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Abstract: The effect of birthplace (the place where a player is born and grows up) is one of the key
variables associated with soccer player development and achievement. However, recent studies have
questioned the influence of contextual variables on selection and promotion processes related to birth-
place. The main purposes of this study were: (1) establish whether there is a difference between the
birthplace and sporting growth according to the stages of entry into the academy, (2) to evaluate the
influence of geographical and contextual variables on sporting development, and (3) assess the chances
of making a professional team debut. Applied logistic regression was used in order to analyse the
birthplace and growth of 1411 male soccer players, of which 40.1% are incorporated in the U-12 cate-
gory from a Spanish First division club, and the results showed a statistically significant association
between a change from one’s birthplace to the place of sporting growth and later success (79%). Key
contextual variables such as number of inhabitants, population density, proximity to sports facilities,
average household income and presence of sports clubs have been considered. The analysis of the
contextual variables revealed that there was a positive relationship between certain variables, like a
higher population, and being selected for the academy (p < 0.01; r = 0.28). Finally, the findings showed
that players who experienced a geographical transition were 38% more likely to make a professional
debut. The importance of considering the place of sporting growth when analysing the “birthplace
effect” has therefore been demonstrated.

Keywords: soccer; birthplace effect; talent development; sporting growth; geographical mobility;
talent selection; talent promotion

1. Introduction

The globalisation of soccer and its growing popularity in recent decades have estab-
lished it as one of the most competitive and influential sports throughout the world [1]. This
phenomenon has significantly transformed talent management in soccer [2], which focuses
intensively on every stage of the developmental process, from the initial identification
and selection of promising players to their growth and subsequent promotion into the
ranks of elite soccer [3–5]. In this dynamic context, the academies of professional clubs
have acquired transcendental importance [6]. Specifically, these professional academies
play a vital role in the present and future sporting development of players [7–9] and are
responsible for managing the complex processes of talent management.

The outcome of actual talent emerges from the interaction between innate, acquired,
and contextual factors [10]. Innate factors include inherited qualities that lay the foundation
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for the subsequent development of sporting talent, such as genetics, physical constitution,
and cognitive abilities, among others [11]. Acquired factors, in contrast, are developed
through experience, training, and one’s environment [4]. Finally, contextual factors, such as
birthplace, population size, population density, sports infrastructure, family, and socioeco-
nomic conditions [12,13], are just some of the conditioning factors that can influence talent
management processes [13].

Among all these contextual factors, geography is becoming increasingly relevant, not
only in terms of a player’s specific place of birth but also because of the opportunities and
experiences that such a place can provide in the sporting growth of the soccer player [14]. In
some of the first studies on this topic, the variables most examined by scientific researchers
were those related to the population and the configuration of the territory [15], including
the size and density of the population of the players’ birthplaces [16]. However, recent
studies have addressed other variables, such as the proximity to and number of clubs [17],
the role of the socioeconomic status of families [18], and the quantity and quality of the
available facilities [19].

The process of identifying players’ birthplaces initially appears simple; however, some
inconsistencies have emerged [20]. Recent research [21] underlines the need to further
refine this starting point by adapting it more precisely to the player’s sporting growth
environment, which does not always coincide with the place of birth [13]. While for many
athletes, their place of birth and place of formative development are identical, others are
born in one community and, for various reasons, move to another during their formative
years [16,22,23]. Therefore, within the context of place of birth, an element of uncertainty
arises that makes it difficult to understand this variable as a determining factor. This
uncertainty lies in the conceptual controversy between place of birth and place of athletic
growth, an issue that Ishigami [20] highlighted as a limitation of his own study. Therefore,
further exploration into the effect of place of birth requires that we look not only at place of
birth but also at the place of athletic growth and that we study the impact of the variables
relevant to this geographical transition [24–26]. Therefore, the main aim is to establish
whether there is a difference between the birthplace and sporting growth according to the
stages of incorporation of the players, which is the guiding question of this research.

In an attempt to establish the relationship between birthplace and sport growth, a
second aim is to examine the differences between the number of contextual variables
associated with birth municipalities and those of sport growth [13]. Throughout the spe-
cialised literature, considerable attention has been devoted to the study of contextual
factors, among which community size and population density have been the most stud-
ied [17,27–29]. These variables have been the subject of extensive research due to their
potential influence on athletes, and their study has revealed important connections between
the socio-demographic environment and the progress of players in sports [13,20,23,26,30].

Although early studies on the influence of birthplace on the likelihood of entering
professional sports focused on players born in cities with less than 1,000,000 inhabitants [27],
later research highlighted how the chances of becoming an elite athlete were lower in both
very small and very large communities [23,30]. In particular, authors such as Rossing [17]
have emphasised the greater likelihood of achieving professional status by being born
in higher-density locations. More recent studies suggest that an increase in density in-
creases the probability of achieving professional status in soccer [28]. However, the density
variable betrays some inconsistencies, as several studies [29] have reported higher soccer
participation rates in smaller urban settings. In line with this finding, Teoldo and Cardoso
have argued that there is greater potential in small- and medium-sized cities for talent
identification and development processes [15]. In this vein, other studies have indicated
that athletes born in small- or medium-sized cities were more likely than others to reach
the highest level in their sports [16].

