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ABSTRACT

Objectives: Talent identification traditionally relies on the knowledge and perceptions of expert coaches
to identify and predict potential future elite athletes. Experiential coach knowledge is a valuable source
of information to guide research in this ill-defined and under-researched area. This review aims to syn-
thesize current empirical understanding of coach knowledge as it relates to decision making in talent
identification.

Design: This systematic review and meta-synthesis used the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines to identify relevant literature.

Methods: Eligible studies were critically appraised for quality, and key findings from the 14 studies were
integrated to allow for thematic analysis.

Results: The meta-synthesis revealed the key theme of ‘instinct’ as the primary contributor to coach deci-
sions during talent identification. Subordinate themes informing coach instinct were ‘drive and ambition’,
‘game intelligence’ and ‘physical and technical skills’.

Conclusions: Coaches appear to make decisions about talent based on their tacit knowledge or instinct.
Understanding how coaches develop these instinctual ‘feelings’ may guide future research into talent
identification and enhance our understanding of how experiential coach knowledge is developed and

utilised in the daily training environment.
© 2019 Sports Medicine Australia. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Talent identification (TID) within sport is can be viewed on
a temporal continuum based on the goal of the identification or
selection process: identifying and selecting for the present (imme-
diate performance) versus identifying and selecting for a timepoint
in the future (prediction). The goal of selection (performance vs
prediction) influences perceptions of talent and the selection deci-
sions made. Within high performance sporting organisations, the
prediction of elite performers (‘talent identification’, or TID), is a
priority,! thus allowing the efficient use of resources in the devel-
opment of these athletes for future success. Existing TID research
has investigated many measureable factors which may forecast
future athletic performance,! of which many studies implicitly
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use subjective coach knowledge and perceptions of future talent.?
Coaches have been used to corroborate the results of TID test-
ing (e.g. 3,4); used as part of a testing battery (e.g. 5,6); used to
separate athletes into a-priori groupings (talented/non-talented;
selected/non-selected) for cross-sectional designs (e.g.”8); and as
consultants on the creation of test batteries (e.g. 9,10) or the ‘cor-
rect’ response to a decision-making or similar task (e.g. 11,12). The
success or failure of these methods relies on the presumed accu-
racy of predictions/decisions made by coaches, despite a lack of
scientific evidence to demonstrate their validity.

The multidimensional and nonlinear nature of talent and its
development is a key limitation of existing TID processes.!> 14
Coach knowledge and perceptions as they underpin predictions
and associated decisions are an appropriate information source
to address this limitation.’> Expert decisions made by the coach,
such as the prediction of talent, are highly nuanced and informed
through knowledge based on extensive, varied experiences, and
formal education.'5-'8 There is significant anecdotal evidence of
coaches’ long-term predictive ability'°-2! and fallibility?'-23 in TID;
pointing to their value as an information source within this pro-
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cess. The area of expert coach decisions and their impact on TID is
misunderstood and under researched, likely due to the difficulty in
defining the space of TID and coach knowledge. Qualitative investi-
gations into coach declarative knowledge and perceptions related
to the implementation of TID allow for a rich, detailed, understand-
ing of why and how decisions regarding talent are made.!624-26

There have been limited longitudinal studies of the success or
failure of TID, and those which have followed athletes included in
TID or talent development (TDE) programs have not detailed how
athletes were chosen for inclusion.?” There is evidence of contin-
ual movement of athletes both into and out of TDE programs over
time,2® and it is probable that coach involvement plays a part in
this athlete movement; consequently it is important to understand
this decision making process. To the best of our knowledge there
have been only two longitudinal studies which have attempted to
validate the talent identifications made by coaches against the cri-
teria it is attempting to measure: future athletic success. Schorer
etal.2? found that national level handball coaches were able to accu-
rately predict the future performance level of 79% of their players
ten years in advance; while a five-year study of gymnasts and their
coaches found that coaches were only able to accurately predict
the longevity of their athlete’s careers in 52% of cases.>? These lim-
ited findings illustrate the varied potential for coaches to identify
talent over long periods of time. By understanding how coaches
make these decisions, the amalgamation of empirical and experi-
ential knowledge may allow us to increase the predictive ability of
coaches.

