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Abstract

:

Soccer organizations generally adopt deterministic models within their talent pathways. In this framework, early ability and results are emphasized, leading to selection biases, such as birth advantages (i.e., relative age effects and birthplace effects), which research has shown affect both early developmental experiences and continued sporting involvement. Accordingly, this study aimed to (a) provide further test of birth advantages in Italian youth soccer by exploring the birth quarter (BQ) and birthplace (BP) distribution of 1050 male Italian players born between 1999 and 2001 who competed in the national U17 championship throughout the 2015–16 season and (b) investigate how birth advantages influenced selected players’ future career status. Chi-square goodness-of-fit tests revealed early born players, and players born in North Italy were overrepresented at the youth level (p-values < 0.0001). Successive prospective analysis revealed only 18% of players developed into professional-level soccer players. Chi-square tests of independence indicated that players’ BP was associated with their future career status (p < 0.0001), whereas their BQ was not (p = 0.459). Odds ratios showed players born in North Italy were five times more likely to complete the youth-to-senior transition than those born in South Italy. These findings highlighted environmental factors influence Italian players’ early developmental experiences and their future career status.






Keywords:


birth advantages; relative age effects; birthplace effects; talent identification; talent development












1. Introduction


Youth soccer organizations and governing bodies often follow a deterministic approach to Talent Identification and Development (TID; see Morganti et al. [1] for a discussion). Deterministic TID are based on identifying the most talented players in the early stages of their development to support their sporting journey by selecting them into optimal learning environments (e.g., competent coaches and technical staff, appropriate training structures, and higher competition levels) [2,3]. Early entry into such high-performance settings and learning environments, where players can accumulate hours of deliberate practice in soccer, is viewed as the beginning of the sporting “profession” whilst also considered a prerequisite for future soccer success [4]. Indeed, early identification, and consequent early specialization of the selected few, are considered two of the basic tenets of the Standard Model of Talent Development (SMTD) [5]. The SMTD is a pyramidical-shaped, progressive model of athlete selection and development that focuses all its efforts on achieving eventual performance. Players’ progression through the model (i.e., step by step until an individual reaches the top of the pyramid) is based on possessing the required traits to fit in with the organization and includes the marginalization and exclusion of most individuals [6], who do not show high performance levels and early ability, as well as character and psychological characteristics aligned with the culture of reference [7]. As such, the focus on players’ eventual performance is overshadowed by the concept of achievement now [8]. This indicates possible hypocrisy in youth soccer, whereby soccer organizations remark on their long-term developmental focus (i.e., eventual performance) but, at the same time, during the identification processes, are mostly concerned with trying to find the best possible youth players (8–16 years of age, i.e., actual performance) [9].



During TID processes, athletes with the potential to succeed are selected, while the others are deselected. In soccer, it is considered possible to identify and select talented players early (e.g., aged 6, 10, or 13 years), using their current ability and evaluations of in-match performance as benchmarks [10]. This emphasizes the need for early sport-specific engagement, whereby “elite” youth athletes (throughout the paper, the word elite, when used in association to a youth athlete, will be put in quotation marks to shine a light on the fallacy of such a term, often used by governing bodies and academics alike in reference to youth sport, which only reinforces concepts of determinism and child athlete professionalization [11]), specialize in a single sport and are demanded to follow rigid schedules (e.g., attend daily training sessions and competitive fixtures every week), being expected to sacrifice their social [12] and educational spheres of life [13]. However, research conducted in this area has shown how the reality of selection decisions are difficult tasks to uptake whilst also considering the surrounding uncertainty and nonlinearity around athletes’ developmental processes [14,15]. Despite this early and full engagement in a single sport, most “elite” youth athletes are not able to maintain their “elite” status once they grow older and reach adulthood [16,17,18,19]. As an example, a recent meta-analysis conducted by Güllich et al. [20], revealed how early recruitment negatively correlates with senior world class performance, both in individual and team sports. In German soccer, once selected for an academy, young players had >70% chance of being deselected in the next five years, with only 7% of players progressing from U10 to U19 [21], while the 90% of U17 youth soccer players involved in these academies are unable to sign a professional contract later in their career [22]. As such, contrary to expectations, players recruited at an earlier age by professional club academies do not show a higher probability of attaining a professional contract at a senior level compared to peers who entered the talent pathway at a later age [23]. In line with this, Boccia et al. [24] investigated the youth-to-senior transition across the Italian national soccer representatives and found that less than 10% of players from the U16 teams were able to complete the transition and that 40% of players selected for the U21 were subsequently selected for the senior national team. Therefore, it is only as players get older (i.e., ≥21 years) that their performance at the youth level can be correlated with their performance at the senior level.



