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A B S T R A C T

Language plays a critical yet underexamined role in talent identification and talent development systems in 
football. While advances in sport science have improved measurement and monitoring practices, the conceptual 
language that underpins key developmental decisions has remained vague, inconsistently applied, and largely 
untheorised. Terms such as talent, elite, character, and training load are routinely deployed with authority across 
scouting, coaching, and organisational contexts, yet often lack shared definitions, empirical grounding, or 
transparent criteria. This conceptual ambiguity is not trivial; it shapes access to opportunity, legitimises iden
tification and (de)selection decisions, and structures developmental pathways in ways that may reproduce bias 
and exclusion. Drawing on Harry G Frankfurt’s philosophical thesis of Bullshit as communication indifferent to 
truth but orientated toward impression management, this short communication advances the argument that 
football environments may operate as bullshit ecologies. In such contexts, ambiguous yet authoritative-sounding 
terminology is structurally incentivised, serving rhetorical, political, and symbolic functions rather than 
conveying epistemic clarity. Through illustrative examples drawn from football discourse, the paper demon
strates how key terms function as technologies of power that shape belief, status, and opportunity. Rather than 
offering definitive definitions, this conceptual paper proposes a shift toward accountable subjectivity through 
three practical recommendations: the development of shared, football-specific terminology framework; the 
embedding of conceptual literacy within football education programmes; and the organisational auditing of 
language practices. Semantic clarity is not an academic luxury but a structural and ethical necessity for more 
transparent, equitable, and evidence-informed football identification, development, and performance systems.

Introduction

Language is more than a tool of communication in sport, it is a 
mechanism of inclusion, exclusion, categorisation, and persuasion [1]. 
Nowhere is this more evident than in football, where key decisions about 
talent identification, player development, and progression are shaped as 
much by what is said as by what is done [2]. Phrases such as “great 
potential,” or “football intelligence,” are regularly invoked in scouting 
reports, academy programmes, and coach interviews [3,4]. Yet these 
terms often lack shared definitions, empirical grounding, or clarity in 
application [5], and despite their frequent use, may obscure more than 
they reveal.

In recent years, growing attention has been given to the need for 
epistemological rigour in athlete development [6,7]. While sport science 
has advanced rapidly in areas like physical monitoring [8], injury pre
vention [9,10], psycho-social and life skills development [11,12], 
environmental and organisational influence [13,14] the conceptual 

language that underpins decision-making in football has fallen behind. 
This poses risks not only to transparency and alignment but also to 
fairness and opportunity across developmental systems [15]. This paper 
is neither empirical nor a systematic review of any literature; instead, it 
is intended as a short conceptual piece to position language use for those 
researching “talent” in football contexts. The article is not intended to 
provide answers or solutions – those must be developed with 
practitioners.

To interrogate this issue, however, Frankfurt’s [16] philosophical 
work On Bullshit, is adopted as a theoretical framework. Frankfurt’s 
bullshit thesis distinguished between two types of language/communi
cation, namely lying and bullshit, the latter being the more insidious form 
of communication that is indifferent to truth. Frankfurt argued that 
bullshit arises when language is used primarily to influence or impress, 
rather than to convey truth or meaning. In football, this concept is 
particularly salient. Language in the context of football often functions 
as performance, designed to display competence, justify choices, or 
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maintain authority, even when the terms or phrases employed are vague 
or unverifiable. This paper will argue that football environments may, 
sometimes unwittingly, operate as bullshit ecologies: environments 
where ambiguous language is not only tolerated but structurally 
incentivised. It will explore how such terminology serves political, 
symbolic, and rhetorical purposes, often at the expense of clarity and 
rigour. Through illustrative examples, the paper examines the implica
tions of this communicative ambiguity for player identification and 
development and offers conceptual and practical recommendations; 
ultimately contending that semantic clarity is not a luxury, it is a 
structural necessity for more inclusive, equitable, and 
evidence-informed football environments.

Football is not just played on a pitch, it is constructed through lan
guage: The words used by coaches, scouts, analysts, and institutions 
shape how players are identified, selected, and developed. Yet, as else
where in sport, the language used in football environments operates 
with an alarming degree of imprecision [17–20]. Numerous terms are 
utilised within talent identification and talent development environ
ments and teams; it is impossible to provide a comprehensive list of 
these here, nor is it the intention of this article to provide answers. By 
way of an example, terms such as “character” and “vision” are invoked 
with authority, but too often lack clear definitions, transparent criteria, 
or shared understanding amongst those using them. Consequently, 
vague language has become embedded in everyday practice, which not 
only clouds judgements, but quietly reinforces exclusion, providing 
advantage to those who best fit the language rather than those with the 
greatest potential.

