establishing partly
acceptable and partly unacceptable (— 0.57<r<- 0.81)
reliability outcomes.

Weekly Subjective Grading

Weekly subjective player grading of technical and tactical
abilities were determined by lead coaches of their respec-
tive age groups. Coaches would provide a weekly score
(red, amber or green) per player. For the entirety of the
2020-2021 season, performance RAG ratings were collected
and tallied into a total quantity of red, amber and green
scores. However, due to COVID-19 restrictions during the
season, only 25-weeks (of the traditional ~ 36-weeks) across
all ages (excluding U16s) were recorded for assessment. Due
to the U16 (de)selection process being earlier than other
ages, due to scholarship transitions, only 16-weeks (of the
traditional ~ 26-weeks) of coach gradings were collected
before selection decisions.

Quarterly Subjective Grading

Further assessments included perceived measures of
potential. Coaches underwent quarterly (Q1 = September,
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Q2 =December, Q3 = April) subjective assessments of
player future potential, further utilising the RAG rating.
Coaches would assign each player either a red, amber or
green score during each quarter of the season. Therefore, fol-
lowing the end of the season, each player would have three
RAG scores for potential. The quarterly subjective potential
grading is determined across a player’s holistic ability (psy-
chology, technical, tactical, social, physical), using avail-
able objective outcomes (provided by the sports science and
medical department), and the coach’s belief in the continual
rate of progression in development and performance.

Player Selection

The process of player selection was undertaken as per nor-
mal academy procedures. Coaches were provided with all
objective data prior to meetings between the lead coach,
academy manager and head of coaching to discuss player
selections. The U16 age group was the only age group where
more staff was present within the selection process, includ-
ing sports science and medical staff, U18 coaching staff,
head of recruitment and head of education. Consequently,
the outcome of this process results in 29 deselected players
and 67 selected players (Table 1).

Statistical Analysis

Data distribution was repeatedly assessed by age group,
using the Shapiro—Wilk test of normality. The U11 and U12
age groups combined (21 players) featured only one dese-
lected player, and therefore was ineligible for further analy-
sis and removed from the dataset. A multivariate analysis
of covariance (MANCOVA) was applied for the objective
assessments, utilising maturation as a covariant and linear
speed (10, 20 m and 30 m sprints), COD (505 left and right),
jumping tasks (CMJ and SQJ) and anthropometry (height
and mass) as dependent variables, to investigate differences
between age groups and selection status (independent vari-
ables). Maturation was controlled for given its potentially
confounding influence within the analysis of physical perfor-
mance [25, 28, 33]. An alpha level of <0.05 was applied and

Table 1 Distribution of selection outcomes by academy age group

Age group Selected Deselected
U10 n=8 n=4
Ul1 n=10 n=1
U12 n=10 n=0
Ul13 n=10 n=4
ul4 n=9 n==6
Ul1s n=12 n=6
Ul16 n=3§ n=3§

follow-up univariate analysis (with Bonferroni adjustments)
[1] were used where appropriate.

Where violations of normal distributions were observed,
such as within the tally of RAG ratings, non-parametric tests
were used. A Mann Whitney U-test was applied to identify
the difference in player (de)selection and RAG tallies. Tal-
lies were determined using cumulative RAG scores awarded
by coaches across a season, per player. Therefore, a player
can only be awarded either a red, amber or green per week
or quarter. Tallies of each red, amber and green were then
compared for differences by (de)selection outcomes. Due
to the multiple comparisons of data, a Bonferroni correc-
tion was applied to reduce type 1 error [1]. A Bonferroni
correction level was determined as the quantity of inde-
pendent variables multiplied by the quantity of dependant
variables, with the outcome providing the division of alpha
set at <0.05. Therefore, a new alpha was set at <0.017.
For the Mann Whitney U tests, r values were determined
from Z-scores [16, 17], with outcomes >0.1-0.29 =small,
0.3-0.49 = medium and > 0.5 =1large effect size. Subse-
quently, Eta-squared was calculated from r value outcomes.
Eta-squared effect sizes were interpreted as>0.01 =small
effect, > 0.06 = medium effect and > 0.14 =large effect.
Outcomes from the Mann Whitney U test were reported as
medians and interquartile range (IQR).