Research has shown how selecting players based on their actual level of performance often leads to several selection biases [25,26]. Birth advantages (i.e., relative age effects (RAEs) and birthplace effects) have been defined by Hancock and Côté [27] as “variables present at birth that have long-lasting influences throughout development” and are the most studied bias affecting all TID across various sports [28] (p. 16). RAEs arise from the decision of youth sports organizations to adopt a cut-off criterion that groups children into(bi)annual age groups. Past studies have presented how such a strategy favours the selection of players born at the begin of the selection year (1 January in Italy) compared to those born at the end of the selection year (31 December in Italy) [29]. Due to their chronological age, relatively older players hold the advantage of greater performance capabilities and are therefore preferred, by a results-driven system, over their younger peers [30]. Research has already shown how the Italian soccer landscape suffers from RAEs over time [31].



Birthplace effects are related to the community’s physical aspect (i.e., proximity and access to facilities, open spaces, green areas, and the presence of sports organizations and youth clubs) [32] and its socioeconomic, cultural, political, and historical characteristics [33,34,35,36]. These factors influence children’s early developmental experiences in sport and thus contribute to early skill development [37]. As an example, Morganti et al. [38] recently demonstrated how well-known regional disparities in Italy influence soccer players’ developmental pathways. More in detail, the authors suggested how the Italian North–South divide, often labelled with the expression “southern question”, which past research has attributed to a path dependency towards a clientelist style of politics (i.e., corruption and poor investments) [39,40], interacts with Italian players’ likelihood of representing Italy internationally both at the youth and senior levels, favouring players born in the north and central regions.



Research conducted on birth advantages has investigated how relative age may impact athletes’ youth-to-senior transition [41,42]. Studies have demonstrated how, both in English and Italian soccer, selected later-born players have an increased likelihood of completing the transition [43,44]. In contrast, very few studies have investigated the implications of the birthplace in the transition to the professional level. Brown et al. [45] showed in English and Welsh cricket that white British players who were privately educated were 34 times more likely to achieve a professional status compared to British South Asian players who were state educated, thus demonstrating how both relative access to wealth and ethnicity impact athlete developmental experiences and future career outcomes in sports.



Accordingly, this study aims to (a) provide a further test of birth advantages in Italian youth soccer, investigating their influences on youth players’ likelihood of being selected into a high-performance environment, and (b) explore how birth advantages interact with selected players’ future career status. For this reason, this study was divided into two parts: Part 1 explored the birthdates and birthplaces of Italian youth soccer players who have played at the U17 Italian national level competition; Part 2 recorded and prospectively investigated the future career trajectories of these players to explore both how many were able to develop into professional level players and whether birth advantages influenced the youth-to-senior transition. For Part 1 of the study, it was hypothesized that RAEs and birthplace effects were both largely present at youth levels. For Part 2 of the study, it was hypothesized that the majority of players included in this study were not able to become professional soccer players and that their youth-to-senior transition was associated with both relative age and birthplace.




2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Subjects


To be eligible for inclusion in this study, a player must have played in the U17 male Italian national soccer championship during the 2015–2016 season (n = 1290). Players not born in Italy and players whose birthplaces were not retrievable were omitted from the study (n = 240). After this initial screening, a total sample of 1050 Italian male soccer players born between 1999 and 2001 (both years included) were considered for the statistical analyses. Because all data were freely available from the internet, no approval by an ethical committee was required.




2.2. Procedures


The data for this study (i.e., players’ team selection, future career status, birthdates, and birthplace) were publicly available in the public domain and retrieved online from the Transfermarkt website (https://www.transfermarkt.it/campionato-under-17-a/startseite/wettbewerb/ITJ4/plus/?saison_id=2015) (accessed on 15 July 2023). Italy’s 20 microregions are divided into three macro-regions (i.e., North, Centre, and South; Figure 1). Players were classified based on their future career status on the date of data recording (July/August 2023) (Level 1 players: playing in the Italian or another top European soccer country first division; Level 2 players: playing in the Italian or another top European soccer country second or third divisions; Amateur players: playing at an amateur level; Former players: no more involvement in soccer organised practices); birthdate (Birth Quarter 1 (BQ1) = January, February, and March; BQ2 = April, May, and June; BQ3 = July, August, and September; and BQ4 = October, November, and December); and macro-region of birth (i.e., North, Centre, and South Italy). The observed birthdate and birthplace distribution of each cohort (i.e., youth and senior) were calculated for each BQ and macro-region and compared to the expected distribution, which was based on the general population norms that were obtained by census statistics [46,47].




