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 Is the Field Test of FUT-SAT a Better Experimental Design  
to Identify the Specific Characteristics  

of Tactical Performance according  
to Youth Male Soccer Players' Positional Roles? 

by 
Juan Ciro-Cardona 1, John Marulanda-Tabares 1, Felipe Moniz 2,*,  

Wilder Valencia-Sánchez 1 

This study aimed to compare soccer players’ tactical performance according to their positional roles in the field 
test of FUT-SAT. The sample consisted of 54 male players from elite youth clubs (Medellín-Colombia), U16 and U17 
categories. Participants trained five times per week (Tier 3). We used the System of Tactical Assessment (FUT-SAT), 
which evaluates tactical behaviour and performance through core tactical principles of soccer. The field test is structured 
in a numerical configuration of a goalkeeper + 3 players vs. 3 players + a goalkeeper played during 4 min on a playing 
field 36 m long by 27 m wide. All teams were structured with one player in each positional role (one defender, one 
midfielder, and one forward). To determine the differences between the positional roles, the following factors were 
analysed: the number of actions, the percentage of correct actions, the place of action related to the principles, and the 
Tactical Performance Index of core tactical principles. A total of 2891 tactical actions distributed in nine games were 
analysed. A Kruskal-Wallis test for the independent groups (defenders, midfielders, and forwards) or a one-way ANOVA 
was used. There was no difference in soccer players’ tactical performance and behaviour between players of different 
positional roles in the field test of FUT-SAT. Therefore, teams need to be evaluated with the system of play with players 
in all field sectors in medium or large sided games. The system of play can be chosen according to the category given that 
competitions are held in reduced spaces and with fewer players  
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Introduction 

Small-Sided Games (SSGs) are play-form 
activities organized on the field where players 
perform their actions in smaller spaces, areas, and 
goals than in the match play (Ford et al., 2010). 
According to the design of SSGs, it is possible for 
players to adjust their behaviour and improve their 
performance in a context that presents similarities 
with the match play, such as high variability and 
random practice (Williams and Hodges, 2005). 
Thus, SSGs are an important training method that 
allows the development of technical, tactical, 
physical, and psychological skills with the purpose 
to enable players to play efficiently and effectively 

in the match play regardless of their age or 
category (Aguiar et al., 2012; Sarmento et al., 2018; 
Szwarc et al., 2015). In this way, assessment of 
soccer players in SSGs is necessary to understand 
the specificity of each design, being a useful tool to 
improve the training sessions (Serra-Olivares et al., 
2016). Moreover, the assessment of soccer players’ 
performance in SSGs is also used to identify their 
skill proficiency through technical performance in 
order to help coaches identify the potential of each 
player and select the best players for each team 
(Bennett et al., 2018; Dolański et al., 2018; Fenner et 
al., 2016). Besides these possibilities, assessment of 
soccer players’ tactical performance in SSGs  
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provides information on the management of their 
tactical actions on the field (Gréhaigne et al., 1999). 
Each player in SSGs is part of a positional role, 
which are categories that regulate players’ playing 
positions within a system of play in each field 
sector and are divided into defenders, midfielders, 
and forwards. Each of them performs offensive 
and defensive tactical actions throughout the field 
with common goals (Hewitt et al., 2016). These 
tactical actions, based on core tactical principles, 
are performed according to the demands of the 
game context to generate effective solutions on the 
field and are related to tactical performance (da 
Costa et al., 2009; Gréhaigne et al., 1999).  

Some researchers assess soccer players’ 
tactical performance according to their positional 
role using the field test of System of Tactical 
Assessment (FUT-SAT) (da Costa et al., 2011). The 
FUT-SAT is a tool that evaluates soccer players’ 
tactical performance, based on core tactical 
principles, in a field test structured in a SSG with 
the following configuration: a goalkeeper + 3 
players vs. 3 players + a goalkeeper (GK + 3 vs. 3 + 
GK) on a field with dimensions of 36 m x 27 m 
during four minutes (Costa et al., 2011). This SSG 
has the minimum structure necessary to identify all 
core tactical principles of soccer, and the aim of the 
FUT-SAT is to provide information that reflects 
tactical performance of players in a match context, 
like SSGs (González-Víllora et al., 2015). Thus, 
some studies have compared soccer players’ 
tactical performance between different positional 
roles in SSGs. 