Blurry terminology in football

The identification, (de)selection, and development of footballers is 
guided not only by technical, tactical, physical, physiological, psycho
logical, and sociocultural frameworks (cf. [21,22]), but by the language 
used to describe, evaluate, and justify an individuals’ progression [23]. 
Within academy systems, scouting networks, and coach education, ter
minology serves as a form of currency, one that influences access, shapes 
perceptions, and structures opportunity [19]. Yet, as this section ex
plores, key terms that populate football discourse are often conceptually 
vague, inconsistently applied, and unmoored from shared definitions. 
This ambiguity is not trivial; it carries significant implications for player 
development and system alignment. Below, three examples are offered 
by way of demonstrating this.

Elite: a floating signifier

The label elite is, perhaps, the most pervasive and problematic 
descriptor in sport [24], not just football. It is routinely applied to 
players, academies, pathways, competitions, and even age-group 
squads, yet its meaning remains fluid and context dependent. In En
gland, for example, the Premier League’s Elite Player Performance Plan 
(EPPP; [25]) attempted to provide formality and conformity to the term 
through its categorisation of academies [25]. While this framework 
introduced regulatory consistency, the designation of elite has not al
ways aligned with tangible indicators such as competitive success, ac
cess to developmental resources, or long-term player outcomes [26]. 
There are, of course, other ambiguous examples of the terms application, 
such as the labelling of youth international squads frequently being 
described as elite despite evidence that points to involvement in youth 
national teams being a poor predictor of future senior national team 
engagement [27,28], further highlighting the transient moments in a 
player’s developmental pathway. Likewise, short-term training camps, 
talent identification days, or regional development programmes are 
commonly branded as elite even when selection criteria are opaque and 
participation is shaped as much by availability and geography [29] or 
prior access as by demonstrable performance. At an individual level, 
players may be labelled elite at increasingly young ages, a designation 

that can confer status and expectation without clear reference to 
developmental timescales or comparative benchmarks.

The operational consequences of such terminological ambiguity was 
particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic when youth players in En
gland attached to category one academies were permitted to return to 
training whilst those in categories two, three, or four were excluded 
[30]. In this context, elite functioned as an administrative threshold, one 
that carried significant material consequences despite its imprecise 
foundations. Beyond access, the expanding use of elite also fosters an 
illusion of objectivity while embedding exclusivity and hierarchy [24]
within football cultures. Indeed, the term reproduces a binary of those 
deemed in and out, often absent of transparent or equitable criteria [31]. 
In doing so, it contributes to an ecology in which symbolic status is 
privileged over developmental nuance.

Talent: between intuition and bias

Despite decades of research in sports science, the concept of talent 
remains contested and ill-defined [22,32,33]. This ambiguity is com
pounded by the way talent is embedded across three related but 
analytically distinct processes in football: identification, (de)selection, 
and development. Talent identification refers to the process of recog
nising players who may possess attributes relevant to future perfor
mance [33]; (de)selection involves making inclusion or exclusion 
decisions at specific points in time [34]; and development concerns the 
structured support, learning opportunities, and environments through 
which players’ capacities are shaped over time [26]. While these pro
cesses are conceptually separable, in practice they are frequently 
conflated, with the language of talent used interchangeably to justify 
early identification, immediate selection, and long-term investment.

In football, talent is routinely invoked to justify selection, invest
ment, development, or retention, yet what constitutes talent is rarely 
made explicit. Definitions shift across contexts and actors, alternately 
emphasising physical attributes, technical proficiency, tactical aware
ness, psychological attributes, or overall long-term potential. Whilst 
studies have sought to better understand specific attributes sought when 
identifying talented footballers [35–38]; these criteria are seldom 
anchored in shared frameworks or supported by longitudinal evidence. 
This results in a concept that is simultaneously central and unstable 
[39]. This ambiguity is not inherently problematic; in some contexts, the 
flexibility of the term allows practitioners to recognise emergent quali
ties that are difficult to quantify, such as adaptability, creativity, or 
learning capacity. If used cautiously, talent can function as a provisional 
descriptor that invites ongoing observation rather than premature 
judgement. However, in practice, this openness often collapses due to 
impressionistic assessment [40]. The problem, as problematised in this 
short communication, is not simply that talent lacks a stable definition, 
but that its ambiguous use obscures the distinctions between distinct 
processes. When invoked without regard for these differences, talent 
may function as what Frankfurt [16] would describe as bullshit: language 
that appears explanatory while remaining indifferent to the truth con
ditions of the processes it is meant to describe. In doing so, it legitimises 
authority, masks uncertainty, and forecloses scrutiny of how opportu
nity is actually distributed within and across the football talent 
ecosystem.

