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How can we optimize performance predictions, in 
order to improve selection decisions?
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Talent identification research
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Talent identification research
• Focused on isolated traits of soccer performance

• Selection psychology: signs of performance

• Limitation: predictive validity may be limited, reductionist approach

• No in-game soccer performance criterion (c.f. job performance)
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Talent identification research
• Hardly any research on important practitioners: coaches and scouts
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Optimizing predictions
• Concepts, theory, and ideas from (personnel) selection psychology

1. Determining what variables or tests predict which performance

2. Decide how to collect and combine predictor information
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Methodology of TID
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Sample-based predictors
• Samples: Representative, maintain person-task-environment interaction, 

mimic performance behavior

• Selection psychology: work-samples can be very good predictors

• Small-sided games
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Research at FC Groningen
• The validity of small-sided games in predicting 11-vs-11 soccer game 

performance
• Sample: individual performance in 7-vs-7 SSGs

• Signs: speed, agility, and endurance

• Criterion: 11-vs-11 performance
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• Q1: to what extent are 7-vs-7 
SSGs representative of regular
11-vs-11 soccer games?
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Research at FC Groningen



Research at FC Groningen

• Q2: what is the validity of SSG performance in predicting
individual regular game performance?
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Research at FC Groningen

• Q3: what is the predictive validity of physical performance (in 
comparison to SSG performance)? 
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Conclusion

• 7-vs-7 highly representative of regular 11-vs-11 games
• Exception of aerial duels

• Individual SSG performance clearly stronger predictor of regular game 
performance than physiological and motor ability tests

• Sample-based predictor enhances predictive validty
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Performance predictors



Predicting soccer performance based on SSGs, 
using ‘top-down’ performance measures

Performance predictors



Optimizing predictions
• Concepts, theory, and ideas from (personnel) selection psychology

1. Determining what variables or tests predict which performance

2. Decide how to collect and combine predictor information
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Talent identification research
• Hardly any research on important practitioners: coaches and scouts

• Survey  Perceptions soccer scouts on talent identification process
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Scout survey
• Talent scouts in soccer (n = 125)

1. At what age of the player do they perceive they can predict 
performance?
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Scout survey
1. Ideal age of predicting performance does not 

correspond to practice
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Scout survey
• Talent scouts in soccer (n = 125)

1. At what age of the player do they perceive they can predict 
performance?

2. What factors or variables do scouts take into account? 
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Scout survey
1. Ideal age of predicting performance does not 

correspond to practice

2. Technical characteristics most important for 
predicting future performance. However, very 
little detail into which technical characteristics
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Scout survey
• Talent scouts in soccer (n = 125)

1. At what age of the player do they perceive they can predict 
performance?

2. What factors or variables do scouts take into account? 

3. How do scouts approach talent identification process, in terms of 
structure and combination of information?
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Scout survey
1. Ideal age of predicting performance does not 

correspond to practice

2. Technical characteristics most important for 
predicting future performance. However, very 
little detail into which technical characteristics

3. Scouts say they are very structured, systematic. 
However, final assessment based on overall 
impression



Predicting soccer performance based on SSGs, 
using ‘top-down’ performance measures

Performance predictors Information collection and combination



Talent identification research
• Hardly any research on important practitioners: coaches and scouts

• Survey  Perceptions soccer scouts on talent identification process

• Reliability and predictive validity of soccer scouts’ (and coaches’) 
assessments
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Holistic vs. mechanical combination
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Holistic combination

Intuition

Experience

Mechanical combination

Decision-rule

Algorithm

Versus

Formula

• Methods differ in the way information is weighed and combined

• Holistic judgment sensitive to biases, low reliability

Gut feeling
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Pitfalls of holistic combination
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Experiment
• Within-subjects

• N = 95

• Unstructured and structured condition

• Assess performance soccer player based on video

• Outcome measures
• Unstructured-holistic assessment (unstr. cond.)
• Structured-mechanical assessment (str. cond.)
• Structured-holistic assessment (str. cond.)