The results of those studies have shown 
significantly higher values of tactical performance 
of core tactical principles for the following 
positional roles: midfielders in relation to forwards 
for the offensive unity in U13 (Padilha et al., 2013), 
full-backs in relation to forwards in U17 in the 
defensive unity, and total defensive actions 
(Machado et al., 2019). In addition, midfielders and 
forwards in relation to defenders for the offensive 
unity and defenders and forwards in relation to 
midfielders in defensive coverage in U17 
(Rechenchosky et al., 2017). According to 
researchers, such findings were likely due to the 
focus on attack rather than defence, which results 
in passive behaviour in the defensive phase 
(Machado et al., 2019); the characteristics of the 
midfielders’ role in movement within space 
without opponents (Padilha et al., 2013), and the  
 

 
less complex situations in SSGs where players 
commit fewer errors in tactical actions 
(Rechenchosky et al., 2017). Although these results 
show differences between defenders, midfielders, 
and forwards in terms of core tactical principles in 
SSGs, these differences were not consistent across 
studies and concerned only few and different core 
tactical principles. Thus, it is not possible to 
identify specific tactical skills through tactical 
behaviour and tactical performance for players of 
each positional role in the field test of FUT-SAT, 
specifically in U17 (da Costa et al., 2011). 

In U17, coaches have already defined 
players’ positional roles. In this particular 
category, elite soccer players must spend more 
hours on team and individual practices, mainly 
considering the tactical aspects of the game, on 
training according to their demands with the 
purpose to develop their skills (Côté and Vierimaa, 
2014; Ward et al., 2007). Studies on SSGs, especially 
systematic reviews, have shown that this playing 
form is relevant for the development of players in 
their training process because it stimulates changes 
in their behaviour according to the size and the 
number of players on the field, demonstrating 
effects on their physical, technical, and tactical 
abilities (Clemente et al., 2020; Clemente and 
Sarmento, 2020; Duda, 2020;  Hill-Haas et al., 2011; 
Radziminskiet al., 2022 ). Moreover, it is necessary 
to conduct investigations on the structure and 
configuration of SSGs to indicate possible 
experimental designs to assess soccer players 
according to their positional roles with the purpose 
of understanding their characteristics in a specific 
role (Serra-Olivares et al., 2016). Thus, to compare 
soccer players’ tactical behaviour and performance 
in different positional roles, it is helpful to discuss 
whether the structure of the field test (SSGs) 
provides information about positional roles’ 
demands with regard to their specific tactical skills 
(Garganta, 2009; González-Víllora et al., 2015). 

Thus, it is necessary to conduct further 
research to confirm whether the structure of the 
field test of FUT-SAT is an adequate experimental 
design to identify the specific tactical skills of each 
positional role. This study aimed to compare youth 
male soccer players’ tactical performance 
according to their positional roles in the field test 
of FUT-SAT. 
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Methods 
Design  

This paper presents a non-experimental 
descriptive cross-sectional study (Thomas et al., 
2022) in which the number of actions, success 
percentage, Place of Action related of Principles 
(PARP), and Tactical Performance Index (TPI) of 
players by position were described in a single 
evaluation moment. 

Participants 

The sample consisted of 54 male elite players 
of youth competitive clubs (age = 16.2 ± 0.88 years; 
body height = 1.73 ± 0.06 m; body mass = 63.54 ± 
6.64 kg; fat % = 13.4 ± 4.68; federated experience = 
7.91 ± 2.77 years) (Table 1).  

Participants were selected from one of the 
three teams that participated in the U16 and U17 
Level A of the Antioquia Football League 
(Colombia) (n = 18 from club A; n = 18 from club B; 
and n = 18 from club C). This is equivalent to Tier 
3, Highly Trained/National Level, in the 
Participant Classification Framework (McKay et 
al., 2022). Participants trained five times per week 
for a period of 90 min, with one competition match 
on the weekend. This investigation started 13 
weeks after the season began, when the first round 
was completed, but before the commencement of 
the second round. The assessments took four days. 
On the first day, assent and informed consent 
forms were collected, in addition to the 
sociodemographic and anthropometric variables. 
On the second, third, and fourth days, tactical 
performance was evaluated, one day per club, as 
shown in Figure 1. A tactical performance 
evaluation was performed after a full recovery (72 
h after a match). Assessments took place on 
Monday, at the training facilities of each cub (A, B, 
and C) at 9:00 a.m., 12:00 p.m., and 2:00 p.m. with 
ambient temperatures of 16°C, 25°C, and 26°C, 
relative humidity of 71%, 48%, and 47%, and a 
height of 250 MASL, 1495 MASL, and 1495 MASL, 
respectively. The playing surface was synthetic 
grass for clubs A and B, and a gravel field for club 
C. In a previous study, no differences in surface 
types or tactical performance were observed for the 
game format GK + 3 vs. 3 + GK for four minutes 
(Costa et al., 2009). Participants were tactically 
evaluated and distributed by positional roles, 
including defenders (n = 18), midfielders (n = 18),  
 