The absence of agreed definitions enables talent to operate as a 
catch-all label that absorbs subjective preference, institutional expec
tation, and contextual convenience. Consequently, the same behaviours 
may be interpreted as indicators of talent in one player and dismiss as 
inconsistency or immaturity in another. Moreover, the language of 
talent is not socially neutral, with empirical work demonstrating that 
players born earlier in the selection year, or those who conform to 
dominant cultural norms are more likely to be identified and described 
as talented, reflecting well-documented relative age and social bias ef
fects [41]. Such patterns suggest that talent is often recognised retro
spectively in those who already fit the system, rather than prospectively 
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in those who challenge it. In this sense, talent functions less as a 
discovered property and more as a legitimising label than rationalises 
decision making. When used without clarity, talent may operate as what 
Frankfurt [16] would characterise as bullshit – a statement made 
without sustained regard for truth conditions, but deployed to signal 
expertise, justify authority, or close-off debate. Labelling a player as 
talented can appear to explain success while obscuring the contingent, 
developmental, and socially structured processes that produced it. 
Conversely, the absence of the label can naturalise exclusion, framing 
(de)selection as an objective judgement rather than an interpretive 
choice. The power of talent as a term lies precisely in its vagueness: It 
feels explanatory while remaining resistant to scrutiny.

Character: moral merit or cultural code?

Character is often applied as an attribute in player evaluation [37], 
alongside phrases like “great mentality,” or “natural leader” populate 
evaluative documents and coach briefings [20,35,37]. In academy and 
professional environments, these judgements are increasingly supported 
by structured interviews, psychological questionnaires, and exten
ded/extensive informal observations during training and competition 
[20,38]. Yet, despite this attempts at formalisation, terms like character 
remain highly subjective, spared by the experiential frameworks, cul
tural expectations, and cognitive heuristics of those making identifica
tion and (de)selection decisions [42,43].

Applied research suggests that scouts and recruitment staff often 
attempt to infer character through assessments of motivation, emotional 
control, coachability, and interpersonal behaviour; drawing on formal 
psychological tools and multidisciplinary team discussions [12,44,45]. 
These practices are often suggested to increase objectivity and reduce 
bias, yet they do not remove subjectivity, so much as relocate it. Psy
chometric tools embed normative assumptions about desirable disposi
tions and self-regulatory styles, while interview-based approaches 
privilege verbal confidence, reflexive self-presentation, and familiarity 
with dominant cultural narratives of success [44,46,47]. Furthermore, 
informal observation, often valued for its ecological validity, remains 
filtered through institutional expectations regarding how attributes are 
visibly expressed [42].

We can once again see how language, even when attempting to be 
more objective can succumb to organisational and cultural norms and 
compliance rather than ethical reasoning, adaptive capacity, or context- 
and individual-specific demonstrations of attributes. This carries 
particular risk for player from marginalised social backgrounds, neu
rodivergent players, or individuals whose behavioural repertoires 
diverge from the dominant culture of the environment in which they are 
being assessed. Thus, character can operate less as a stable personal 
attribute and more as a moralised classification that appears objective 
while functioning ideologically, legitimising some forms of conduct and 
devaluing others [12,43,46].

Training load: precision without context?

Training load is operationalised by sports scientists through a well- 
established lexicon of quantifiable indicators, including GPS-derived 
external load and session ratings of perceived exertion from players 
[48]. In football, these measures are central to load management, per
formance optimisation efforts, and injury prevention [49]. At a technical 
level, the concept of training load is neither vague nor unstable. Its 
parameters are clearly defined within the literature. The difficulty ari
ses, however, in how these measures are interpreted and utilised in 
practice. When training load is reduced exclusively to physical outputs, 
critical contextual factors (e.g., school pressure, emotional fatigue, etc.) 
are marginalised, especially for youth players navigating dual-career 
pathways [50,51]. Moreover, considerable variation exists across 
clubs, coaches, and practitioners regarding what constitutes appropriate 
load, how it should be individualised [8], and how (or whether) 

psychosocial dimensions are integrated into decision-making.
In this situation, training load becomes a less neutral descriptor of 

work performed, and more a justificatory resource. Its numerical pre
cision can be utilised to legitimise decisions, foreclose discussion, or 
obfuscate, especially when alternative forms of strain are excluded from 
consideration. Here, Frankfurt’s concern with bullshit becomes relevant: 
not as an indictment of measurement, per se, but of the strategic use of 
technically rigorous or scientific language [52] to bypass the complexity 
of seeking truth.