2.3. Data Analysis


In Part 1 of this study, a chi-square goodness-of-fit test (χ2) was used to compare the observed U17 BQs and birthplace distribution to the general population norms distribution obtained from census statistics [46,47]. In Part 2 of this study, to explore the youth-to-senior transition, a prospective analysis was adopted, which consisted of calculating the transition rate as the frequency of players who achieved different future career status divided in Level 1, Level 2, Amateur, and Former players. The transition rates were calculated using a binomial proportion confidence interval (95% CI). Furthermore, a chi-square test for independence (χ2) was used to separately investigate both RAEs and birthplace (set as the independent variable) influence on future career status (set as the dependent variable).



Since chi-square statistics cannot reveal the magnitude and the direction of an existing relationship for significant chi-square outputs, the effect size (Cramer’s V) and odds ratios (ORs) were also calculated. The Cramer’s V was interpreted as follows: values between 0.05 and 0.09 indicated a weak effect size, 0.10–0.14 indicated a moderate effect size, 0.15–0.24 indicated a strong effect size, and 0.25 or more indicated a very strong effect size [48]. The ORs and 95% CIs were used to separately compare BQs and birthplaces for the achievement of youth and Level 1 status. These were calculated with the youngest group used as reference (BQ4), as well as for each macro-region (i.e., North vs. Centre; North vs. South; Centre vs. South). The ORs were calculated and interpreted following the procedures outlined by Szumilas [49], with CIs including 1 (i.e., 95% CI 0.90–1.10) marked no association. The results were considered significant for p < 0.05. Statistical analyses were conducted and maps of Italy were produced using Microsoft Excel (2019).





3. Results


The observed BQs and birthplace distribution for the U17 Italian “elite” soccer players, as well as the general population norms, are separately displayed in Figure 2. The results revealed that both the birthdate and birthplace distribution at the U17 level were significantly skewed when compared to their respective general population norms (birthdate: χ2 (3) = 281.848; p < 0.0001; strong effect size; birthplace: χ2 (2) = 17.718; p < 0.0001; very strong effect size). The descriptive ORs showed an increased likelihood of players born in BQ1, BQ2, and BQ3 of playing at the U17 “elite” level compared to players born in BQ4 (ORs BQ1 vs. BQ4 (95% CI) = 5.09 (3.83–6.78); BQ2 vs. BQ4 = 3.34 (2.50–4.84); BQ3 vs. BQ4 = 2.06 (1.52–2.79)). Moreover, the results showed an increased likelihood of players born in the north and in the centre of playing at the U17 “elite” level compared to players born in the south (ORs North vs. South (95% CI) = 1.22 (1.01–1.47); Centre vs. South = 1.41 (1.11–1.79)).



The prospective analysis showed that 96.8% (95.9–97.7) of Italian players who played at the U17 “elite” soccer level throughout the 2015-2016 season were not able to achieve the Level 1 player status once they grew older (Figure 3). More in detail, 3.2% (2.3–4.1) of players became Level 1 players and 14.8% (13–16.5) progressed as Level 2 players, while 50.5% (47.9–53) continued to play at the amateur level and 31.5% (21.2–34) were no longer involved in organized soccer.



Table 1 (birthdate) and Table 2 (birthplace) report the results from the chi-square test of independence. No association between players’ BQs and their future career status (p = 0.459; very strong effect size) were found, while, in contrast, the birthplace analysis revealed a statistically significant association between players’ birthplace and their future career status (p < 0.0001; moderate effect size; Level 1 players: North (expected value) = 73.5% (44%), Centre = 14.7% (21.7%), South = 11.7% (34.3%); Former players: North (expected values) = 31.4% (44.1%), Centre = 26% (21.6%), South = 42.6% (34.3%)).



In line with this, further statistical analyses using ORs highlighted how U17 “elite” Italian soccer players born in the north had the greatest likelihood of becoming Level 1 players later in their career compared to their compatriots born in the south (ORs North vs. South (95% CI) = 4.88 (1.32–17.95)).




4. Discussion


Soccer talent pathways generally follow a deterministic model of TID that emphasizes the promotion of early identification and specialization practices [5], which often leads to several selection biases (i.e., birth advantages) [50]. Accordingly, this study’s aim was twofold: (a) to provide a further test of birth advantages in Italian youth soccer and (b) to investigate whether birth advantages influenced selected players’ future career status. The results from Part 1 of this study revealed how the population of U17 “elite” Italian soccer players is overrepresented by relatively older players, deriving from the north and centre of the country. Moreover, to the authors’ knowledge, this was the first study that has prospectively explored the future career status of U17 “elite” Italian soccer players, investigating a possible association between birth advantages and the youth-to-senior transition. The prospective statistical analysis conducted in Part 2 of this study revealed how only 3.2% of players were able to develop into a Level 1 player later in their career, while 82% continued playing at the amateur level (50.5%) and/or left any kind of organized soccer practices (31.5%). Furthermore, the findings underlined that players’ ability to successfully develop into Level 1 players was associated with their birthplace, with players born in the north being almost five times more likely to play with a top-tier club at the senior level compared to their counterparts born in the south.