 
and forwards (n = 18). All teams were structured 
with one player in each positional role (one 
defender, one midfielder, and one forward). 
Position stratification was performed by the coach 
based on the number of minutes played in the 
competition, who reported it to researchers once 
they agreed to participate in the study. A total of 
2891 tactical actions distributed in nine games were 
analysed. 

The convenience sample was recruited from 
the three competitive soccer clubs enrolled in the 
local league. Players met the following inclusion 
criteria: 1) male, 2) a member of the Antioquia 
Football League, 3) signed the U16 and U17 
category informed consent, and 4) affiliated with 
the national health system. The exclusion criteria 
were as follows: 1) medical history of a positive test 
for the SARS-CoV-2 virus, 2) musculoskeletal 
injuries of less than two months, 3) uncontrolled 
refractory disorders, 4) nonattendance on the day 
of the evaluation, and 5) refusal to perform the test 
or not finishing the tests due to physical 
impediments. To carry out the study of the tactical 
performance index of soccer players by positional 
roles, a priori calculations of the power of the study 
were performed; for this purpose, the data were 
obtained from a study comparing the defensive 
and offensive tactical performance of U-17 soccer 
players from different playing positions 
(Gonçalves et al., 2017), where a mean difference of 
1.68 points was found between forwards and 
defenders. Thus, the probability of making a type 
II error was calculated for this study with 18 
players per position, a mean difference of 32.98 and 
34.66, a standard deviation of 5.1, and a group size 
of 18 participants, with Z = −1.40; p = 0.0807, and 
power 1 − 0.0807 = 0.919. This means a study power 
of 92%.  

Measures 

For this study, variables of age, body height, 
mass, body mass index (BMI), and the percentage 
of fat were analysed. An ad hoc template was 
designed for data collection. Body height was 
measured with a stadiometer (206, Seca, Germany) 
fixed to the wall with a measurement range of 200 
cm and accuracy of one millimetre. Body mass, 
BMI, and the percentage of fat were evaluated with 
electrical bioimpedance (HBF-516, Omron, Japan) 
with accuracy of 2.2% to 3.3% in body fat. The data 
were collected following the protocol established  
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by Alvero et al. (2009). 

The System of Tactical Assessment (FUT-
SAT) (Costa et al., 2011) is a tool that evaluates 
soccer players’ tactical behaviour and performance 
structured under the core tactical principles of 
soccer (da Costa et al., 2009). The core tactical 
principles are divided into five offensive principles 
(Table 2), i.e., penetration, offensive coverage, 
mobility, width and length, and the offensive 
unity, and five defensive principles, i.e., delay, 
defensive coverage, concentration, defensive 
balance, and the defensive unity (da Costa et al., 
2011, 2009). The TPI was calculated with the 
following formula: TPI = Σ tactical actions (PP × QP 
× PA × AO)/number of tactical actions (Costa et al., 
2011). The FUT-SAT was validated for content 
validity, construct validity, and observational 
reliability with moderate consistency using a 
minimum Kappa index of 0.79 to 0.99. (Costa et al., 
2011). 

Procedures 

The demarcation and delimitation of the 
space took 45 min per evaluation day. Soccer balls 
used in the test (Magnum Professional, Golty, 
Colombia) were calibrated (size = 5, measurement 
= 66–68 cm, ball weight = 320–390 g, pressure = 0.6–
0.8 bar). Participants signed informed consent and 
assent forms ten days prior to testing. Players were 
randomly assigned to each team, and each team 
was randomly assigned to matches. This was 
performed one week before (Figure 1). Before 
starting the test, players completed a 20-min 
warm-up in the following order: joint mobility 
(five minutes), a general warm-up (eight minutes), 
and a specific warm-up (seven minutes). While the 
first match was taking place, the other teams 
practiced soccer kicks and soccer tennis in the 
surrounding area. Ball collectors were located on 
each side of the playing field (Figure 2). The 
numerical configuration GK + 3 vs. 3 + GK ensured 
that all the core tactical principles were reached for 
the field test with duration of four minutes on a 
playing field 36 m long by 27 m wide (Costa et al., 
2011). Players were acquainted with the test three 
minutes before its application. The test was carried 
out with all the soccer rules, including the offside 
rule, because this category competes in the 
championship in this way. The goalkeeper might 
only play within the penalty area (5 m) and could 
not leave this restricted area. After each goal, the  
 