Given the high subjectivity of the selection process,
further statistics were applied to explore the potential for
subjective bias. Recent player performance may influence
decisions on selection outcome (over the utility of the full
season report of performance). Time course influence was
investigated by comparing differences in group perfor-
mances by selection status between weeks 1-20 and weeks
21-25, using a MANOVA with observations of status by
weeks interaction. Additionally, a Cramer’s V was used
to interrogate the associations of within quarterly subjec-
tive potential gradings, and between quarterly subjective
potential gradings and selection outcomes. Effect size for
Cramer’s V were interpreted based upon degrees of freedom
(Table 2), as outlined by Cohen [5]. All data were analysed
using SPSS Statistics for Windows, Version 26.0 (Armonk,
NY: IBM Corp.).

Table 2 Effect size for Cramer’s V based on degrees of freedom,
adapted from Cohen [5]

Degrees of Small effect Medium effect Large effect
freedom

0.1to <0.3 0.3t0<0.5 >0.5

0.07 to <0.21 0.21 to <0.35 >0.35
3 0.06 to <0.17 0.17 to <0.29 >0.29
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Results

The findings of the MANCOVA determined significant
variations in performance within only the age group
[Wilks Lambda=0.11, F(54, 254)=2.61, P=0.00]
and the covariant of maturation [Wilks Lambda =0.55,
F(9, 49)=4.39, P=0.00]. No significant variances
were observed within player selection status [Wilks
Lambda=0.79, F(9, 49)=1.49, P=0.18] or player selec-
tion status X age interaction [Wilks Lambda=10.50, F(36,
185)=1.05, P=0.16].

The outcomes of the weekly subjective grade tal-
lies identified significantly (with applied Bonferroni

correction) higher tallies of green ratings in selected play-
ers (U=0.0, P<0.001, r=-0.83, r]z =0.68) and red rat-
ings in deselected players (U=4.5, P=0.01, r=-0.82,
n*=0.67), within the Ul4 age group only (Table 3).
Within the quarterly grading tallies, a consistent find-
ing was observed with the low quantity of red ratings for
selected players, and high quantity for deselected players
in the U13, U14, U15 and U16 age groups (Table 3). Only
in the U15 age group were significant differences identified
in the tally of green ratings (U=2.5, P<0.001, r=—0.74,
;12 =0.55) between the selected (median =2, IQR =2-3)
and deselected (median =0, IQR =0-0) players.

In considerations of subjective bias at different time
courses, the results from the MANOVA found no significant

Table 3 Results of the Mann

. ” Age group RAG U Sig Selected median (IQR)  Deselected Y 7
Whltney U test repo.rtmg median (IQR)
differences and median
(and interquartile range) Weekly
performances between select/ ul10 Red 7.0 015 4024 6 (4-7) ~045 020
deselect groups in weekly and
quarterly subjective gradings Amber  14.5 0.81 13 (12-14) 13 (11-14) -0.07 0.01
Green 3.0 0.03 6 (4-6) 1(0-2) -0.65 043
U13 Red 9.0 0.14 0 (0-1) 1(0-2) -0.17 0.03
Amber 7.5 0.08 9 (8-12) 12 (11-12) -036 0.13
Green 4.5 0.02 2 (2-3) 2 (1-2) -049 0.24
Ul14 Red 4.5 0.01*  0(0-0) 1(1-2) -0.82 0.67
Amber  13.0 0.11 10 (10-11) 14 (13-15) -043 0.19
Green 0.0 <0.001* 7 (7-9) 2 (1-3) -0.83 0.68
Ul5 Red 30.0 0.62 0 (0-0) 0 (0-0) -0.12 0.01
Amber  12.0 0.02 7(3-9) 10 (9-12) -0.53  0.28
Green 11.0 0.02 16 (13-18) 10 (4-13) -039 0.15
ule6 Red 31.5 0.96 0 (0-0) 0 (0-0) -0.02  0.00
Amber  18.0 0.16 2 (1-3) 4 (3-6) -0.37 0.14
Green 23.0 0.38 8 (8-9) 8 (5-9) -0.24 0.06
Quarterly
ulo0 Red 4.5 0.18 0 (0-0) 1(1-2) -0.53  0.29
Amber 8.0 0.67 1(1-2) 1(1-1) -0.20 0.04
Green 7.0 0.52 1(0-2) 0 (0-1) -0.27  0.07
U13 Red 1.0 <0.001* 0 (0-0) 2(2-2) -0.80 0.65
Amber  19.0 0.95 2 (0-2) 1 (1-1) -0.04 0.00
Green 6.0 0.05 1(0-3) 0 (0-0) -0.57 033
Ul4 Red 0.0 <0.001* 0 (0-0) 2 (1-2) -092 0385
Amber  18.0 0.49 0(0-2) 1(0-2) -0.23 0.05
Green 6.0 0.02 3(1-3) 0 (0-1) —-0.66 043
Ul5 Red 0.0 <0.001* 0 (0-0) 1(1-2) -095 091
Amber  12.5 0.09 1 (0-1) 2 (1-2) -045 0.20
Green 2.5 <0.001* 2(2-3) 0 (0-0) -0.74  0.55
ule6 Red 2.5 <0.001* 0 (0-0) 1(1-1) -0.83 0.69
Amber 175 0.41 1(0-1) 1(0-1) -0.24  0.06
Green 7.0 0.03 2 (2-3) 1 (0-1) -0.61 037