Terminology as technology of power

Collectively, the examples above illustrate that key terms are not 
simply neutral descriptors; they are technologies of power [53]. They 
govern access to opportunity, shape self-concept, and influence devel
opmental trajectories. When language is used without definitional 
clarity or critical reflection, it contributes to a symbolic economy in 
which impression often outweighs precision [54,55]. Thus, it can be 
contested that such terminology does not merely reflect football culture, 
it actively constructs it. The previous sections highlighted that core 
terms in football development, though widely used and institutionally 
embedded, often lack clear definitions or consistent application. This 
ambiguity is not merely a linguistic inconvenience; it has tangible effects 
on practice. For example, players may be retained or released on the 
basis of being labelled “high potential,” despite limited consensus on 
how such judgements are formed or evidenced. In more constructive 
cases, shared but loosely defined language can enable interdisciplinary 
dialogue, allowing coaches, sports scientists, and psychologists to co
ordinate decisions around player welfare or development. However, 
when left unexamined, the same terms can obscure accountability, 
allowing evaluative decisions to appear technically justified while 
remaining resistant to challenge.

Yet, beyond their conceptual looseness, these terms may also serve 
deeper rhetorical functions. Their pervasiveness across roles and con
texts, despite lacking epistemological precision, suggests that they may 
operate less as conveyors of truth and more as tools of impression 
[56–58]. Rather than focusing on what these terms mean, or fail to 
mean, consideration now turns to how and why they are used, and with 
what regard for truth, clarity, or accountability.

Bullshit and the language of football

In positioning the conceptual vagueness that pervades football 
discourse, Frankfurt [16] argues that bullshit is a distinct mode of 
communication, different from lying. While the liar knows what the 
truth is and makes it their mission to keep people from the truth they do, 
in fact, demonstrate a sense of respect for the value of truth. The bull
shitter, however, is fundamentally indifferent to the truth. They do not 
care whether what they are saying is true or false; they’re not engaged in 
the enterprise of conveying information or deceiving people; they’re 
engaged in the enterprise of manipulation: Their primary concern is 
impression management, not factual accuracy or conceptual integrity.

This distinction has direct relevance in football, where language 
plays a central role in constructing meaning, status, and belief systems 
within coaching, talent identification, and talent development. This 
philosophical framework provides a useful lens for interrogating the 
proliferation of ambiguous yet authoritative-sounding terminology, 
what this paper is terming bullshit in boots. Football environments are 
ripe for this communicative phenomenon. Coaches, scouts, media, and 
governing bodies routinely deploy evaluative terms, such as “potential” 
or “mentality” without clear operational definitions. These terms often 
function less as shared descriptors than as signals of expertise or as 
rhetorical devices used to justify decisions, rather than communicate 
transparent criteria or foster shared understanding [54]. For example, a 
player might be excluded from a development programme on the basis 
of being judged to lack one or more desired attributes [34,35,37,38,59], 
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even when those attributes remain loosely defined, unmeasured, and 
inconsistently applied. In this way, terminology that appears meaningful 
and evaluative serves to legitimise outcomes while obscuring the basis 
on which they are reached.

From a Frankfurtian perspective, this pattern of discourse reflects not 
a lack of intelligence or good intention, but a form of semantic detach
ment: language used without regard for its truth conditions. In football, 
the consequences of this detachment extend beyond coaches, clubs, and 
federations, to players and their families, who often encounter the talent 
system primarily through its terminology. Labels such as “elite”, 
“academy,” “pathway,” can shape how players and parents interpret 
progress, risk, and opportunity; frequently encouraging inflated expec
tations or misplaced anxiety, or a sense of personal failure if progress 
stalls or deselection occurs. In this context, bullshit thrives not because 
individuals deliberately mislead, but because the system tolerates, or 
even rewards, language that performs reassurance, authority, or aspi
ration rather than informing realistically. The result is a communicative 
environment in which belief and impression are prioritised over clarity, 
with implications for trust, equity, and alignment across the talent 
pathway [60]. By foregrounding this philosophical critique, the paper 
shifts focus from merely identifying terminological inconsistencies to 
interrogating the purpose and effect of language in football. It suggests 
that conceptual ambiguity in football is not just an academic inconve
nience, it is a structural problem that influences how athletes are iden
tified, developed, assessed, (de)selected, and excluded.