In addition to population size, other studies have highlighted the relevance of the
geographical proximity of youth players to high-performance clubs [17]. This could be
because proximity provides them with access to superior resources, such as high-quality
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coaching, excellent facilities, and participation in high-level competitions [24]. A greater
number of clubs can contribute to the identification and development of sporting talent,
as well as to the broader promotion of physical activity and sport in society [29]. In this
sense, studies have revealed how these geographical contextual variables can influence the
likelihood of becoming elite players [31].

The purpose of this study is to evaluate how birthplace and athletic growth influence
the trajectories of players, with the aim of better understanding the dynamics that affect
their chances of selection and success in professional soccer. This research seeks not only to
identify significant patterns between contextual factors and sports achievements but also
intends to contribute to the existing scientific literature by providing a new perspective of
analysis through the concept of players ‘sporting growth’. From an academic standpoint,
the study broadens the understanding of geographical variables in athletic development, in
contrast to the usual parameters of talent management, which focuses on the innate factors
of the athlete and relegates the geographical factor.

In practical terms, the findings could serve as a guide for coaches, talent academies,
sports organisations, and policymakers to design more effective strategies in talent detection
and development, taking into account the importance of the environment. Moreover, this
analysis could have significant implications for resource planning and the implementation
of support programs aimed at maximising the potential of soccer players from an early age.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Design

A single evaluation of a set of different variables was carried out. The data set
contained the data of soccer players in which a group of variables related to certain sporting
qualities of the player were collected, such as their playing position and their positionality,
which were not used for this study. In addition to their birthdate were variables that
provided information on the incorporation of the player into the club, such as the club
of origin, the stage of incorporation, the number of years in the club and the number of
different clubs in which he participated. To this group were added a series of variables that
helped to provide information on the context of the birthplace and municipality of sporting
growth, such as the number of inhabitants, the density of the municipality, the distance to
the club, the number of clubs or family income in the municipality.

2.2. Participants

The selected sample consisted of a total of 1411 male soccer players belonging to the
last 30 seasons of a Spanish first-division professional soccer club whose working philosophy
was based on the youth academy (from 1992 to 2021). The stages at which the players were
incorporated into the academy and the players who had managed to make their debut on the
club’s professional team (playing in an official club match) were compiled into a dataset. Of
the total of 1411 players, the average number of years at the club is 5.07 (SD 3.80), although
the average number of years as a soccer player stood at 9.80 years (SD 7.331). These players
have been through an average of 3.63 teams before being incorporated into some of the
categories. Although the highest percentage of players joined in the U-12 category (40.11%), it
is noteworthy that there is a strong contingent of players joining in the U-16 category (15.1%)
and U-18 category (18.5%), accounting for 33.6% of the total number of players.

All records correspond to players who participated in at least one season (with a
valid date from the Spanish Football Federation). The players selected for the study had a
minimum chronological age of 9 years and a maximum age of 35 years. Players who were
on probation in the academic selection process were excluded. All players who did not
belong to the club development network linked to the main club were excluded.

2.3. Procedure

The data sample was provided by the club, who gave permission to utilise the data on
the basis of an agreement for the elaboration of the study and its publication (data release
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agreement signed on 28 April 2022). After approval, the objectives and characteristics of the
research were explained to the general manager of the Club’s Data Department. The club’s
policy states that the data collected on the players is subject to the data release protocol as
it is necessary in the system of management and assessment of the players’ sporting talent.
Both the players and their managers are aware of this transfer. Apart from this procedure,
this project is coordinated within the Deusto Sports and Society Team of the University of
Deusto, an entity that requires all its research teams to comply with the ethical principles
of the Declaration of Helsinki [32] (2013). This research had the approval of the ethics
committee of the University of Deusto Research Ethics Committee reference: ETK-3/21-22.

2.4. Statistical Analysis

Detailed data were collected on the players’ birthplaces, as well as the municipalities
in which they developed their sporting careers. The information was obtained through an
exhaustive analysis of the records and databases provided by the club. The confidentiality
and anonymity of the data were guaranteed to preserve the privacy of the players involved
in the study (i.e., by coding each of the players who participated).

The contextual variables considered were those related to the region’s number of
inhabitants, its density, the distance to the location of the high-performance centre, the
economic situation of the families, and the number of clubs (Table 1).

Table 1. Definitions and descriptive data for contextual variables.

Geographical and Contextual Variables Unit of Measurement M SD A

Inhabitants Number of inhabitants. 10,215.38 34,791.128 8238

Density Population living in the
municipality per km2. 1787.44 1645.48 711

Proximity
Kilometres (km2) of the

municipality with a
high-performance centre.

39,351 46,503 2556

Household income Total household income. 44,235.42 7799.79 1056

Clubs Number of soccer clubs in
the municipality. 1403 1639 1174

M: Represents the mean; SD: standard deviation; A: skewness of the data presented.