 
ball was to be restarted by the goalkeeper who 
received it, not from the midfield (González-
Víllora and Da Costa, 2015). The teams were 
randomly selected by a defender, midfielder, and 
forward (Figure 2). No games were played 
between Club A, B, and C teams. 

Statistical Analysis 

Data normality was checked with the 
Shapiro-Wilk test. The mean and standard 
deviation were used to summarize data with a 
normal distribution, and the median and 
interquartile range were used to summarize data 
with a non-normal distribution. The descriptive 
analysis used the mean and standard deviation for 
the number of actions, the percentage of correct 
actions, PARP, and TPI of fundamental tactical 
principles. To identify possible differences 
between the positional roles of players, the non-
parametric Kruskal-Wallis test was applied 
alongside the parametric one-way ANOVA with 
the Tukey's post hoc test. For statistical analysis, a 
significance level of 5% (p ≤ 0.05) was considered. 
In addition, the statistical program for social 
sciences (IBM SPSS Statistics 22 for Windows, SPSS 
Inc., Chicago, Illinois, USA) was used. 

Reliability 

After 21 days, a reliability analysis of the data 
was conducted to corroborate the first data 
analysis through a test-retest method (Robinson 
and O’Donoghue, 2007). Thus, 822 tactical actions 
were reassessed randomly, which represented 
28.43% of the sample considering that this 
percentage was above the reference value 
recommended (10%) in the literature (Tabachnick 
and Fidell, 2012). Reliability analysis of the intra-
observer and inter-observer evaluations involved 
the use of the Cohen’s Kappa index. The results of 
the test-retest method for intra-observer were 
between 0.860 (SE = 0.120) and 0.96 (SE = 0.009) and 
for inter-observer between 0.860 (SE = 0.100) and 
0.875 (SE = 0.160). Two trained observers 
participated in this procedure. They analysed the 
tactical videos for approximately three hours a 
day, taking breaks and active pauses (15 to 20 
minutes) to avoid cognitive fatigue. 

Ethical Aspects 

This study was conducted following the 
regulations of the Colombian Ministry of Health 
(Resolution 8430 of 1993) (Congreso de la  
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República sobre las Consideraciones Éticas para la  
Investigación con Seres Humanos., 1993) and the 
principles of the Declaration of Helsinki for 
research (World Medical Association, 2013). This 
study was approved by the ethics committee of the 
University Institute of Physical Education and 
Sports of the University of Antioquia (Medellín-
Colombia). 

Results 
Figure 3 shows the study participation flow 

chart. The study sample was initially composed of 
82 participants. However, following the inclusion  
 

 
and exclusion criteria, finally fifty-four soccer 
players were included with 18 players under 16 
(33%) and 36 players under 17 (67.7%) (Table 3).  
A total of 2891 tactical actions (1354 offensive 
tactical actions and 1627 defensive tactical actions) 
distributed over nine matches were analysed. 
Tables 4 and 5 present the mean and standard 
deviation of the number of actions, the success 
percentage, PARP, and TPI of players considering 
their position role, i.e., defenders, midfielders, and 
forwards. There were no significant differences 
between players of different positional roles in all 
core tactical principles within all categories of 
tactical behaviour. 

 
 
 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of anthropometric variables and age. 
Variable (n = 54) X ̄ SD

Age (years) 16.2 0.88 
Body height (m) 1.73 0.06 
Body mass (kg) 63.54 6.64 
Body fat (%) 13.4 4.68 
IMC (kg/m2) 21.17 1.94 
Federated experience (years) 7.91 2.77 

BMI = body mass index; SD = standard deviation 
 

Table 2. Categories, subcategories, variables, and definitions in the observation instrument of 
the System of Tactical Assessment. 

Category Sub-categories Variables Definitions 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Core tactical 
principles 

 
 
 
 

Offensive 
 
 

Penetration Reducing the distance between the ball carrier and the opponent's 
goal or baseline. 