IQR interquartile range (25%—75%)

f= significant outcome < 0.017 (with Bonferroni correction)
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(P> 0.05) differences in all age groups when considering
interactions between selection status (selected vs. dese-
lected) and weeks (weeks 1-20 vs. weeks 21-25). When
investigating the associations of quarterly potential gradings,
Cramer’s V observed various associations between different
quarters and selection outcome (Table 4). In comparison of
gradings across quarters, whilst all age groups across each
quarter demonstrated large effect sizes, only few significant

Table 4 The associations between quarters of subjective gradings of
potential, and the associations of quarterly gradings and selection out-
comes

Age DF Cramer’s V Sig Effect size
Q1 and Q2
ul10 - - - -
Ul3 2 0.89 0.03 Large
Ul4 2 0.98 0.01* Large
Uls 2 0.66 0.13 Large
ule 2 0.48 0.19 Large
Q1 and Q3
ul1o0 2 0.38 0.57 Large
Ul3 2 0.51 0.15 Large
ul4 2 0.57 0.12 Large
Ul5 2 0.73 0.07 Large
uleé 2 0.73 0.02 Large
Q2 and Q3
ulo - - - -
Ul3 2 0.45 0.27 Large
ul4 2 0.62 0.08 Large
Ul5 2 0.66 0.14 Large
uleé 2 0.31 0.86 Large
QI and selection status
ulo 1 0.22 0.79 Small
Ul3 1 0.57 0.12 Large
ul4 1 0.57 0.12 Large
Ul5 1 0.71 0.02 Large
ulé6 1 0.53 <0.001* Large
Q2 and selection status
ul0 - - - -
Ul13 1 0.57 0.12 Large
ul4 1 0.62 0.08 Large
uUl5 1 0.65 0.04 Large
ulé6 1 0.13 0.90 Small
Q3 and selection status
ul10 1 0.79 0.05 Large
Ul13 1 0.84 0.01* Large
Ul4 1 1.00 <0.001* Perfect
Ul5 1 1.00 <0.001* Perfect
ule6 1 1.00 <0.001* Perfect

QI = quarter 1, Q2 =quarter 2, Q3 =quarter 3

* =significant outcome < 0.017 (with Bonferroni correction)
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associations were reported within Q1 and Q2, and Q1 and
Q3. Likewise, when looking at associations with quarterly
grading and selection outcome, only a few large significant
findings were established in Q1 and Q2, whereas Q3 dem-
onstrate large to perfect significant associations across all
age groups.

Discussion

This study looked to report on the current processes
employed within a professional soccer academy undertak-
ing player (de)selection, via an ethnographical approach,
with a focus on identifying the difference in performance
between (de)selection status. The key findings of this study
were that coach subjective measures of player abilities were
inconclusive in determining selection status. Whilst coach
perceptions of player potential were capable of determining
selection status in the final quarter only, this was potentially
indicative of confirmative bias given the close proximity to
when selection decisions are finalised. Additionally, weekly
subjective gradings (current performance) were unable to
consistently distinguish selection status.

The outcomes of quarterly RAG gradings reported a
greater number of red grades associated with deselection,
with observations of higher green frequencies associated to
selection. This implies that coaches are capable in distin-
guishing players at either extremity of performance (i.e.,
top- or bottom-performing players). Such findings align with
previous reports [13, 42] that identify coach intuition as a
capable tool in determining (de)selected players. However,
these findings also demonstrated that coaches may display
indecision concerning the players of a moderate standard
(amber), similar to previous research [13]. Whilst this mid-
dle ground is expected to cater to players with greater uncer-
tainty towards their future, the range of abilities is vast and
features players that were opted for both selection and dese-
lection. Therefore, to reduce this range of abilities, it may
be of greater benefit to further sub-divide grades to offer
greater clarity in perceptions of player abilities and potential,
similar to the nine by nine grid of performance and potential
proposed by Baker et al. [2].