While Frankfurt’s concept of bullshit helps us understand the phil
osophical underpinnings of language misuse in football, critique alone is 
insufficient. If football environments are, indeed, prone to communi
cative habits that prioritise impression over clarity, then structural in
terventions are required to realign language with purpose. The 
challenge is not only to identify where ambiguity exists but to develop 
practical mechanisms for conceptual precision and shared understand
ing. In the next section, I offer a set of actionable recommendations 
aimed at improving terminological rigour across the football ecosystem. 
These proposals are not designed to eliminate interpretive flexibility 
altogether, but to establish a more coherent and equitable linguistic 
foundation for decision-making in talent pathways.

Toward conceptual clarity

If the preceding sections have established that key developmental 
terms in football are often vague, subjective, or strategically deployed 
without epistemic care, then the next logical step is to address how 
greater conceptual clarity might be achieved. This is not merely an ac
ademic exercise in semantics. In environments where access to oppor
tunity, inclusion in pathways, and allocation of resources are mediated 
through language, terminological precision is a matter of equity, 
transparency, and integrity. The following recommendations propose a 
constructive path forward, drawing on principles from sport science, 
applied linguistics, and coach education.

A terminology framework for talent identification and talent development 
in football

A first step in achieving conceptual clarity is recognising that talent 
identification and talent development are, by their nature, interpretive 
and judgement-based processes. Decisions about potential, readiness, or 
progression cannot be fully objective, and some degree of subjectivity is, 
therefore, inevitable. The problem is not the presence of subjective 
judgement per se, but the absence of shared reference points through 
which such judgement can be articulated, scrutinised, and held 
accountable. Based on this position, the creation of a structured and 
openly accessible terminology framework for football development en
vironments becomes particularly important. This living lexicon (cf. 
[61]) should clearly define core terms in a way that is both oper
ationalisable yet flexible enough to accommodate contextual variation. 

Rather than attempting to eliminate interpretation, definitions should 
be rooted in practice and observable indicators, making explicit what I 
being attended to when judgements are being made [62]. Such a 
framework could serve as a common reference point across clubs, fed
erations, and development programmes for players, scouts, and coaches. 
Importantly, it should also be co-created through multi-stakeholder 
input to ensure relevance and buy-in [63]. Comparable approaches 
have proven valuable in other areas of sport science, including frame
works for psychological safety [64] and athlete mental health [65]. A 
football-specific terminology guide would, therefore, not remove 
subjectivity from identification, (de)selection, or assessment processes, 
but would make the values, assumptions, and criteria underpinning 
those decisions more visible, contestable, and equitable.

Embedding conceptual literacy into education programmes

Despite the increasing sophistication of football education systems, 
including ongoing work within this space by FIFA [66], relatively little 
attention is paid to the epistemological foundations of the language of 
football [67]. Courses, especially for coaches, tend to emphasise tech
nical models, strategies and tactics, and understanding modern trends in 
the game, but rarely interrogate the linguistic habits through which 
stakeholders describe, assess, or categorise players. This omission is 
significant, as a wide range of stakeholders (i.e., scouts, coaches, ad
ministrators, scientists, etc) act as linguistic gatekeepers at different 
points across the talent pathway, translating subjective perceptions into 
evaluative terms that can meaningfully shape an individuals’ future. The 
consequences of this process are not uniform and will vary amongst 
individuals within clubs, never mind across different clubs. When lan
guage is used carefully, it can support development and understanding. 
For example, describing a player as “currently struggling to cope with 
decision-making speed under pressure” offers a specific, time-bound, 
and improvable conservation. In contrast, labelling the same player as 
“lacking game intelligence” collapses the complexity into a static 
judgement that is harder to contest or reinterpret. Importantly, in the 
latter example, the impact of such language is shaped not only by what is 
said, but by who said it. Identical terms may be interpreted very differ
ently when voiced by a senior coach, head of recruitment, or a peer; with 
authority-lending weight, legitimacy, and permanence to otherwise 
ambiguous descriptions. As a result, loosely defined terminology can 
crystallise into perceived truths when attached to institutional power.

Embedding conceptual literacy into education programmes would, 
therefore, involve encouraging critical reflection on the content of 
blurry language within football environments [46]. This would include 
developing awareness of how terms function rhetorically, how authority 
shapes interpretation, and how language can either invite dialogue or 
close it down. Educators could draw on interdisciplinary work high
lighting the role of language in identity formation, expectation setting, 
and systemic bias, helping practitioners distinguish between descriptive 
accuracy and impression management. This approach does not seek to 
burden individuals with abstract theory, but rather to equip them with 
the capacity to use language more precisely, reflexively, and ethically 
when making decisions about players they are responsible for identi
fying, (de)selecting, and developing.