Whilst the accuracy (validity) of coach decisions regarding
future talent is critical, it is also essential that their decisions
are consistent (reliable). Several attempts have been made to
enhance coach reliability by creating checklists of essential skills or
attributes for sport (e.g. 31). While promoting inter-rater reliabil-
ity, the primary limitation of checklists is that they encourage static
observations of athlete qualities (current abilities), rather than
looking for outputs (prediction of future performance). Although
these criteria may be helpful for team selections, they limit a coach’s
ability to allow for dynamic, nonlinear talent development over
time.

It is acknowledged that individuals, including experts, can be
biased,?? however it is ultimately these experts who define talent in
their given field?!2>29 and we therefore need a better understand-
ing of how they identify it.'6%> With the understanding that TID is
the process of predicting or forecasting those who have the poten-
tial for future performance, the current review aimed to synthesize
empirical research to understand the contributing factors under-
lying coach decision making in TID. A meta-synthesis approach
was used to answer the review question: How do coaches identify
talent?

2. Methods

The meta-synthesis was conducted using the approach out-
lined by Cahill et al.> A detailed, systematic search of literature
related to coaches in TID was conducted using the PRISMA (Pre-
ferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses)
guidelines.>* The SPORTDiscus, MEDLINE, PubMed, Web of Science
and ScienceDirect electronic databases were searched using title,
abstract and keyword search terms. These included ‘talent identifi-
cation’, ‘coach’, ‘sport’, ‘athlete’ and related MeSH terms optimised
to each database. The search included all articles up to May 315t
2018. The following inclusion criteria were applied:

- Coach/es were explicitly questioned about their knowledge, per-
ceptions, understanding, opinions and/or applied practice of

predicting talent, and the results could be directly attributed to
coaches;

- Where mixed methodologies were employed, qualitative results
were reported and able to be analysed separately;

- Studies involved TID in a sport setting and explored coaches’
explicit predictors of athlete success (i.e. identification/prediction
of future potential, rather than selection for short-term perfor-
mances)

- Primary studies that were available as full-text.

Title and abstract were screened by one reviewer (AHR) to
identify applicable studies, and a citation chain search (forwards
and backwards) of relevant literature was conducted using Google
Scholar to ensure all pertinent articles were captured. After exclu-
sion of duplicate records, full-texts were screened by two reviewers
(AHR and DG) to ensure eligibility against the inclusion criteria.
Any conflicts were resolved through discussion with the remain-
ing research team. Following screening, data were extracted for
analysis (see Table 1).

Articles were assessed using the McMaster critical review
form>° to appraise methodological quality, with a ‘Yes’ response
worth 1, and a ‘No’ or ‘Not Reported’ worth 0, for a maximum score
of 24 points. In accordance with Ritchie et al.,>5 a score of >16
was defined as good quality, 12-15 as moderate and <11 as poor
quality. Appraisal was conducted by the first author (AHR), with a
subsample appraised independently by another author (MS) to con-
firm scores. As the purpose of this review was to synthesize coach
knowledge, no studies were excluded based on quality; however it
was used to inform the strength of evidence in the results and dis-
cussion, and recommendations for future research. Results of the
critical appraisal can be found in Table 2.

A list of the questions that were asked of coaches (see Table 3)
and the findings of each paper were extracted in order to identify
the concepts and interpretations offered by the authors of the orig-
inal studies. While not all included articles necessarily addressed
‘talent identification’ as a specific aim, and not all articles reported
the questions asked, their findings provided information about tal-
entidentification which was considered relevant to the overarching
question for this review. Second order constructs (themes) defined
by the original researcher (AHR) formed the data and were analysed
to develop preliminary categories that collated themes together.
The analysis process entailed examining the key themes within and
across studies using constant comparative method, in consultation
with MS. Analysis was interpretive and iterative. Translation of the
studies into each other created third order constructs, which are a
synthesis of the full research team’s interpretations of the second
order constructs. The team discussed and refined the third order
constructs, at which point the audit trail was reviewed and dis-
cussed by all authors to confirm the development of third order
constructs until consensus was reached. Following consensus, the
constructs were synthesized as a whole into four distinct core
themes. A table was developed to assist with the translation of
studies, allowing visual representation and an audit trail of each
extracted construct.

3. Results

A total of 2437 articles were identified during initial database
and citation chain searches, with 299 articles remaining following
removal of duplicates and initial screening. After an independent
assessment by AHR and DG, 14 articles met the inclusion crite-
ria and were included in the final review. Articles were excluded
during full-text review for a number of reasons, primarily due to
a lack of explicit coach involvement and/or questioning; focus on
team selection for short-term performance rather than prediction



Table 1

Characteristics of included studies.