• H1: structured-mechanical most reliable

• H2: structured-mechanical highest pred. validity
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Results
• Inter-rater reliability (ICC)
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Results
• Inter-rater reliability (ICC)

• No substantial differences between ratings – overall reliability very low

• Unstructured-holistic > structured-mechanical; H1 not supported

• Predictive validity (criterion = TM value)



Rating r 95% CI p

Unstructured-holistic 0.33 0.14; 0.50 0.001

Structured-mechanical 0.23 0.03; 0.41 0.023

Structured-holistic 0.14 -0.06; 0.33 0.17
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Results
• Inter-rater reliability (ICC)

• No substantial differences between ratings – reliability overall very low

• Unstructured-holistic < structured-mechanical; H1 not supported

• Predictive validity (criterion = TM value)
• Small-to-moderate

• OK, given reliabilities

• Unstructured-holistic < structured-mechanical; H2 not supported
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Conclusion
• Contrary to expectations, structured-mechanical or structured-holistic 

ratings were not more reliable and valid than unstructured-holistic ratings

• Difficult to conclude why
• Participants from different organisations

• Too many performance indicators? Or not structured enough? 



Predicting soccer performance based on SSGs, 
using ‘top-down’ performance measures

Reliability and predictive validity of soccer 
scouts’ and coaches’ assessments

Performance predictors Information collection and combination
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Holistic vs. mechanical judgment at FCG

Globaal Voetballer Atleet Topsporter

Naam speler 1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5 Aanvallen Verdedigen Bewegen Strijdvaardig

1 2 3 4 5

AV klein (bv FC 
Assen)

AV groot (bv Be 
Quick 1887)

BVO Klein (bv
Excelsior)

BVO midden
(FC Groningen)

BVO groot (bv
Ajax)
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Globaal Voetballer Atleet Topsporter

Naam speler 1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5 Aanvallen Verdedigen Bewegen Strijdvaardig

2 2 3 4 V

Ik zag bij deze speler: “… Zijn techniek is goed, zonder bal is het alleen vooral ‘passen’ roepen en stil zijn. Ik vind dat 
hij wel makkelijk loopt. Hij wil wel graag winnen en doet hier veel voor” 

1 2 3 4 5

AV klein (bv FC 
Assen)

AV groot (bv Be 
Quick 1887)

BVO Klein (bv
Excelsior)

BVO midden
(FC Groningen)

BVO groot (bv
Ajax)

Score = ((2 + 3 + 4) / 3) + .5) = 3.5

Holistic vs. mechanical judgment at FCG
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Structured assessment at FCG
• Q: What is the inter-rater reliability of the coaches in assessing 

players at FCG?

• Overall low reliability, but data combination improves point estimate. 

• Can we do better?



Predicting soccer performance based on SSGs, 
using ‘top-down’ performance measures

Reliability and predictive validity of soccer 
scouts’ and coaches’ assessments

(On)terecht buitenspel gezet. Sportprestaties 
voorspellen door systematische en 
gestructureerde beoordelingen

Performance predictors Information collection and combination
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Soccer as a unique selection context
• Typically low base rate (when criterion is operationalized as prof. senior. 

success)

• Difficult to operationalize soccer performance
• No ‘norm’ for successful performance. 

• (Structured) coach/scout ratings: low reliability

• Selection decision inherent in performance level. More importantly, assumption 
that selection contributes to development of talent

• High or low validity environment? (Kahneman and Klein, 2009)
• Typically no direct feedback 
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Conclusion
• Thesis: novel look on these issues through lens of selection psychology

• Selection psychology fits well with recent insights for understanding 
soccer performance (i.e. ecological dynamics)

• Diverse set of studies that replicate different soccer selection contexts
• Direct applicability in soccer? 

• Ultimately contribute to more robust research practices



Reflecting on my PhD research
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• New adventures 