Audit language use across football development systems

In addition to individual-level reflection, there is a strong case for 
organisational auditing of language practices. Football clubs and fed
erations generate large volumes of internal documents, including 
scouting reports, player evaluations, and progress reviews. These doc
uments are not just administrative records; they actively shape devel
opmental trajectories and, therefore, warrant scrutiny. Importantly, 
auditing language need not involve exhaustive or burdensome review; at 
a practical level, it could begin with periodic sampling of existing doc
uments to examine how a small number of key terms are used, by whom, 
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and with what apparent assumptions. Such an audit would involve 
systematically reviewing how key terms are used across documentation 
to identify patterns of vagueness, implicit bias, or inconsistency. For 
example, repeated use of abstract evaluative labels without accompa
nying explanation may signal reliance on unexamined norms rather than 
shared criteria. Comparative analysis across staff roles (e.g., scouts vs. 
coaches vs. analysts) may reveal how the same player is framed differ
ently depending on professional perspective. In practice, this type of 
reflection could be embedded within existing review meetings, staff 
development workshops, or interdisciplinary case discussions, rather 
than being treated as a standalone compliance exercise.

The expected outcomes of such auditing are modest but meaningful. 
Rather than producing definitive judgements, the process would surface 
tendencies in organisational language use, highlight areas of misalign
ment, and prompt dialogue about values and expectations. Over time, 
this can support more consistent communication, clearer feedback to 
players and parents, and greater awareness of how linguistic practices 
may disproportionately affect underrepresented groups [68]. In this 
situation, auditing should function less as a policing mechanism and 
more as a reflective tool, enabling organisations to make visible the 
implicit assumptions embedded within their language use [60]. Viewed 
in this way, conceptual clarity in football requires both a cultural and 
structural engagement. It demands not only improved definitions, but 
routine opportunities to examine how language is actually used in 
context. Precision in language is not about limiting expression; it is 
about ensuring that what is said aligns with what is meant, and that 
what is meant is just, transparent, accountable, and defensible.

Conclusion

Applying Frankfurt’s [16] concept of bullshit (i.e., communication 
unconcerned with truth but focused on impression), has hopefully 
highlighted how football discourse is prone to semantic performance 
rather than conceptual rigour. This does not imply deliberate deception. 
Rather, it signals a structural tendency for language to be used for 
persuasion or positioning, often without epistemic care. In such envi
ronments, linguistic ambiguity becomes not just tolerated, but 
embedded into decision-making systems, contributing to inconsistency, 
implicit bias, and misalignment across roles.

This paper calls for a shift from persuasive jargon to accountable 
terminology. If football is to progress as a site of evidence-informed 
practice and equitable opportunity, it must take its language seriously. 
The development of shared, sport-specific definitions through interdis
ciplinary consensus processes and the integration of conceptual literacy 
into education programmes and policy development. Semantic clarity is 
not an academic concern, it is a practical and ethical imperative: it de
termines who gets identified, developed, assessed, (de)selected, 
excluded, and ultimately, who gets to play.
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British medalists project: a review of current knowledge on the development of the 
world’s best sporting talent. Sports Med 2016;46(8):1041–58. https://doi.org/ 
10.1007/s40279-016-0476-2.

[25] Premier League. Elite Player Performance Plan. Premier League; 2011.

M.J. Reeves                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       Football Studies 1 (2026) 100029 

5 

https://doi.org/10.54337/aau488129935
https://doi.org/10.1080/14660970.2018.1432388
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2015.1012544
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2015.1012544
https://doi.org/10.1080/14660970.2022.2059870
https://doi.org/10.1080/14660970.2022.2059870
https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2021.635977
https://doi.org/10.7146/sjsep.v3i.128317
https://doi.org/10.7146/sjsep.v3i.128317
https://doi.org/10.1080/24733938.2018.1427883
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40279-015-0404-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40279-015-0404-x
https://doi.org/10.1123/ijspp.2020-0862
https://doi.org/10.1123/ijspp.2020-0862
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.567776
https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2025.2541962
https://doi.org/10.53841/bpssepr.2023.18.1.38
https://doi.org/10.1177/17479541231184022
https://doi.org/10.1177/17479541231184022
https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2013-092966
https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2013-092966
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781400826537
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781400826537
https://doi.org/10.1080/135733202200001886
https://doi.org/10.1080/135733202200001886
https://doi.org/10.1080/14660970600989509
https://doi.org/10.1080/21640629.2013.768418
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0225033
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2020.1766647
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2020.1766647
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640410050120041
https://doi.org/10.1080/14660970.2023.2250658
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40279-016-0476-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40279-016-0476-2
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S3051-2689(26)00009-7/sbref24


[26] Güllich A, Barth M. Effects of early talent promotion on junior and senior 
performance: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Sports Med 2024;54(3): 
697–710. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40279-023-01957-3.