Reference (region) N  Sport Sex Age Coach level Years’ experience Coach education Athlete Study design  Key findings
age/level
Christensen (2009)'7 8 Soccer M 33-64 (mean=45) National 8-28 (mean=15) >Bachelor’s degree  Youth Interview - Visual experience and pattern
(Europe) recognition
- Pre-eminence of hard work and
dedication
- Coach as the arbiter of taste
Cupples and O’Connor 13  Rugby league NR NR State/national >10 NR NR Delphi - Cognitive indicators
(2011)*’ (Oceania) - Game skill
- Physiological
8 Multi-sport 7M NR District or higher 15-40 BA, MA or HL 5-15 Interview - Social characteristics
Ellingsen and diploma
Danielsen (2017)*° 2 Soccer 1F - Personal characteristics
(Europe)
2 Gymnastics - Bodily characteristics
2 Swimming
2 Skiing
Gongalves et al. 14 Basketball NR NR Youth and men’s >10 Level Il or III NR Interview - Environmental
(2017)*” (Europe) - Psychological
- Technical tactical skills
- Physical attributes
- Anthropometry
Holt and Dunn 6 Soccer NR 35-64 English Youth >5 UEFA A license NR Interview - Soccer development system
(2004)°8 (Europe) Academy - Desired player qualities
- Training environment
- Mental aspects
. 14 Multi-sport NR NR International NR NR NR Interview - Idea of selection
Johansson and Fahlén
39
(2017) (Europe) 8 Soccer - Criteria for selections
6  Alpine-skiing - Selection process
- Outcomes and consequences of
selections
Johnson et al. (2008)* 6 Swimming M 48-57 International >20 Level 5 American NR Interview - Intrapersonal
(North America) Swimming Coaches - Interpersonal
Association - Lifestyle
- Training
- Environment

Systemic interaction
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Table 1 (Continued)

Reference (region) N  Sport

Sex

Age

Coach level

Years’ experience

Coach education

Athlete
age/level

Study design

Key findings

Jokuschies et al. 5 Soccer

(2017)*? (Europe)

Lund and Soderstrom 15  Soccer

(2017)*! (Europe)

Milistetd et al. (2013)* 10
(South America)

Volleyball

Miller et al. (2015)%° 6
(Europe)

Soccer

Mills et al. (2012)* 10
(Europe)

Soccer

Vrljic and Mallett 5
(2008)*° (Oceania)

Soccer

M

NR

NR

47-60 (M =55.6)

NR

45+13.8

26-62 (mean=45)

47.5+10.5

42-51
(mean=46.5)

National

District/regional

State/national

EPP category 1-3

Premier League

State

>10

NR

24.8+12.1

>5

145+6.2

Mean=20.1

UEFA licence;
national soccer
diploma

NR

NR

NR

UEFA Pro/UEFA A
license

Level II-11I

U15-U18

uU15

Juniors

NR

16-18
years

Youth

Interview

Interview

Interview

Interview

Interview

Interview

Personality
Cognitive-perceptual skills
Motor abilities
Development

Technique

Social environment
Physical constitution
Cognitive-perceptual
skills/technique

Motor abilities/technique
Personality /technique - other

How districts organize TID

How coaches understand and define
talent and TID

Significance activities for talent
development

Stature importance
Indicators of detection
Indicators of selection
Use of detection
Methods of selection

Nature vs nurture
Psychology
Social skills

Awareness

Resilience
Goal-directed attributes
Intelligence
Sport-specific attributes
Environmental factors

Defining 'elements’ of talent
Importance of identified elements of
talent

Capacity to evaluate the identified
elements of talent

Selecting talented players for the
state football team

NR =not reported.
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Table 2

Results of critical appraisal.

Quality

Total

Trustworthiness Conclusions/
(/4)

Theoretical

Auditability

Descriptive Procedural Analytical
rigour (/2) (/2)

clarity (/4)

Sampling (/3)

Study design

Literature
(13)

(I

Study

Citation

(124)

implications

(12)

connection

(1M

rigour (/1)

purpose (/1)

Good

21

Christensen

Good

16
20
12
11

1
1
1

Cupples and O’Connor

Good

Ellingsen and Danielsen
Ferreira Celestino et al.

Goncalves et al.

Moderate
Poor

Good

19
15
22
20
14

Holt and Dunn

A.H. Roberts et al. / Journal of Science and Medicine in Sport 22 (2019) 1163-1172 1167

Moderate
Good

1

Johansson and Fahlén

Johnson et al.