The frequencies of the selected players were extracted by stages of incorporation,
beginning with the players who entered the first team of the academy structure (U-12) and
extending to those who directly entered their first professional teams (debutants). All the
birthplaces of the players were collected (through the registration of their identity cards),
and the places of sporting growth were determined separately. Players who developed in
the same place where they were born were called “players of constant sporting growth”,
and those who moved to a different place of development after birth were called “players
of rooted growth” (Table 2).

Table 2. Difference between birthplace and place of sporting growth according to stages of incorpora-
tion into the academy.

Incorporation
Stage

Total
% (Abs)

Players of Constant Sporting Growth
Birthplace vs. Sporting Growth

% (Abs)

Player of Rooted Growth
Birthplace vs. Sporting Growth

% (Abs)
% Different

Birthplace vs. Sporting Growth

U-12 40.1 (566) 37.1 (210) 62.9 (356) 37.1
U-14 10.6 (150) 40.7 (61) 59.3 (89) 40.7
U-16 15.1 (214) 44.4 (95) 55.6 (119) 44.4
U-18 18.5 (262) 47.8 (125) 52.2 (137) 47.8
U-23 12.1 (171) 62.6 (107) 37.4 (64) 62.6

First team 3.4 (48) 79.2 (38) 20.8 10 79.2

Players of constant sporting growth: Players who had changed their birthplace to a different place of sporting
growth. Players of rooted growth: Players who maintained the same place of birth and sporting growth. %
Different: Percentage of players whose place of birth differs from their place of sporting development.
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Data were presented as means and standard deviations. The Kolmogorov–Smirnov
test was used to assess normality (n > 50). After testing for normality, parametric and
non-parametric tools were used. These are described below, in line with the objectives.

2.4.1. First Objective

Chi-square tests were conducted to determine the association between players with the
same birthplaces and places of growth (“players of constant sporting growth”) and those
with different places of birth and sporting growth (“player of rooted growth”) (Table 2).

2.4.2. Second Objective

In the analysis of the contextual variables, p-values and R-values were calculated to
evaluate both the statistical significance and the effect size associated with each variable.
Significant p-values were considered to be equal to or less than 0.05. Moderate effect values
were between 0.3 and 0.5, while those above 0.5 were considered highly significant. Values
below 0.3 were considered indicative of a small effect [33]. The significance and effect size
results for each contextual variable are presented together with boxplots in Figure 1. The
change in municipalities between birthplace and place of sporting growth was specifically
addressed by considering the median and interquartile range (IQR) values for all variables.

1 
 

 
Figure 1. Distribution and dispersion of data for each contextual variable with respect to place of
birth and sporting growth. * Moderate significance ** Highest significance.

2.4.3. Third Objective

To assess the probabilistic indices of a professional team debut, odds ratios (OR) and
95% confidence intervals (CI) were calculated by comparing the relative frequencies of
birthplaces and places of sporting growth between players who changed their municipali-
ties and those who did not. Subsequently, a hierarchical binary logistic regression model
was constructed to determine the probability of a player making a debut on a professional
team (Table 3).

Table 3. Possibilities of debuts between players with the same or different municipalities of birth and
growth in the selection phase.

Incorporation
Stage

Player of Rooted
Growth

No Debut

Players Constant
Growth

No Debut

Player of Rooted
Growth

Yes Debut

Players Constant
Growth

Yes Debut
OR (95% CI)

U-12 187 345 11 23 0.88 (0.42–1.84)
U-14 44 68 15 23 1.01 (0.48–2.14)
U-16 118 130 6 8 0.83 (0.28–2.46)
U-18 62 93 29 30 1.45 (0.79–2.65)
U-23 86 51 15 19 0.47 (0.22–1.01)
Total 497 687 76 103 1.38 (1.04–1.84)

Statistical analyses were performed using R Studio software, an integrated develop-
ment environment (IDE) for the R programming language. This program facilitated the
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execution of significance tests, OR calculations, and the construction of hierarchical binary
logistic regression models. A p-value of less than 0.05 was considered significant.

3. Results
3.1. First Objective

Table 2 presents the analysis of the frequencies by stage of academy entry among
players who switched from their birthplace to a new place of sporting growth, compared to
those who did not make the transition.

The results of the chi-square test revealed a statistically significant association between
the change from one’s birthplace to a new place of sporting growth, with 79% certainty
(observed chi-square value of 11.070% and calculated chi-square value of 63.77%).

In the U-12 category, 210 players (37.1%) experienced a change in municipality from their
birthplace compared to a new place of sporting growth, while 356 players (62.9%) maintained
the same municipality between birth and growth. At the U-14 level, this trend was maintained,
with 61 players (40.7%) who changed and 89 players (59.3%) who did not. Likewise, in the
U-16 category, 95 players (44.4%) changed, and 119 players (55.6%) stayed in their places of
origin. The U-18 category showed a similar distribution, with 125 players (47.8%) switching
and 137 players (52.2%) remaining in the same place. On the second team, 107 players (62.6%)
changed their place of birth compared to where they grew up, while 64 players (37.4%) stayed
in the same place. Finally, on the first professional team, 38 players (79.2%) changed to a new
place of development, while 10 players (20.8%) did not make such a change.