Conversely, the quarterly subjective grade results fail to
control for confirmation bias, given that the same coaches
who graded the players were also the coaches who (de)
selected them. Considering the process of deselection
observed evolved from weekly performance feedback with
managerial staff, it is fair to elude that the lead phase coaches
may (sub)consciously inform and influence their viewpoints
on player performances. Therefore, it is impossible to dis-
miss the potential for confirmation bias. Additionally, this
study established large-to-perfect associations across all
quarters of potential grading and selection outcomes, with
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the greatest associations observed within the third quarter.
Given the proximity to selection decisions, it is probable that
the Q3 potential scores are moreso representative of selec-
tion decisions. Furthermore, the gradings are gathered by the
lead coach alone. Therefore, to both mitigate selection bias
and improve clarity for player developments and selection,
further objectivity towards measures of potential should be
explored, potentially incorporating the use of multiple inputs
from additional coaching staff.

Weekly subjective grades demonstrated a low utility in
identifying selected from deselected players, with only the
Ul4 age group reporting significant findings of red and
green grades. Whilst the weekly subjective grades found
low ability in identifying (de)selection outcomes, one con-
cern of this instrument surrounded the bias of more recent
performance influencing selection decisions, over the full
season collection of grades. However, when assessing asso-
ciations between the final five weeks of performance to
the complete season, fair to very strong associations were
observed. Therefore, providing greater reassurance that the
weekly subjective grades provided a fair reflection of perfor-
mance across the season. Furthermore, associations between
weekly and quarterly subjective grades established a consist-
ent correlation within green scores primarily. This suggests
that top performing players maintain a more consistent play-
ing performance than mid to lower performing players.

One explanation as to why weekly subjective grades
failed to distinguish player selection outcomes is due to
coaches providing grades to their individual age groups
only, with no additional inputs. Each coach will maintain
an expected performance standard based upon experience,
knowledge, and beliefs, as outlined within the definition of
coach intuition [22, 37]. This will undoubtedly vary between
coaches. Therefore, whilst one coach may perceive a player
to be a ‘amber’ performance grade, another may perceive
them to be a ‘green’. This lack of uniformity in player grad-
ing highlights the need for academies to provide compre-
hensive anchor points within the grading tool, so to enhance
clarity in player grading, like in the earlier proposed instru-
ment by Baker et al. [2]. Likewise, academies may benefit
from the adoption of a validated and reliable instrument for
the subjective measure of player performance.

In consideration of the differing outcomes between
weekly and quarterly subjective gradings, it may be postu-
lated that the focus of each instrument (weekly vs. quarterly)
provides the difference in selection outcome. Whilst weekly
subjective grading focuses on current performance, quarterly
subjective grading emphasizes perceived future potential.
It is therefore plausible that coaches may measure current
performance against a player's perceived future potential,
i.e., a player who is believed to have high potential may be
graded as currently underperforming, based on the coach’s
perceptions of the players' future abilities yet to be realised.

Likewise, a player with low potential may be scored higher
in their current performance, given that the coach perceives
them as playing to the highest standard expected of them to
achieve (or in some cases, beyond this). Therefore, current
performance ratings may instead provide some context in
the development and attainment of (perceived) potential and
may be best employed by utilising frameworks that account
for both ‘current performance’ vs. ‘perceived potential’ [2,
44].

In the present study, physical performance was not capa-
ble of distinguishing selected from deselected players. Given
that the study undertook an ethnographic approach, whereby
procedures tested are standard practice, and that objective
assessments failed to distinguish selection outcome, poten-
tially highlights the need for wider metrics to be applied
to aid player selection. For example, a previous report has
demonstrated the high interaction of acceleration within the
505 COD task design, resulting in only 31% of time spent
changing direction [32]. Therefore, those with greater linear
speed abilities are more likely to demonstrate greater over-
all COD outcomes [31, 32]. Nimphius et al. [31] suggested
using a change of direction deficit (COD,,) calculation to
enhance the measurement of turning ability, consequently
mitigating linear speed bias and providing a more reflective
measure of task assessment. It may be suggested that the
use of more task-specific and holistic (physical, psychologi-
cal, social, technical and tactical) assessments, or contrary,
assessments with higher ecological validity, may better serve
the player (de)selection process.