Good

Jokuschies et al.

Moderate

1

Lund and Séderstrom

Milistetd et al.
Miller et al.

Moderate
Good

12

19
18
16

Good

Mills et al.

Good

Vrljic & Mallett

of future ability; inability to differentiate coach results from other
sources; or insufficient information regarding athlete selection or
identification. See Fig. 1 for a PRISMA process flow diagram.

The included studies had several common weaknesses, with no
papers fulfilling all criteria. The most common omission was in
descriptive clarity, with many papers failing to provide an adequate
description of the participants and the relationship between par-
ticipants and researchers. Most studies demonstrated procedural
rigour throughout, however many papers did not report keeping
an audit trail.

The 14 articles included in this review gathered coaching knowl-
edge in two different ways. All articles used interviews to explore
coach knowledge of TID, however one study>’ combined interviews
with questionnaires using the Delphi method (see Table 1). All but
one article?® were published in the last decade, demonstrating the
recency of interest in this field. The majority of articles that reported
the gender of the coach used a male-only sample of coaches, with
only one female coach included across all studies; however a sig-
nificant portion of articles did not report the gender of participant
coaches.

There was a large range of coach age, experience and edu-
cation reported, with a number of studies not reporting one or
more of these demographic factors. The most commonly rep-
resented region was Europe. Descriptions of coaching expertise
were varied, with four articles utilising ‘expert’ coaches. Defini-
tions of ‘expert’ were varied, including one or more of: past/present
national/state level coaching experience; full-time coaching role;
>5 years’ experience; holding a coaching license; and experience
in identifying/selecting/developing talented athletes. The remain-
ing articles described a range of coaching backgrounds including
district to international level; full-time coaches; five to ten years’
coaching experience; and holding a coaching certification. There
were no definitions or descriptions provided for each level, and
while some articles interviewed coaches of different expertise,
none reported findings in such a way as to allow attribution of
results by coaching level.

The most commonly investigated sport in the included articles is
football/soccer. Other team sports included in this review are rugby
league, basketball and volleyball. The individual sports studied are
primarily closed-skill activities, including orienteering, gymnastics,
swimming and skiing.

Four related themes emerged from the analysis, with one over-
arching theme of tacit coach knowledge, or ‘instinct’, being the
primary contributor to decision making during TID. The three other
themes informing coach knowledge were ‘drive and ambition’,
‘game intelligence’ and ‘physical and technical skills’.

3.1. Coach instinct — “the coaches’ eye”

When coaches are asked how they identify talented athletes,
the idea of a ‘gut feeling’ or ‘instinct’ is claimed to be the preferred
method of identification for many coaches. It was emphasised
that ‘the coaches’ eye’ was the most important tool during TID3°
for many coaches, as it allowed them to ‘see’ or ‘glimpse’!”
familiar configurations of characteristics that their experience
has taught them are indicative of future high level performance.
This is supported by findings from Holt and Dunn, who found
that

“The performance on Saturday is still crucial in the eyes of all
English coaches. It’s the guide that everybody uses to make their
assessments to choose the players” (p207).38

A coaches’ ‘guide’ is a form of pattern recognition formed though
years of experience, in which experts are able to ‘know it when they
see it".40
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Table 3
Specific questions asked in each article.
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Citation Question/s asked
Celestino et al. 2015% NR
Christensen 20097 NR
Cupples and O’Connor (2011)*7 NR
Ellingsen and Danielsen (2017)*¢ NR
Gongalves et al. (2017)% NR

Holt and Dunn (2004)>*

Johansson and Fahlén (2017)*

Johnson et al. (2008)*

Jokuschies et al. (2017)*

Lund and Séderstrém (2017)*!

Milistetd et al. (2013)*®

Miller et al. (2015)*°

Mills et al. (2012)*

Vrljic and Mallett (2008)*

What is the structure and aim of your youth academy?

How do you try to develop players?

What are the most important qualities a player needs to make it as a professional?
What qualities do your current crop of players possess?

How do you prepare players for professional demands? What areas do you work on?
What are the mental strengths you are looking for in players?

What mental qualities are most important for professional players?

What is the position and responsibility/power of the coach?

What is the goal/purpose of the selection?

What are the basis for the selections? Are selection criteria defined?

What abilities/skills are judged/measured?

Who has knowledge about selection criteria?