Offensive coverage Offering offensive support to the ball carrier. 
Mobility Movement of players between the last defender and the goal line. 
Width and length Movement of players to expand the effective playing space. 
Offensive unity Offensive advance or support movements of the players in the 

last line of their own team. 
 
 
 
 
 
Defensive 

Delay Actions to slow down the opponent´s attempt to move forward 
with the ball. 

Defensive coverage Positioning of the-ball defenders behind the “delayed” player, 
providing defensive support.  

Balance Positioning of the off-ball defenders in response to the 
movements of the attacking team in attempt to establish 
numerical stability or superiority. 

Concentration Increased defensive protection around the greatest risk to the 
goal. 

Defensive unity Reduction of the effective playing space of the opposing team. 
 
 
 
 
Place of action 
related to the 
principles 

 
 
Offensive 
Midfield 

Offensive Tactical 
Actions 

Carrying out offensive tactical actions in the offensive midfield. 

Defensive Tactical 
Actions 

Carrying out tactical defensive actions in the offensive midfield. 

 
Defensive 
Midfield  

Offensive Tactical 
Actions 

Carrying out offensive tactical actions in the defensive midfield. 

Defensive Tactical 
Actions 

Carrying out tactical defensive actions in the defensive midfield. 

Source: da Costa et al. (2011, p. 74). 
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Table 3. Percentage of participation by category. 

Category Frequency Percentage 

U-16 18 33.3 

U-17 36 67.7 

Total 54 100 

 
 
 
 

Table 4. Mean (X̄) and Standard Deviation (SD) of the number of actions and Place of Action 
Related to the Principles (PARP) of the Positional Roles: Defenders, Midfielders, and Forwards. 
Core Tactical 

Principles 
Positional Roles 

Number of actions PARP 

X ̄ ± SD CI 95% p  X ̄ ± SD CI 95% p 

Penetration 

Defenders 2 ± 1.74 1.13–2.86 
0.935 

 1.38 ± 1.37 0.7–2.07 
0.448 Midfielders 2.11 ± 1.74 1.24–2.97  1.27 ± 1.63 0.46–2.09 

Forwards 2.66 ± 2.05 1.64–3.69  1.61 ± 1.19 1.01–2.2 

Offensive 
Coverage 

Defenders 6.61 ± 3.82 4.71–8.51 
0.35 

 2.38 ± 1.5 1.64–3.13 
0.444 Midfielders 7 ± 2.84 5.58–8.41  3.38 ± 2.25 2.26–4.5 

Forwards 5.77 ± 2.28 4.63–6.91  2.94 ± 2.04 1.92–3.96 

Mobility 

Defenders 1.5 ± 1.38 0.81–2.18 
0.915 

 1 ± 1.08 0.46–1.53 
0.570 Midfielders 1 ± 1.08 0.46–1.53  0.61 ± 0.77 0.22–0.99 

Forwards 1.5 ± 1.61 0.69–2.3  1 ± 1.23 0.38–1.61 

Width and 
Length 

Defenders 10.11 ± 3.81 8.21–12 
0.507 

 3.27 ± 2.46 2.05–4.5 
0.789 Midfielders 9.88 ± 4.92 7.44–12.33  2.77 ± 2.26 1.65–3.9 

Forwards 11.77 ± 6.69 8.45–15.1  3.27 ± 2.56 2–4.55 

Offensive 
Unity 

Defenders 5.22 ± 2.69 3.88–6.56 
0.565 

 2.44 ± 2.52 1.18–3.7 
0.606 Midfielders 5.5 ± 3.12 3.94 – 7.05  2.16 ± 1.94 1.19–3.13 

Forwards 4.55 ± 2.5 3.31–5.79  2.55 ± 1.42 1.84–3.26 

Delay 

Defenders 6.5 ± 2.87 5.07–7.92 
0.320 

 3.72 ± 2.13 2.65–4.78 
0.459 Midfielders 7.27 ± 2.08 6.24–8.31  3.66 ± 2.35 2.49–4.83 

Forwards 6.11 ± 3.66 4.29–7.93  3.11 ± 2.54 1.84–4.37 

Defensive 
Coverage 

Defenders 0.83 ± 1.04 0.31–1.35 
0.638 

 0.38 ± 0.77 0–0.77 
0.637 Midfielders 1.11 ± 1.18 0.52–1.69  0.5 ± 0.7 0.14–0.85 

Forwards 1.61 ± 2.03 0.6–2.62  0.44 ± 0.98 −0.04–0.93 

Concentration 

Defenders 4.22 ± 3.62 2.42–6.02 
0.620 

 2.55 ± 2.38 1.37–3.74 
0.370 Midfielders 4.44 ± 3.01 2.94–5.94  2.83 ± 2.12 1.77–3.88 