3.2. Second Objective

The analysis of the contextual variables of sporting development is reflected in Figure 1.
In terms of the variables of the number of inhabitants, density, distance, and income, the
values were significant (p < 0.5), while the number of clubs had non-significant values
(p > 0.5). Only density had an r-value with moderate values (r = 0.33). Population size,
represented by the number of inhabitants, revealed a significant correlation with player
selection (r = 28), with p < 0.01. Furthermore, distance to the academy facilities was revealed
to have values of r = 0.19 and p < 0.01. Accordingly, the results conclusively support the
existence of a statistically significant connection between these two factors (i.e., change in
residence and distance).

Overall, the results of the variables show that the higher the number of inhabitants,
the higher the population density, the shorter the distance to the club’s high-performance
centre, and that there is a positive relationship between these variables and being selected
for the academy.

3.3. Third Objective

Table 3 presents the OR results for assessing the chances of making a professional team
debut in relation to “players of constant sporting growth” and “players of rooted growth” at
the different stages of academy selection. With regard to the data presented, first-team players
have been excluded from this analysis.

In this group, the incorporation of players signed directly from other teams without
going through the different categories generates a distorting effect on the understanding of
the sporting growth variable in the selection processes, and for this reason, they have not
been included in the analysis.

For the full interpretation of the table of players who have been promoted, those who
have played at least one official match with the professional team have been taken into
account (transfer signing).

In the U-12, U-14, U-16, U-18, and U-23 entry stages, no statistically significant associa-
tion between the change in municipality and the chances of making a debut in the club’s
professional team emerged. However, when consolidating the data from all entry stages,
including the professional team, a different trend was revealed (1.38).
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When we analysed the data by stage, we found that the municipality of birth and
growth, whether constant or different, had no relationship with the chances of a player
selected for the academy making it to the professional team.

Conversely, looking at the overall numbers, the OR of 1.38 (95% CI: 1.04–1.84) indicated
that players who switched municipalities were approximately 38% more likely to debut
compared to those who did not switch, and this increase was statistically significant.
Therefore, a higher proportion of players with different municipalities of birth and growth
was observed in those who had made it to the first team from the different stages of
incorporation or who were directly selected for the first team (50% “rooted”, 113/113),
compared to those who did not make the first team (42% “rooted”, 497/687).

4. Discussion

This study set out to achieve three objectives: first, to analyse the effect of place of
birth on sporting growth; second, to evaluate the influence of geographical and contextual
variables on sporting growth; and finally, to study the phases of selection and promotion
based on birth and sporting growth. The main results obtained demonstrated the existence
of a statistically significant association between the change in birthplace to a new place of
sporting growth, and that the greater the number of inhabitants, the greater the population
density, and the shorter the distance to the high-performance centre, and thus that there
was a positive relationship between these variables and being selected for the academy.
Finally, players who experienced a geographical transition were more likely to make their
debuts on the professional team.

4.1. First Objective: To Analyse the Effect of Place of Birth as a Function of Sporting Growth

The results showed in a statistically significant way that the change in the players’
birthplace to a new place of sporting growth was substantial at all stages of incorporation.
The conventional notion that the place of birth should be the starting point for the study of
the “birthplace effect” phenomenon has thus been challenged [20,24] based on the reality
observed, as in many cases, these two places can be markedly different, as the results of the
present study show.

Although this trend was maintained at all stages of incorporation, it became more
significant as the age of the players increased, with the most representative group being
those players who joined the first team directly (79.2%). At the same time, players who
joined the U-12 stage represented the lowest percentage in this geographical transition
(37.1%). The results obtained in the study, which reveal a low incidence of changes in
municipality between the birthplace and place of sporting growth in the early years of play
(U-12), can be understood through various dynamics that characterise the initial phases of
sports training. In these early stages, the influence of family and community appears to be
a preponderant factor [34]. Decisions about place of residence are influenced by consider-
ations beyond the purely sporting sphere, such as parents’ job opportunities, proximity
to relatives, and general quality of life [35]. In this sense, children’s geographical mobility
may be constrained by these non-sporting variables. Logistical constraints may also play
an important role [36]. For instance, dependence on parents or guardians for transport,
coupled with the distance among municipalities, may make it difficult for children to travel
beyond the boundaries of their birthplaces in search of sporting opportunities [37,38].

School stability may also present itself as another determining factor. Resistance to
significant changes in children’s education may influence the decision to stay in the same
municipality [39–41]. In addition, the lack of pronounced sport specialisation at these early
ages could mean that children participate in local sports programmes without the need to
explore other facilities or specific programmes elsewhere, with the local sports offerings
considered sufficient at these early stages, thereby eliminating the perceived need to seek
sporting alternatives elsewhere [42,43]. In contrast, a detailed analysis of the data reveals
that as the level at which players enter increases, the percentage of players who change
their place of birth relative to their place of growth also changes [44].