What factors are most important to consider, if you have to choose between two similar/equally good athletes?
Who is involved in selection? Who has the most power during selection?

How long is the selection period?

Are some selection situations more difficult?

Are there possibilities for appeal? Are there protests/discussions about selections?
Are the ‘right’ athletes selected? Are selections evaluated?

Are there any fairness issues?

Is there the possibility for athletes to influence selections?

What do you feel contributes to a swimmer achieving top performance (e.g. World Records) vs excellent
performances (e.g., finaling [sic] at NCAAs)?

Thinking about all of your players, is there any player who has something that it takes to achieve peak performance
in adulthood?

NR

What is the importance of height factor?
How should be done [sic] the detection of talents? And the selection?
Which is the more relevant indicators for each?

In your experience, what is talent in soccer? How do you recognise it?
What is a typical TI experience for you?
What is it like to be a coach involved in TI at your club?

Can you tell me a little about your coaching background and experience in football?

What things do you consider to influence player development?

What personal characteristics or qualities do you believe young footballers require in order to make it to the
professional level?

Who do you consider to play a significant role in the overall development process?

What are the ‘elements’ of a talented football players?

Think about the best youth player you have coached. Who was he? What position did he play? When did you coach
him? When you think about this player, can you come up with any other elements associated with talent?

In your opinion, what ‘elements’ are most important in a player? Outline how you evaluate these elements

What is your purpose for selecting players for the state team?

Please describe in as much detail the process of how you select players for the state team

NR=not reported.

Coaches are able to recognise combinations of factors that iden-
tify an ideal player, which leads to the development of a socially
constructed practical sense of an image of a talented athlete. When
asked to articulate these combinations, coaches find it difficult
to verbalise the specifics which led to their multifaceted intu-
itive decisions regarding future talent; an implicit, tacit knowledge
source which is difficult to describe.

“This intuitive knowledge is also a source of frustration among
top-level coaches because they feel they lack an accepted common
language in performing their job. .. The lack of an accepted shared
terminology indicates a characteristic and somewhat problematic
quality of coaches’ practical sense, namely that the ‘distinctions are
not identical” (p373)."”

Coaches appear to have constructed an image in their mind of
what it is they are looking for. They believe that they will be able
to recognise it when they see it, but have great difficulty in articu-
lating exactly what it is they see or are looking for. The inability to
express what it is they see is one of the hallmarks of expert knowl-
edge, and begins to explain some of the difficulties both coaches
and researchers find with the variety and inconsistency of terms
used to discuss talent and its identification.

As coaches construct their ‘ideal’ image of a talented athlete and
look for these traits in young athletes, it is inevitable that this ideal
image differs from coach to coach based on their own experiences
and knowledge. As such, the coach becomes the ‘arbiter of taste’,!”
each with their own ‘taste’ for what they are looking for and ‘style’
of decision making.
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Records identified
through database search
(n=2364)

Records identified
through citation chain
search (n=73)

Duplicates

removed (n=1266)

Records screened
(n=1171)

Records excluded
after screening

title/abstract
(n=872)

Full text articles assessed
for eligibility (n=299)

Full-text articles

excluded (n=285)

Studies included in

qualitative synthesis (n=14)

Fig. 1. PRISMA** flow diagram of screening process.

“Coaches formulated individual tastes and preferences with regard
to soccer. .. awhole range of interrelated features and criteria [are]
used by the coaches to identify ‘good’ and ‘bad’ players” (p375)'”

Coach instinct appears to be informed by many different aspects
of athletic performance. While the aspects themselves remain rel-
atively uniform, the value or weighting that each coach places on
contributing factors varies. The other aspects are identified in the
key themes below, but it is the coaches’ eye and their ability to ‘see’
talent that is most valued and takes precedence over all other fac-
tors. Coaches need to get to know and spend time with athletes in
order to make informed decisions regarding their future potential.

“Coaches emphasized the importance of confirming or denying the
first impression of soccer skills in face-to-face meetings during and
dialogues with the ‘person behind the skills” (p377)."7

It takes time for coaches to gain an understanding and opin-
ion of talent indicators, particularly when it comes to intangible
traits such as psychological or cognitive factors, as it takes time
for coaches to be able to see these traits in athletes.>” A number
of different themes were cited as contributing to coach intuition;
whilst the overarching topics were consistent between studies, the
specifics within each theme were varied.