Forwards 3.22 ± 2.18 2.13–4.3  1.83 ± 1.58 1.04–2.61 

Balance 

Defenders 5.44 ± 1.97 4.46–6.42 
0.236 

 2.33 ± 1.68 1.49–3.16 
0.302 Midfielders 6.05 ± 3.29 4.41–7.69  2.44 ± 2.09 1.4–3.48 

Forwards 7.27 ± 4.11 5.23–9.32  4 ± 3.36 2.32–5.67 

Defensive 
Unity 

Defenders 13.38 ± 5.4 10.7–16.07 
0.526 

 4.94 ± 3.84 3.03–6.85 
0.441 Midfielders 11.61 ± 3.95 9.64–13.57  4.27 ± 2.24 3.16–5.39 

Forwards 12.38 ± 4.59 10.1–14.67  6.05 ± 4.1 4.01–8.09 
CI 95%: 95% confidence interval; p < 0.05 
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Table 5. Mean (X̄) and Standard Deviation (SD) of the percentage of correct actions and 
Tactical Performance Index (TPI) of the Core Tactical Principles of the Positional Roles: 

Defenders, Midfielders, and Forwards. 

Core Tactical 
Principles 

Positional Roles Percentage of correct actions 
 

TPI 

X ̄ ± SD CI 95% p 
 

X ̄ ± SD CI 95% p 

Penetration 

Defenders 
68.75 ± 34.89 50.15–87.34 

0.534 

 
49.71 ± 24.42 36.69–62.72 

0.935 Midfielders 
63.54 ± 43.12 40.56–86.52 

 
50.52 ± 25.54 36.91–64.13 

Forwards 
57.22 ± 28.84 41.24–73.19 

 
49.27 ± 24.45 35.73–62.82 

Offensive 
Coverage 

Defenders 
81.34 ± 21.67 70.56–92.12 

0.826 

 
46.44 ± 10.8 41.06–51.81 

0.350 Midfielders 
82.51 ± 19.71 72.71–92.31 

 
50.47 ± 12.35 44.32–56.61 

Forwards 
87.22 ± 13.32 80.59–93.84 

 
49.45 ± 10.19 44.38–54.52 

Mobility 

Defenders 
43.05 ± 42.91 15.79–70.31 

0.960 

 
35 ± 13.96 26.12–43.87 

0.915 Midfielders 
40.9 ± 43.69 11.55–70.26 

 
33.97 ± 22.25 19.02–48.92 

Forwards 
38.88 ± 46.78 9.16–68.61 

 
35.27 ± 24.56 19.66–50.88 

Width and 
Length 

Defenders 
71.15 ± 21.61 60.4–81.9 

0.293 

 
40.24 ± 10.45 35.04–45.43 

0.424 Midfielders 
72.71 ± 18.87 63.33–82.1 

 
38.75 ± 8.46 34.54–42.95 

Forwards 
81.65 ± 15.56 73.65–89.65 

 
43.62 ± 9.62 38.67–48.56 

Offensive 
Unity 

Defenders 
79.32 ± 20.14 69.3–89.34 

0.897 

 
45.08 ± 13.02 38.6–51.56 

0.565 Midfielders 
78.39 ± 25.02 65.53–91.26 

 
45.1 ± 15.1 37.33–52.87 

Forwards 
79.25 ± 28.72 64.97–93.54 

 
53.69 ± 21.38 43.06–64.33 

Delay 

Defenders 
47.59 ± 26.3 34.51–60.68 

0.253 

 
26 ± 8.53 21.76–30.24 

0.320 Midfielders 
50.94 ± 27.37 37.33–64.56 

 
27 ± 8.51 22.77–31.24 

Forwards 
62.51 ± 25.99 49.59–75.44 

 
31.55 ± 11.8 25.68–37.42 

Defensive 
Coverage 

Defenders 
68.51 ± 42.85 35.57–101.45 

0.815 

 
37.96 ± 29.64 15.17–60.75 

0.638 Midfielders 
81.06 ± 32.07 59.5–102.61 

 
41.74 ± 19.45 28.67–54.81 

Forwards 
81.57 ± 32.84 58.07–105.06 

 
48.79 ± 25.26 30.71–66.86 

Concentration 

Defenders 
71.66 ± 33.81 54.27–89.05 

0.912 

 
29.03 ± 10.28 23.74–34.31 

0.620 Midfielders 
79.21 ± 27.32 64.64–93.77 

 
26.58 ± 7.91 22.36–30.8 

Forwards 
77.77 ± 28.22 63.26–92.28 

 
28.05 ± 10.09 22.86–33.24 

Balance 

Defenders 
64.37 ± 24.69 52.09–76.65 

0.561 

 
29.92 ± 13.63 23.14–36.7 

0.620 Midfielders 
56.26 ± 26.7 42.98–69.54 

 
32.06 ± 9.27 27.45–36.67 

Forwards 
62.82 ± 24.65 50.55–75.08 

 
29.82 ± 6.64 26.52–33.13 

Defensive 
Unity 

Defenders 
62.72 ± 19.26 53.14–72.29 

0.361 

 
31.12 ± 7.65 27.31–34.93 

0.778Midfielders 
72.09 ± 23.16 60.57–83.61 

 
33.81 ± 9.54 29.06–38.56 

Forwards 
67.14 ± 21.92 56.24–78.04 

 
31.01 ± 8.32 26.87–35.15 

CI 95%: 95% confidence interval; p < 0.05 
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Figure 1. A study timeline. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Figure 2. System of tactical assessment; Gk + 3 vs. 3 + GK 

Gk = goalkeeper; D = defenders; F = forwards. Modified by González-Víllora et al. (2015, 
p. 14) 
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Figure 3. Study participation flow chart. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Discussion 

This study aimed to compare youth male 
soccer players’ tactical performance according to 
their positional roles in the field test of FUT-SAT. 
The results displayed no difference between 
positional roles in the number of actions, the 