Sports 2024, 12, 99 8 of 14

This phenomenon raises the question of why this increased mobility occurs at this
stage compared to the early stages of sporting growth. One possible explanation is the
intensification of competition and sporting opportunities as players progress into higher age
groups [45]. At these stages, the pressure to excel and access more advanced developmental
programmes may motivate players and their families to seek out sporting environments
that are more conducive to sporting growth and visibility [46]. In addition, as players
advance in their sporting careers, they are likely to become more autonomous in their
decision-making and actively seek out environments that offer them better opportunities
for competitive sports development [47]. The influence of coaches and the quality of
training programmes may also be determining factors in the decision to change one’s
municipality in search of more specialised training [48]. In this sense, the attention of
professional scouts and clubs could also be a key influence [49,50]. In addition to the
above, at older ages, the search for talent intensifies, and outstanding players may receive
offers to join academies or clubs in different geographical locations, thereby driving a
major geographical transition [7,51,52]. Specifically, this could motivate families to consider
relocating to places that offer better sporting development opportunities and exposure to
higher levels of competition.

In parallel with these external factors and in relation to internal factors, the biolog-
ical and psychological maturation of players also plays a crucial role [53,54]. As young
athletes reach maturity, they not only become physically more capable of facing more
demanding challenges but also develop greater self-management in making strategic career
decisions [52]. This phenomenon, known as “mature age talent identification”, implies that
sports talents are often identified and selected at a more mature age, wherein the player’s
skills, attitudes, and physical abilities may have reached a level of development that al-
lows them to excel and adapt quickly to more competitive environments. The interaction
between individual maturity and the selection of mature talent may become a dynamic
factor in mobility and relocation decisions, which suggests an intrinsic link between the
evolution of sporting careers and the progression in the age and maturity of players [55].

The most significant representation is when players are selected directly by the pro-
fessional team of the structure, which can be attributed to a variety of reasons. One of the
most prominent reasons may be the pursuit of opportunities and exposure to a higher level
of competition [56]. As players progress to the professional level, competition becomes
more intense, and opportunities to excel and be recruited by elite teams may be found only
in specific geographic locations [57]. Players and agents may make the strategic decision to
seek out sporting environments that maximise the chances of visibility and career progres-
sion. In this regard, the influence of sports agents may also be a key factor [58]. Players’
agents and representatives often play a crucial role in transfers and transfer negotiations,
even in amateur soccer and may actively seek opportunities for their teammates on various
teams [59,60].

4.2. Second Objective: To Assess Geographical Contextual Variables in Sport Development

The second objective of this study was to assess the differences among the contextual
variables between the territories involved in the geographical transitions of players.

It is essential to recognise that the transition of players from their place of birth to
their place of sporting growth does not go unnoticed [16]. On the contrary, it is funda-
mentally influenced by the particularities of the environments of origin and destination.
These particularities can encompass a broad range of factors, including, but not limited
to, population size, density, socioeconomic status, sports supply and infrastructure, and
professional development opportunities, among others [17,61,62].

In this sense, and sticking to the variables of our study, it can be observed that the
data referring to population size [29], density [63] and the distance to a high-performance
centre [17] were the most significant contextual variables indicative of the changes that
occur within the territories when transitioning from one’s birthplace to a new place of
sporting growth [61].
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The mobility of players to larger and densely populated municipalities may be directly
linked to the pursuit of higher-potential sporting opportunities and resources [13]. In
urban or metropolitan areas, the concentration of quality facilities, advanced development
programmes, and more intense competition may be particularly attractive to players
and their families who aspire to reach higher levels of sport [28]. These environments
offer potential access to a more extensive network of clubs, academies, and specialised
coaches, thereby creating an ecosystem conducive to sporting growth and visibility [23].
Furthermore, population density and the resulting formation of more dynamic sporting
communities facilitate regular interactions with fellow players and participation in more
competitive leagues, which exposes players to a greater diversity of styles of play that
could contribute to their all-round development [64–66].

Adding to this dynamic, the concept of “performance level” takes on particular rele-
vance. It has been postulated that a higher level of sporting demand, characteristic of more
competitive environments, not only improves technical and tactical skills but also strength-
ens the psychological resources of athletes [67]. According to Collins and McNamara’s
research, the process of facing and overcoming minor difficulties or “traumas” on the road
to success is an integral component in the formation of a resilient athlete [68]. This “rocky
road to the top” suggests that talent requires such challenges to cultivate tenacity and
resilience in the face of future setbacks. Therefore, players who experience an environment
with a high level of performance may be better prepared to handle and overcome adversity,
which gives them an advantage in their long-term athletic development [69].