3.2. Drive and ambition

Coaches determined that an important part of identifying tal-
ented athletes are the psychological traits that can be summed
up as representing the term ‘drive and ambition’. These fea-
tures are observed through seeing and ‘knowing’ the athlete,
predominantly based on long-term observations of players.!”37:40
Coaches used a wide variety of terms to describe these psy-
chological factors, including mental toughness, self-regulation,
positive attitude, maturity, desire, competitiveness, personality,
inter-personal capabilities, emotional intelligence, character and
awareness; many of which are interrelated or interchangeable.
It was suggested that athletes demonstrate drive and ambition
through their commitment to training: “They are willing to put
their nose to the grindstone” (p376).!7 Coaches see the athletes
who are always “on time and prepared for training” (p138)°7 and
“keep practicing after the others have gone to the locker rooms”

(p253)*! as the ones that possess the drive and ambition required
to achieve at the highest levels.

The psychological makeup of an athlete was highly related to the
idea of competition performance and results. Coaches were gener-
ally of the opinion that while results were important to be able
to track an athlete’s progress objectively, when it came to identi-
fying athletes they were more interested in the way that athletes
responded to the demands of competition. Losing was not a con-
cern for most coaches, as they placed more value on the athlete’s
mindset following a defeat — whether they worked harder!”4243
or they lacked the resilience to ‘bounce back’.17:4344

Another part of drive and ambition was the ability or willing-
ness of an athlete to make sacrifices in order to succeed. Athletes at
the highest levels must prioritize their sport preparation and train-
ing, and coaches can see this capacity in younger athletes. These
sacrifices include family responsibilities, social commitments, and
in some cases, schoolwork. “Coaches reported that such sacrifices
[family and social life] were an expected and necessary part of elite
soccer” (p207-208).38 Indeed, “if someone values schoolwork over
soccer, this is a signal to [the coach] that the real attitude is lacking”
(p253).41

Conversely, environmental factors such as the support and cul-
ture provided by an athlete’s family, teammates and coaches were
considered to be integral to decisions regarding talent,37:4042-47
These relationships were perceived to contribute significantly to
future performance, as without adequate support and an enrich-
ing culture, “it is difficult for a young person to develop his or her
talent” (p425).46

3.3. Physical and technical skills

Over half of the included articles refer to physical attributes,
such as physiological and anthropometric factors. It was important
to coaches that athletes were physically gifted,*> demonstrated
superior athleticism,** and possessed favourable anthropo-
metric characteristics*6-48 for the sport in question. Coaches
described athleticism using a number of terms including physi-
cal robustness,*2%* pace,** speed,* quickness,*® strength*® and
endurance.*? It is worth noting that several coaches emphasised
that while physical factors were indicative of talent, they were not
essential components of future performance, as “at no stage were
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unsuitable physical size, fitness or even ball-skills determined to
be fatal flaws in an individual’s prospects” (p654).4° It was gen-
erally acknowledge that physical attributes such as strength can
be trained or developed,*2** and as such were considered but not
essential when evaluating an athlete’s potential.

As expected, technical ability was an integral part of evaluat-
ing an athlete’s potential. Technical proficiency was described in
a number of ways, including movement fluidity,*? (sport specific)
skills,'74749 and ball security*?; however most coaches struggled
to describe ‘technique’ in more detail than the word ‘technique’
itself.17:3942-4447.49 Thjs is reflected in the idea that “coaches
doubted that soccer skills could be described thoroughly with
either the use of words or numbers” (p375).!” Coach perceptions of
technical ability overlap with athlete psychology, as an important
predictor of talent was said to be an athlete’s ability to demonstrate
good technique under pressure,*> while making appropriate deci-
sions within the game context.*® Motor skills such as agility,*248
coordination,*24%49 and dexterity*84° were also seen as talent indi-
cators, although, as with technique, these skills were undefined.

3.4. Game intelligence

Game intelligence, or ability to read the game, was another
common key indicator of talent!7#04244.49 3nd was evidenced
by the ability to execute ‘decision making’!”4%4247 or ‘problem
solving’'7:3749 within the game context. Game intelligence was
detected through watching games or match-play situations, by
looking for the player’s ability to “be able to get into position. ..
[Or] have the ability to be able to read [the ball] and intercept it”
(p20-21).4°

Many coaches emphasised that athlete factors interact to cre-
ate favourable talent predictors.!”37:4043-46 These interactions are
dynamic, nonlinear and idiosyncratic, as “the ‘recipe’ would differ
from person to person” (p426).46 Coaches have an inherent under-
standing that these interactions are both individual to each athlete
and vital to future success; however a true indication of how these
elements interact to predict talent can only be obtained through
spending time embedded in the sport and with the athletes they
are attempting to identify.