success percentage, PARP, and TPI. This study 
indicated that players, regardless of their role, 
performed all the core tactical principles, thus it 
was not possible to identify specific tactical 
behaviour and performance of players in each 
positional role. 

The results of the number of actions 
corroborated Machado et al. (2019), who found no 
significant differences in performing tactical 
actions of core tactical principles in different 
positional roles. Thus, there was no specificity in 
tactical behaviour for defenders, midfielders, and 
forwards in the GK + 3 vs. 3 + GK format. There  
 

was no difference because the team configuration  
was organized with three players for both teams. 
In an offensive phase, a player in ball possession 
has only two passing options and the possibility of 
driving the ball to make feints, move behind, or 
make the shot. In a defensive phase, players mark 
players with the ball and off-ball in different field 
areas according to the ball and opponents' 
movements. These demands require players to 
constantly move to several different zones 
according to the position of the ball, their 
teammates, and opponents, demonstrating the 
need to perform all core tactical principles in 
environments with high variability (da Costa et al., 
2011; Duarte et al., 2012; Williams and Hodges, 
2005). 

Considering the percentage of correct actions 
and TPI, studies have identified differences in 
different core tactical principles between players of 
distinct positional roles with the same  
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experimental design as our study. Regarding the  
percentage of correct actions, Machado et al. (2019)  
found that fullbacks presented significantly higher 
values of the defensive unity and total defensive 
actions than forwards. With regard to the TPI, 
Rechenchosky et al. (2017) showed that forwards 
and midfielders presented significantly higher 
values than defenders in the offensive unity 
tactical principle, while forwards and defenders 
presented significantly higher values in the 
defensive coverage tactical principle. Finally, 
Padilha et al. (2013) found significantly higher 
values in midfielders compared to forwards in the 
offensive unity tactical principle. Consequently, 
there is no pattern in the differences between 
players in tactical performance of different 
positional roles. Therefore, it is not possible to 
determine, through the results of the studies, that 
players in each positional role present specific 
characteristics of performance of the core tactical 
principles in the field test of FUT-SAT. Thus, there 
are indications that it is not possible to identify or 
select playing positions for each positional role for 
players through the field test of FUT-SAT, which 
Costa et al. (2011) determined through the 
evaluation of tactical behaviour based on core 
tactical principles. An important point to highlight 
is that the field test of FUT-SAT ("GK + 3 vs. 3 + 
GK") did not define a system of play for either 
team. The system of play is the players' disposition 
on the field that presents the organization of the 
team in all sectors (defensive, midfield, offensive) 
according to their positional role (Bangsbo and 
Peitersen, 2000). In a game with 11 players, some 
systems can have at least one and a maximum of 
six players in each sector, whereas in an SSG with 
three players, there will be a maximum of only two 
players in only one of the sectors, which means that 
the few numbers of players in SSGs do not present 
the position references of each positional role 
between players of the same team. Thus, to interact 
with each other in an organized manner and to 
achieve common goals in the offensive and 
defensive phases in SSGs, players of all positional 
roles must perform all core tactical principles in an 
effective way (Duarte et al., 2012; Gréhaigne et al., 
1999; Hewitt et al., 2016). 