In addition, geographic proximity may translate into more direct access to opportu-
nities, allowing players to participate more actively in training programmes and events
related to high-performance clubs [17]. This physical proximity may facilitate greater
interaction with the sporting environment and potentially have a positive impact on player
skill development [70]. This distance can also have a cultural influence by ensuring greater
identification with the soccer community, which can also facilitate a closer connection to the
local soccer culture. This cultural transition also means that significant cultural boundaries
can be crossed in the process of adapting to the new value systems, social norms, and
lifestyles prevalent in the host club environments [71,72]. This cultural transition is an issue
that has received considerable attention in soccer settings, as it has been recognised that
acclimatisation to a new sporting and social culture can have a substantial impact on player
well-being and performance in the field [73,74].

4.3. Third Objective: Selection and Promotion Based on Birth and Sport Development

The third objective of this study was to explore the complex dynamics between the
geographical transition of players from their place of birth to the location of their growth in
the sport and its impact on the selection and promotion phases within the club.

Although the results are inconclusive, the findings indicate that there is no direct
or deterministic correlation between whether players maintain their initial residence or
change this location and their chances of promotion to the first team. However, an intriguing
trend was revealed, which showed that a higher proportion of players reaching the first
team tended to have a history of changing their place of sporting development, with 50%
reporting different municipalities of birth and development. Future studies should explore
this issue further.

These data could be interpreted as an indication that players who are willing to make
significant geographical changes may be more open to new experiences and challenges, or
that mobility may be a reflection of their commitment and determination to reach higher
levels in soccer [75,76]. Furthermore, the fact that this phenomenon is more pronounced
in the U-18 category is especially revealing. Specifically, this finding could be linked to
the concept of mature-age talent detection, which supports the idea that players should be
selected once they have completed their maturational processes [55].

At the threshold of the U-18 category, players are not only reaching their peak in
terms of physical and technical development but also acquiring the psychological and
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emotional maturity that allows them to better handle the pressure and expectations of high
performance [76]. Selection at this mature stage could be beneficial for both clubs and
players, as detected talents are more likely to be prepared for the demands of performance
and to have a clearer and more experienced view of the competitive environment [77,78].

Overall, these findings suggest that clubs could consider adaptability and life experi-
ence as important factors in their selection and promotion decisions, thereby emphasising
not only technical skills but also resilience and the ability of players to adapt to new envi-
ronments and challenges. These latter features may very well be fundamental determinants
of success at the highest levels of professional soccer [79–83].

5. Conclusions
5.1. First Objective

The geographical transition from one’s birthplace to a place of sporting growth is a
common and significant phenomenon in the development of soccer players.

5.2. Second Objective

The contextual variables of population size, density, and, to a lesser extent, distance to
a club’s sports centre play a key role in the geographic transition of players. The preference
for municipalities with higher populations and increased density during sporting growth
suggests a tendency to seek environments that offer greater opportunities and resources for
soccer development, as well as a higher level of demand.

5.3. Third Objective

On the one hand, the differences or similarities between the municipalities of birth
and growth had no relationship with the chances of a player being selected for the academy
reaching the first team. On the other hand, a higher proportion of players with different
municipalities of birth and development was observed in those who had come to play on
the first team, whether from the academy or directly, compared to those who had not.

With regard to the strengths of the study, the following are highlighted: first, in-
corporating both the place of sporting growth and birthplace as joint variables for the
identification of players in academies marks a milestone in studies on the identification
and selection of talent in professional academies. Thus far, the academic literature has
focused exclusively on the birthplace when explaining the contextual factors relevant to
talent management processes.

Second, this study stands out for its innovative approach to addressing the complexity
of sporting development in soccer players, thereby providing a deeper and more complete
understanding of the process of the “birthplace effect” phenomenon.

Finally, the breadth of data spanning multiple stages of incorporation allows for a
more complete analysis of how a geographic transition can influence different moments
in the sporting development of young players, thus providing further insight into what
happens at each stage of growth.

Overall, this study not only challenges conventional notions about the impact of “place
of birth”, but also expands our overall understanding of how geography influences sport
development from selection to promotion. As such, it provides valuable contributions to
the existing literature.

Regarding practical applications, the identification of two distinct profiles, “consistent
growth players” and “rooted growth players”, suggests new perspectives on how and
when players make such a geographic transition and its impact on their development.
Nevertheless, detailed monitoring of players is required to understand the spaces or places
through which their sporting growth takes place and the conditions that these places bring
to the development of sporting talent. Final del formulario

In terms of limitations, variability in the quality and availability of birth and sport
growth data may have introduced potential biases. Specifically, reliance on historical
records and a possible lack of uniformity in the data collection could affect the accuracy
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and completeness of the data. In addition, the exclusion of more specific contextual factors,
such as local sporting infrastructure, could have limited the ability of the study to address
all the influential dimensions of sports development.

Another limitation lies in the lack of direct control over individual variables, such as
the type of training received or the quality of the sporting growth clubs. This could make it
difficult to attribute specific results to particular causes.