4. Discussion

The aim of this review was to synthesize existing empirical
knowledge of how coaches identify talented athletes for future
performance. This was made difficult due to the inconsistent use
and application of terminology throughout the included articles,
in particular the timeframe associated with ‘talent identification’.
Many articles were excluded from this review because while
they purported to be investigating TID (i.e. prediction), they were
instead studying attributes related to selection (immediate perfor-
mance) (e.g.>%). While selection of athletes for performance is an
important and inevitable part of the developmental pathway, it is
well documented that current success is not predictive of future
performance,”' >3 and consequently attributes which contribute
to current performance levels are not the only contributors for
prediction.

The concepts of prediction and selection are inherently linked,
as predictions can only be made through consideration of exist-
ing qualities. It has been shown that there are several personality
characteristics which, when present in young athletes, can indi-
cate potential for future drop out and/or adherence to the demands
of high performance training.>* This is reflected in the findings of
this review as coaches placed greater emphasis on psychological
constructs than physical. Several articles were excluded from this
review (e.g. 55,56) as they examined the performance and/or phys-

ical differences between selected and non-selected athletes (that
is, selected for immediate performance) with a view to extrap-
olate these differences into a prediction strategy, rather than an
examination of which factors are (viewed as) predictors.

Included in this review were 14 studies from eight sports and
differing contexts; however, despite this diversity common themes
have emerged. The most common sport in this review was foot-
ball (soccer) (n=9). With an estimated 250 million participants
worldwide, football is the world’s most popular ball game,”’ so
the emphasis is not surprising. However, despite the focus on foot-
ball, there is a wide discrepancy of contexts within the included
literature. The studies in this review focused on the identification
of athletes between the ages of five and 18, as well as incorporat-
ing ‘youth’ athletes for whom no details of participant ages were
provided. Additionally, there is large variability in coach partici-
pants with respect to their age, years of coaching and/or playing
experience, education, and coach certification level.

As with the usage of the term ‘identification’, the inclusion cri-
teria and definition of ‘expert’ coach varies considerably between
studies. For example, the two articles examining ‘youth’ soccer
players'74° interviewed coaches from different regions (Europe
and Oceania) with different age ranges (albeit a similar mean age),
coaching levels and education. Despite these differences there are
consistent findings from these studies covering the broad areas of
ambition and drive, and physical and technical skills.

The key finding of this review is that implicit, instinctual deci-
sions drive most TID processes, and this instinct derives from
idiosyncratic combinations of and compensations for individual
performance factors. Coaches use their eyes to look for or ‘see’ tal-
ent, however the coach gaze is also informed by what they observe
in relation to drive and ambition, physical and technical skills, and
game intelligence. As is common in many other domains,>® coaches
struggle to articulate exactly how they identify talent. As can be
seen in the critical appraisal of the included articles (Table 2), there
is great variability in the quality of reporting; with the majority
of studies not reporting one or more important variables such as
age, gender or experience of participant coaches. These missing
variables create problems for the generalizability of the findings,
and may contribute to the incongruences found even within the
same sports. When these challenges are compounded by the inclu-
sion of different sports, the difficulty in synthesizing, generalising
and applying conclusions regarding coach knowledge and decision
making in TID is evident.

While this systematic review provides the first comprehen-
sive synthesis of the knowledge behind coach decision making
during TID, there are several limitations in this work. First and fore-
most, the findings reflected in this article do not necessarily reflect
‘valid’ TID, as the longitudinal accuracy and overall reliability of
the coaches in each article was not discussed. It has been argued
that there are limited improvements to be made in the ‘success
rates’ of TID and that improving coach predictions may only lead to
minimal improvements in overall prediction success.” However, in
high performance sport, very small changes can make large changes
in results, so it follows that small differences in TID at the elite
level has the potential to make big performance changes. Addition-
ally, the continued interest and investment from high performance
sporting organisations in TID demonstrates the continued need for
research in this area.