Therefore, it is necessary to evaluate soccer 
players’ tactical performance based on the core 
tactical principles in games that allow a system of 
play to be configured according to the offensive  
 

 
and defensive methods of the team, and thus allow 
the specific evaluation of positional roles. A clear  
example of that are studies on physical capacities. 
Studies of positional roles in match play have 
shown that wide midfielders cover greater 
distances at speeds of 19.1–23 km/h and >24 km/h 
than other players, while at speeds of 14.1–19 
km/h, central midfielders or wide midfielders were 
players who covered larger distances (Di Salvo et 
al., 2007; Lago-Peñas et al., 2009). Owen et al. (2016) 
showed that in large-sided games within smaller 
areas (LSGs-Sm) (9 vs. 9 + GK; 45 x 38 yds; 20 min), 
wide midfielders presented significantly higher 
RPE values than forwards. Beenham et al. (2017) 
found that the player workload varied in match 
play (4-3-3; 90 min), in which midfielders 
presented significantly higher values of player 
workload than defenders among elite U17 players. 
All those studies show that the organization of 
positional roles in SSGs or match play seeks to 
indicate the characteristics of players in an 
environment closer to the reality of the game. Thus, 
it is relevant to insert the system of play and the 
game model in the assessment of tactical 
performance in further studies to understand 
soccer players’ tactical skills in each positional role 
and playing position (Dellal et al., 2010). 

Limitations 
Some limitations include the fact that teams 

were organized according to the coach's 
knowledge. Therefore, the absence of identification 
of the team’s offensive and defensive game 
methods, the functions of players in each 
positional role, and the absence of a system of play 
with three players are highlighted. Although the 
duration and the number of bouts of the field test 
were used to identify all core tactical principles 
performed by players, some studies have 
concluded low reliability in tactical behaviour, 
especially in core tactical principles, which display 
the necessity to organize an experimental design 
where players can perform tactical actions with 
specific functions and roles (Bredt et al., 2016; 
Clemente et al., 2022; Praça et al., 2022). 

Practical Implications 
The field test of FUT-SAT is an experimental 

design that should be used in training to develop 
the execution of all tactical principles, especially 
throughout the season, to enhance players’  
 



 by Juan Ciro-Cardona et al. 279 

Articles published in the Journal of Human Kinetics are licensed under an open access Creative Commons CC BY 4.0 
license. 

 
performance (Moreira et al., 2021). The tactical 
evaluation of players in SSGs can help coaches  
understand what types of activities can stimulate 
general and specific behaviours for each positional 
status and identify the tactical skills of each player 
(Serra-Olivares et al., 2016). Moreover, it is 
necessary to use games with a greater number of 
players and space that allow the insertion of a 
system of play for each positional role that is closer 
to the reality of match play (Ferreira et al., 2019; 
Olthof et al., 2019; Pinder et al., 2011). The insertion 
of the system of play, along with the game ideas, 
should be introduced in the evaluation of soccer 
players’ tactical performance to identify each 
tactical individual demands skill that will be 
performed in the game.  

Conclusions 
The field test of FUT-SAT ("GK + 3 vs. 3 + 

GK") showed no significant difference in tactical 
performance between players of different  

 
positional roles among young male soccer players. 
The standardfield test of FUT-SAT does not 
provide evidence that it is a suitable alternative for 
assessing youth male soccer players’ tactical 
performance with respect to their roles in the 
game. Therefore, it is necessary to evaluate teams 
using a system of play with defined offensive and 
defensive methods with players in all field sectors 
in medium or large sided games. In addition, the 
system of play can be chosen according to the 
category given that competitions are held in 
reduced spaces with fewer players. 

Future Research 
The study needs to be replicated with 

medium- or large-sided games with the system of 
play, and the number of games should be increased 
to reduce the variability due to contextual factors. 
Also, research should be conducted on the 
behaviour of female youth soccer players. 
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