Finally, generalisation of the findings to sporting contexts outside of soccer or to other
geographical regions should be approached with caution, as the dynamics of each context
may vary significantly. These results refer to a unique aspect of the world that is difficult to
replicate in other realities.
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50. Lazarević, S.; Lukić, J.; Mirković, V. Role of football scouts in player transformation process: From talented to elite athlete.
Sport—Nauka I Praksa 2020, 10, 65–79. [CrossRef]

51. Huijgen, B.C.H.; Elferink-Gemser, M.T.; Lemmink, K.A.P.M.; Visscher, C. Multidimensional performance characteristics in
selected and deselected talented soccer players. Eur. J. Sport Sci. 2014, 14, 2–10. [CrossRef]

52. Ford, P.R.; Bordonau, J.L.D.; Bonanno, D.; Tavares, J.; Groenendijk, C.; Fink, C.; Gualtieri, D.; Gregson, W.; Varley, M.C.; Weston,
M.; et al. A survey of talent identification and development processes in the youth academies of professional soccer clubs from
around the world. J. Sports. Sci. 2020, 38, 1269–1278. [CrossRef]

53. Bradley, B.; Johnson, D.; Hill, M.; McGee, D.; Kana-Ah, A.; Sharpin, C. Bio-banding in academy football: Player’s perceptions of a
maturity matched tournament. Ann. Hum. Biol. 2019, 46, 400–408. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

54. Cumming, S.P.; Searle, C.; Hemsley, J.K.; Haswell, F.; Edwards, H.; Scott, S. Biological maturation, relative age and self-regulation
in male professional academy soccer players: A test of the underdog hypothesis. Psychol. Sport. Exerc. 2018, 39, 147–153.
[CrossRef]

55. Malina, R.M.; Rogol, A.D.; Cumming, S.P.; Coelho e Silva, M.J.; Figueiredo, A.J. Biological maturation of youth athletes:
Assessment and implications. Br. J. Sports Med. 2015, 49, 852–859. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

56. O’Connor, D.; Larkin, P.; Williams, A.M. Talent identification and selection in elite youth football: An Australian context. Eur. J.
Sport Sci. 2016, 16, 837–844. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

57. Liu, X.F.; Liu, Y.-L.; Lu, X.-H.; Wang, Q.-X.; Wang, T.-X. The anatomy of the global football player transfer network: Club
functionalities versus network properties. PLoS ONE 2016, 11, e0156504. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

58. Green, M.; Ghaye, T. The emergent practices of English football agents. J. Glob. Sport. Manag. 2021, 8, 695–715. [CrossRef]
59. Bull, W.; Faure, M. Agents in the sporting field: A law and economics perspective. Int. Sports Law. J. 2022, 22, 17–32. [CrossRef]
60. Huylebroek, J.F.; Lemmens, F.; Sas, K. How to work with agents: Medical and ethical aspects—today’s practice, questions,

reality and solutions. In Return to Play in Football; Springer: Berlin/Heidelberg, Germany, 2018; pp. 833–839. Available online:
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-662-55713-6_63 (accessed on 15 November 2023).

61. Hancock, D.J.; Coutinho, P.; Côté, J.; Mesquita, I. Influences of population size and density on birthplace effects. J. Sports Sci. 2018,
36, 33–38. [CrossRef]

62. Jayanthi, N.A.; Holt, D.B., Jr.; LaBella, C.R.; Dugas, L.R. Socioeconomic factors for sports specialization and injury in youth
athletes. Sports Health 2018, 10, 303–310. [CrossRef]

63. Farah, L.; Schorer, J.; Baker, J.; Wattie, N. Population density and proximity to junior developmental teams affect the development
of National Hockey League draftees. Scand. J. Med. Sci. Sports 2018, 28, 2427–2435. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

64. Swainston, S.C.; Wilson, M.R.; Jones, M.I. Player experience during the junior to senior transition in professional football: A
longitudinal case study. Front. Psychol. 2020, 11, 1672. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

https://doi.org/10.1080/00222216.2008.11950150
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.3179
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X12442239
https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2019-101365
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2018-0423
https://doi.org/10.2478/hukin-2018-0004
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2017.1340654
https://doi.org/10.1177/19417381211055396
https://doi.org/10.1519/SSC.0000000000000383
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2019.1621002
https://doi.org/10.1080/17461391.2021.1916081
https://doi.org/10.5937/snp2001065L
https://doi.org/10.1080/17461391.2012.725102
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2020.1752440
https://doi.org/10.1080/03014460.2019.1640284
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31288575
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2018.08.007
https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2015-094623
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26084525
https://doi.org/10.1080/17461391.2016.1151945
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26923813
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0156504
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27253198
https://doi.org/10.1080/24704067.2021.1888203
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40318-021-00195-x
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-662-55713-6_63
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2016.1276614
https://doi.org/10.1177/1941738118778510
https://doi.org/10.1111/sms.13247
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29938850
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01672
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32733349


Sports 2024, 12, 99 14 of 14

65. Prendergast, G.; Gibson, L. A qualitative exploration of the use of player loans to supplement the talent development process
of professional footballers in the under 23 age group of English football academies. J. Sports Sci. 2022, 40, 422–430. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

66. Elferink-Gemser, M.T.; Hettinga, F.J. Pacing and self-regulation: Important skills for talent development in endurance sports. Int.
J. Sports Physiol. Perform. 2017, 12, 831–835. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