[27] Boccia G, Brustio P, Rinaldi R, Romagnoli R, Cardinale M, Piacentini M. Junior to 
senior transition pathway in Italian football: the rocky road to the top is not 
determined by youth national team’s selections. PLOS One 2023;18(7):e0288594. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0288594.

[28] Herrebrøden H, Bjørndal C. Youth international experience is a limited predictor of 
senior success in football: the relationship between U17, U19, and U21 experience 
and senior elite participation across nations and playing positions. Front Sports Act 
Living 2022;4:875530. https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2022.875530.

[29] Simonn F, Nasser G. How competitive environments shape career progression in 
youth football: context-dependent influence of geographical proximity to U19 
Bundesliga teams and professional clubs. J Sports Sci 2025:1–17. https://doi.org/ 
10.1080/02640414.2025.2605424.

[30] Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport. Return to Training for Elite Sport – 
Stage One: Return to Socially Distanced Training. HMSO; 2020. 〈https://www.gov. 
uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-phased-return 
-of-sport-and-recreation/elite-sport-return-to-training-guidance-step-one–2〉.

[31] Grainger A, Kelly A, Garland S, Baker J, Johnston K, McAuley A. Athletes’, 
‘talents’, and ‘players’: conceptual distinctions and considerations for researchers 
and practitioners. Sports Med 2025;55(1):9–15. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40279- 
024-02101-5.

[32] Abbott A, Button C, Pepping G-J, Collins D. Unnatural selection: talent 
identification and development in sport. Nonlinear Dyn Psychol Life Sci 2005;9(1): 
61–88.

[33] Vaeyens R, Lenoir M, Williams AM, Philippaerts RM. Talent identification and 
development programmes in sport: current models and future directions. Sports 
Med 2008;38(9):703–14.

[34] Dugdale J, McRobert A, Unnithan V. Selected, deselected, and reselected: a case 
study analysis of attributes associated with player reselection following closure of a 
youth soccer academy. Front Sports Act Living 2021;3:633124. https://doi.org/ 
10.3389/fspor.2021.633124.

[35] Bergkamp T, Frencken W, Niessen A, Meijer R, Den Hartigh R. How soccer scouts 
identify talented players. Eur J Sport Sci 2022;22(7):994–1004. https://doi.org/ 
10.1080/17461391.2021.1916081.

[36] Andrew M, Barraclough S, Triggs A, Dugdale J, Kelly A, Reeves M. How do college 
coaches in the United States identify youth female and male soccer players? PLOS 
One 2025;20(9):e0331134. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0331134.

[37] Larkin P, O’Connor D. Talent identification and recruitment in youth soccer: 
recruiter’s perceptions of the key attributes for player recruitment. PLOS One 
2017;12(4):e0175716. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0175716.

[38] Roberts S, McRobert A, Lewis C, Reeves M. Establishing consensus of position- 
specific predictors for elite youth soccer in England. Sci Med Footb 2019;3(3): 
205–13. https://doi.org/10.1080/24733938.2019.1581369.

[39] Verbeek J, Van Der Steen S, Van Yperen N, Den Hartigh R. What do we currently 
know about the development of talent? A systematic review in the soccer context. 
Int Rev Sport Exerc Psychol 2023:1–23. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
1750984X.2023.2283874.

[40] Larkin P, Reeves M. Junior-elite football: time to re-position talent identification? 
Soccer Soc 2018;19(8):1–10. https://doi.org/10.1080/14660970.2018.1432389.

[41] Till K, Baker J. Challenges and [Possible] solutions to optimizing talent 
identification and development in sport. Front Psychol 2020;11:664. https://doi. 
org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00664.

[42] Christensen MK, Sørensen JK. Sport or school? Dreams and dilemmas for talented 
young Danish football players. Eur Phys Educ Rev 2009;15(1):115–33. https://doi. 
org/10.1177/1356336X09105214.

[43] Denison J, Mills J, Konoval T. Sports’ disciplinary legacy and the challenge of 
‘coaching differently. Sport Educ Soc 2017;22(6):772–83. https://doi.org/ 
10.1080/13573322.2015.1061986.

[44] Johnston K, Wattie N, Schorer J, Baker J. Talent identification in sport: a 
systematic review. Sports Med 2018;48(1):97–109. https://doi.org/10.1007/ 
s40279-017-0803-2.

[45] Reeves M, Littlewood M, McRobert A, Roberts S. The nature and function of talent 
identification in junior-elite football in English category one academies. Soccer Soc 
2018;19(8):1122–34. https://doi.org/10.1080/14660970.2018.1432385.