The limited number of articles included is a result of the decision
to only include those investigations specifically aiming to predict
athletes who have the potential to be elite athletes several years
in the future. It is worth noting that any time a squad or team
is selected in open-skill sports, there is an inherent use of the
coach to decide on the team. However, articles in which the coach
is not specifically mentioned as part of the TID process have not
been included in this analysis, despite their implied usage of the
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coach. For example, Emmonds et al.>° use players’ eventual profes-
sional contract (or lack thereof) to determine ‘predictors of success’.
Coaches and/or scouts decide which athletes are awarded con-
tracts, however this was not addressed in the article and as such it
(and similar articles) was not included in this review. Similarly, the
relative age effect was not examined in any articles. While the RAE
is undoubtedly a contributor to expressions of talent and ultimate
ability,° no coaches spoke about the phenomenon. However, in
discussion of physical capacity and its contribution to prediction of
talent, it was stated that an athlete’s (lack of) biological maturation
was a consideration when identifying future performers.*°

The small number of articles included in this review are reflec-
tive of the limited research base regarding coach perspectives on
predicting talent. There are very few similarities in sport, coaching
expertise, or athlete level across the included studies, demonstrat-
ing the lack of both depth and detail in the selected articles. It is
acknowledged that the themes presented above may not be widely
generalizable due to the small number of articles meeting the inclu-
sion criteria. It is clear that within the literature there is a base of
coach knowledge about specific subsections of athletic populations,
for example male soccer players under age 15. However, with this
in-depth knowledge of finite subsets comes the difficulties in syn-
thesizing results into generalisations for use across different sports
and contexts.

The aim of this article was to synthesize understanding of coach
knowledge related to TID. As coaches form a large part of the
TID process at all levels of the pathway, it is important to have
a base empirical understanding of their decision making process.
This review has highlighted several key points for future research,
particularly in relation to gaining a better understanding of coach
knowledge and its overall validity and reliability. A primary issue
moving forward is the definition and use of concepts and terms
relating to coaches and TID. As stated by Coté and Gilbert,

“ .. it is not clear that research on truly expert coaches exists . ..
Almost all research that has claimed to focus on expert coaches has
relied solely on years of experience and/or performance records
although there is no evidence to suggest that either one of these
variables alone are valid ways to identify an expert coach.”
(p318)°!

Without a consistent definition of terms such as ‘expert coach’,
‘successful’, and even ‘identification’, it will remain impractical to
draw comparisons and conclusions about coach knowledge and
decision making as it relates to TID.

As has been highlighted, there are inconsistencies in the report-
ing of coach variables. Within research relating to athletes, all
pertinent details are reported. Similarly, research into coaches
needs to better report all variables associated with the coaching
population which may affect the results; including sex, age, coach-
ing level, experience, education, and the athlete age and/or level
that is being used as a basis for comparison or questioning. This will
provide insight into the validity, reliability and generalisability of
the results of these investigations.

The descriptive data reported in this paper can be used by
researchers to generate hypotheses for further testing to better
understand the ‘coaches’ eye’ in TID. Future research must probe for
greater breadth (i.e. more sports) and depth (more investigations
into specific sports), and may focus on more quantitative measures,
such as the amount of time that a coach requires to ‘see’ talent in
an athlete. Coaches will likely remain an integral part of TID mov-
ing forward, and as such there is a need to better understand their
decision making processes within this domain. By involving practi-
tioners within research, future TID research can be more targeted,
leading to greater validity, reliability and uptake of the findings by
coaches and organisations alike.

5. Conclusions

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first review aiming to
synthesize the empirical understanding of coach knowledge related
to decision making in TID. The findings of this review indicate that
while in-depth research in this field exists, there is considerable
disparity in methods and inconsistent reporting of demographic
details.

In future research, efforts need to be made to define termi-
nology to ensure adequate coaching expertise is used, as well as
reporting more coach-related variables when investigating knowl-
edge or decision making. Further research in the area will allow
for a greater breadth and depth of understanding, leading to use-
able generalisations to provide guidance to coaches, selectors and
researchers.

Many TID processes have included the coach as a significant
part of the process, however based on this review, it appears that
coaches are unable to articulate how or in what ways they see tal-
ent; indicating that future research should further probe coaches’
knowledge of TID. By better understanding this knowledge, TID
researchers may be able to create more targeted approaches using
empirical measurements to assist in identifying talent.

Practical implications

e Coaches rely on their eyes or ‘gut instinct’ in order to make deci-
sions regarding athlete’s future talent.

e Coachinstinct is informed by both objective and subjective infor-
mation gained over time.

e Coaches need enough time with athletes to gather knowledge
regarding athlete’s psychological characteristics, physical abili-
ties and game sense in order to make a confident and informed
decision regarding their potential for high level athletic perfor-
mance.
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