A consideration in the findings for physical performance
is the control for maturational variation. The current study
found maturation to be a significant factor within selection.
Therefore, academies must be mindful towards the control
for maturational influence within physical performance data.
Previous research has highlighted the influence of matura-
tion on physical performance [25, 28, 33], whereby play-
ers exhibiting an advanced maturation status will possess
greater physical abilities to their biologically younger peers.
As a consequence, players of an advance maturation status
are selected due to being perceived as beholding a higher
potential for success [7]. Conversely, players of a late matu-
ration status are released, due to a perception of low poten-
tial. However, research has highlighted that early maturation
players are no more likely to achieve senior professional
success to their biologically younger peers [20]. Without the
affordance of time to achieve adult stature (therefore ‘catch-
ing up’ with their early and average maturing peers), late
maturing players will not realise their full potential. Further-
more, late maturing players may only progress through acad-
emy selection processes by ‘survival’ [34], whereby they can
tolerate over-stimulation without enduring burnout, injury
or demotivation [34, 39, 46]. In summary, given the high
variation of maturation identified within youths, controlling
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for maturation in physical performance is essential for con-
sideration within the player (de)selection process.

This study is not without its limitations. Whilst this
was an observation of a single academy’s practice, further
research should include several academies to identify (de)
selection trends. However, the outcomes of this study can
inform academies utilising similar selection processes of the
stated shortcomings and considerations for enhancement.
Likewise, this study highlighted areas that are not currently
accounted for during player selection process. Whilst there
is an open understanding for holistic abilities, the lack of
assessments for psychological abilities and social measures
potentially implicates player developments and (de)selec-
tion. Further limitations of this study may consider the lack
of reliability assessments undertaken through the use of the
RAG rating method and coach scoring. Whilst previous
studies have been undertaken that outline test-retest reli-
ability in coach subjective scoring [19], further work should
be undertaken assess the use of RAG ratings.

Additionally, uncontrollable challenges were associated
with the present study; during the season of 2020-2021,
the COVID-19 international pandemic brought closure
to academy soccer within the UK at various time points
e.g., delayed start and closures in December and January.
Academy closure (therefore a cessation of training) and
imposed restrictions negatively impacted training provi-
sions and physical performance assessment collection, tra-
ditionally undergone quarterly (June, October, January and
April). This resulted in a singular time point provided for
the 2020-2021 season. Moreover, the outcome reflects the
2020-2021 academy season, where the best operating pro-
cedure was implemented to mitigate risks and superseded
the need for further data collection.

Practical Implications

Based on the findings of this study, coach subjective percep-
tion of player future potential were inconclusive in determin-
ing player deselection. Coaches were only able to identify
players perceived as high potential in the final quarter, and
given the close proximity of selection decisions being made,
suggests decisions are likely decided upon these outcomes.
Moreover, this indicates a level of confirmative bias in the
subjective process. Therefore, it may be suggested that fur-
ther objectivity is required within the process for grading
potential in order to enhance player development and selec-
tion processes.

When considering weekly subjective gradings, it has
been postulated that performance grades may provide con-
text and further inform the coach on the present status of
the players’ predicted journey. Moreover, the continual
collection of weekly and quarterly subjective grading is
logical, with further research looking to better understand
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what further distinguishes player abilities. However, cau-
tion should be raised around the consistent pressure placed
on players to perform. Given that measures of potential
were unable to predict subsequent selection status, players
remain under consistent pressure to perform throughout
the season to retain selection status. Such issues are per-
tinent for players of moderate player abilities. Given it
was clear that coaches were able to differentiate players
at each extremity of performance, uncertainty remained
around moderate ability players. Further research needs to
be undertaken to investigate a coach’s ability to perceive
the development needs of these players, to ensure they are
provided the appropriate and optimal provisions.

Given the confounding effect of maturation, bio-band-
ing interventions may be convenient to ensure optimal
developments are maintained. Banding players by biologi-
cal age entails grouping players by growth status, regard-
less of chronological age. Such provisions will reduce any
dependence on physical prowess and the higher demand
for technical and tactical ability, typically exhibited by
biologically advanced players. Likewise, such provisions
can also be offered to biologically younger players, mov-
ing down and age group, which should afford the time to
develop confidence and develop leadership skills; oppor-
tunities less likely to be presented within their own age
groups.

Conclusion

The present study identified that a season of coach subjec-
tive perceptions (current performance and perceived poten-
tial) were inconclusive of determining subsequent selection
status. Furthermore, the results indicate a high chance of
confirmation bias associated with the current selection pro-
cess. Additionally, it was apparent that whilst coaches were
capable of distinguishing the extremities of player perfor-
mance, coaches remain uncertain around the grading for
moderate ability players. Further work is required to provide
more objective assessments to mitigate the potential for bias
within assessments, and enhance the accuracy in the player
selection process.
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