67. Li, C.; Martindale, R.; Sun, Y. Relationships between talent development environments and mental toughness: The role of basic
psychological need satisfaction. J. Sports Sci. 2019, 37, 2057–2065. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

68. Savage, J.; Collins, D.; Cruickshank, A. Exploring traumas in the development of talent: What are they, what do they do, and
what do they require? J. Appl. Sport. Psychol. 2017, 29, 101–117. [CrossRef]

69. Collins, D.; MacNamara, A. The rocky road to the top: Why talent needs trauma. Sports Med. 2012, 42, 907–914. [CrossRef]
70. Suppiah, H.T.; Low, C.Y.; Chia, M. Detecting and developing youth athlete potential: Different strokes for different folks are

warranted. Br. J. Sports Med. 2015, 49, 878–882. [CrossRef]
71. Samuel, R.D.; Stambulova, N.; Ashkenazi, Y. Cultural transition of the Israeli men’s U18 national handball team migrated to

Germany: A case study. Sport. Soc. 2020, 23, 697–716. [CrossRef]
72. Stambulova, N.B.; Ryba, T.V.; Henriksen, K. Career development and transitions of athletes: The International Society of Sport

Psychology position stand revisited. Int. J. Sport. Exerc. Psychol. 2021, 19, 524–550. [CrossRef]
73. Stambulova, N.B.; Alfermann, D. Putting culture into context: Cultural and cross-cultural perspectives in career development

and transition research and practice. Int. J. Sport. Exerc. Psychol. 2009, 7, 292–308. [CrossRef]
74. Stambulova, N.B.; Ryba, T.V. Identity and cultural transition: Lessons to learn from a negative case analysis. J. Sport. Psychol.

Action 2020, 11, 266–278. [CrossRef]
75. Papastaikoudis, F.; Collins, R.; Collins, D. Blank canvas or under construction? Examining the pre-academy experiences of young

developing professional team sports athletes. Front. Sports Act. Living 2023, 5. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
76. O’Sullivan, M.; Vaughan, J.; Rumbold, J.L.; Davids, K. Utilising the learning in development research framework in a professional

youth football club. Front. Sports Act. Living 2023, 5, 990617. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
77. Lüdin, D.; Donath, L.; Cobley, S.; Mann, D.; Romann, M. Player-labelling as a solution to overcome maturation selection biases in

youth football. J. Sports Sci. 2022, 40, 1641–1647. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
78. Tribolet, R.; Bennett, K.J.M.; Watsford, M.L.; Fransen, J. A multidimensional approach to talent identification and selection in

high-level youth Australian Football players. J. Sports Sci. 2018, 36, 2537–2543. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
79. Henriksen, K.; Stambulova, N. The social environment of talent development in youth sport. Front. Sports Act. Living 2023, 5,

1127151. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
80. Mills, A.; Butt, J.; Maynard, I.; Harwood, C. Examining the development environments of elite English football academies: The

players’ perspective. Int. J. Sports Sci. Coach 2014, 9, 1457–1472. [CrossRef]
81. Platts, C. Education and welfare in professional football academies and centres of excellence: A sociological study. 2012. Available

online: https://chesterrep.openrepository.com/handle/10034/253657 (accessed on 4 January 2024).
82. Raya-Castellano, E.P.; Uriondo, L.F. A review of the multidisciplinary approach to develop elite players at professional football

academies: Applying science to a professional context. Int. J. Perform. Anal. Sport. 2015, 15, 1–19. [CrossRef]
83. Harwood, C.; Drew, A.; Knight, C.J. Parental stressors in professional youth football academies: A qualitative investigation of

specialising stage parents. Qual. Res. Sport. Exerc. 2010, 1, 39–55. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2021.1996985
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34706623
https://doi.org/10.1123/ijspp.2017-0080
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28605209
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2019.1620979
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31126227
https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2016.1194910
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03262302
https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2015-094648
https://doi.org/10.1080/17430437.2019.1565706
https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2020.1737836
https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2009.9671911
https://doi.org/10.1080/21520704.2020.1825025
https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2023.990617
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/37008628
https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2023.1169531
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/37361408
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2022.2099077
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35969578
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2018.1468301
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29695189
https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2023.1127151
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/36860740
https://doi.org/10.1260/1747-9541.9.6.1457
https://chesterrep.openrepository.com/handle/10034/253657
https://doi.org/10.1080/24748668.2015.11868773
https://doi.org/10.1080/19398440903510152

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Design 
	Participants 
	Procedure 
	Statistical Analysis 
	First Objective 
	Second Objective 
	Third Objective 


	Results 
	First Objective 
	Second Objective 
	Third Objective 

	Discussion 
	First Objective: To Analyse the Effect of Place of Birth as a Function of Sporting Growth 
	Second Objective: To Assess Geographical Contextual Variables in Sport Development 
	Third Objective: Selection and Promotion Based on Birth and Sport Development 

	Conclusions 
	First Objective 
	Second Objective 
	Third Objective 

	References