[46] Johnston K, McAuley A, Kelly A, Baker J. Language games and blurry terminology: 
can clarity enhance athlete development? Front Sports Act Living 2023;5:1150047 
(https://doi.org/scien).

[47] Lenz M, Schmidt S, Schreyer D. The impact of personality traits on talents’ 
performance throughout development phases: empirical evidence from 
professional football. Appl Econ 2020;52(37):4073–91. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
00036846.2020.1730761.

[48] Bourdon P, Cardinale M, Murray A, Gastin P, Kellmann M, Varley M, et al. 
Monitoring athlete training loads: consensus statement. Int J Sports Physiol 
Perform 2017;12(s2):S2-161–2-170. https://doi.org/10.1123/IJSPP.2017-0208.

[49] Akenhead R, Nassis G. Training load and player monitoring in high-level football: 
current practice and perceptions. Int J Sports Physiol Perform 2016;11(5):587–93. 
https://doi.org/10.1123/ijspp.2015-0331.

[50] Henriksen K, Storm L, Kuettel A, Linnér L, Stambulova N. A holistic ecological 
approach to sport and study: the case of an athlete friendly university in Denmark. 
Psychol Sport Exerc 2020;47:101637. https://doi.org/10.1016/j. 
psychsport.2019.101637.

[51] Kent S, Neil R, Morris R. Coping with the loan transition in professional association 
football. Psychol Sport Exerc 2022;60:102158. https://doi.org/10.1016/j. 
psychsport.2022.102158.

[52] Collins D, Bailey RP. Scienciness’ and the allure of second-hand strategy in talent 
identification and development. Int J Sport Policy Polit 2013;5(2):183–91. https:// 
doi.org/10.1080/19406940.2012.656682.

[53] Behrent M. Foucault and technology. Hist Technol 2013;29(1):54–104. https://doi. 
org/10.1080/07341512.2013.780351.

[54] Denison J, Mills J. Planning for distance running: coaching with Foucault. Sports 
Coach Rev 2014;3(1):1–16. https://doi.org/10.1080/21640629.2014.953005.

[55] Bailey R, Collins D. The standard model of talent development and its discontents. 
Kinesiol Rev 2013;2(4):248–59. https://doi.org/10.1123/krj.2.4.248.

[56] Chesterfield G, Potrac P, Jones RL. Studentship’ and ‘impression management’ in 
an advanced soccer coach education award. Sport Educ Soc 2010;15(3):299–314. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2010.493311.

[57] Dohme L-C, Backhouse S, Piggott D, Morgan G. Categorising and defining popular 
psychological terms used within the youth athlete talent development literature: a 
systematic review. Int Rev Sport Exerc Psychol 2017;10(1):134–63. https://doi. 
org/10.1080/1750984X.2016.1185451.

[58] Johnston K, Baker J. The complex and (sometimes) conflicting beliefs about talent: 
a case study of elite distance running coaches. J Expert 2022;5(1):38–57.

[59] Dugdale J, Sanders D, Myers T, Williams A, Hunter A. Progression from youth to 
professional soccer: a longitudinal study of successful and unsuccessful academy 
graduates. Scand J Med Sci Sports 2021;31(S1):73–84. https://doi.org/10.1111/ 
sms.13701.

[60] Fairclough N. Discourse and Social Change. Polity; 1993.
[61] Pinker S. The Stuff of Thought: Language as A Window Into Human Nature. 

Penguin; 2008.
[62] Barraclough S, Piggott D, Till K, Kerr A, Emmonds S. Creating a shared mental 

model of performance: coaches’ perspectives of key position-specific soccer 
actions. Int J Sports Sci Coach 2024;19(2):586–603. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
17479541231205473.

[63] Grindell C, Coates E, Croot L, O’Cathain A. The use of co-production, co-design and 
co-creation to mobilise knowledge in the management of health conditions: a 
systematic review. BMC Health Serv Res 2022;22(1):877. https://doi.org/ 
10.1186/s12913-022-08079-y.

[64] Henriksen K, Schinke R, Moesch K, McCann S, Parham W, Larsen C, et al. 
Consensus statement on improving the mental health of high performance athletes. 
Int J Sport Exerc Psychol 2020;18(5):553–60. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
1612197X.2019.1570473.

[65] Purcell R, Gwyther K, Rice S. Mental health in elite athletes: increased awareness 
requires an early intervention framework to respond to athlete needs. Sports Med 
Open 2019;5(1):46. https://doi.org/10.1186/s40798-019-0220-1.

[66] FIFA. Increasing global competitiveness: an analysis of the talent development 
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