The results from Part 1 of this study demonstrated how Italian players’ participation at the U17 National Championship does not occur on a level playing field, as it is, in most cases, restricted to players born in certain months and regions, with defined chronological ages and geographical areas more easily excluded. The overrepresentation of early born players is due to youth soccer organizations being embedded in a culture of growing professionalization characterized by the continuous assessment of youth players who are valued and ranked based on objective measures of performance [51,52,53,54,55]. Players’ journey within those talent pathways is often defined on their ability to meet performance standards and to fit in with the requirements of the organization [6,7,56,57]. Early born players experience initial benefits consisting of more time to practice, compete, and develop, which eventually provide them greater openings into talent pathways, usually supporting a faster and earlier development of sport-specific skills (i.e., short-term and immediate effects of RAEs [2,58,59] and parents’ initial enrolment bias [60,61]).



On the other side of the same coin, the overrepresentation of players born in Northern and Central Italy at the youth level may be due to the well-known Italian regional disparities, generally labelled using the expression “southern question” [40]. In more detail, a path dependency towards a clientelist style of politics, which characterizes the southern part of Italy, is generally the cause of poor investments from both money misallocation and waste and has subsequently contributed to the north–south dualism (i.e., “southern question”) generally seen today [62], which favours the northern part of the country and that encompasses the entire gamut of civil and economic development indicators (i.e., employment rates, families’ average annual income, individuals’ cultural level, presence, and access to facilities) [63,64]. The “pay-to-play” model that characterizes youth Italian organized soccer, which requires the financial support of parents whereby players’ access to such learning environments is dependent on their families’ sociocultural and economic status, may negatively impact southern players’ future openings to talent pathways. The findings from Part 1 of this study, which have shown a skewed birthplace distribution favouring players from the north and centre, are aligned with previous research conducted in this area and highlight this phenomenon is beyond national team representation and must be framed in the broader Italian regional disparities context.



The results from Part 2 of this study showed RAEs are not a predictor for future career status. Studies have recently underlined that soccer academies are overrepresented by early born players, taller and heavier than their younger selected peers, despite that no differences were found in physical attributes and soccer-specific skills [65,66,67]. This may indicate how differences in physical performance are more associated with the level of competition rather than with relative age [68]. Consequently, early born players’ overrepresentation at the youth level is not due to their talent but due to the immediate and short-term effects of relative age that we have already presented above. It is worth considering here that the few (“lucky”) selected later born players experience the same immediate developmental advantages as the earlier individuals (i.e., access to facilities, better coaches, and competitions); show similar skills and competences [65,66,67]; and in some cases, even possess the greatest likelihood of successfully completing the youth-to-senior transition [69]. This indicates how relative age advantages are a determinant for the early developmental stages but may be overestimated once players are older. Indeed, a recent study conducted on Spanish youth soccer demonstrated how RAEs are not associated with players’ likelihood of accessing the next developmental stage [70]. Moreover, Ginés et al. [71] also showed how, in Spanish male academy soccer, coaches’ selections are not influenced by chronological age, with research conducted by Hill et al. [26] revealing it was not a significant predictor of perceived performance when compared to the biological maturation effect. In line with this, Part 2 of this study highlighted players’ ability to develop into Level 1 players once a senior was not influenced by their relative age, thus indicating early born overrepresentation at the senior level may only be attributed to the knock-on effect (i.e., players selected from a pool of players already affected by RAEs) [72,73]. However, and contrary to what was hypothesized, the results from Part 2 of this study were not able to demonstrate the reversal effect of relative age (i.e., underdog hypothesis), previously revealed across literature on players’ youth-to-senior transition. Thus, showing inconsistencies when exploring RAEs associations with career progressions and success and revealing how different contextual and environmental factors, as well as organizational structures and stakeholders, uniquely influence RAEs outcomes [74].



The results from Part 2 of this study have also highlighted how Italian “elite” youth players’ birthplace is associated with their future career status, whereby players born in the north are almost five times more likely to develop into Level 1 players once they grow senior compared to players born instead in the south. Italian soccer has always been a place where regional disparities are shown [75]. Teams from the north have always been more successful than any other teams across the country, and at the same time, underage successful clubs are mostly located in North and Central Italy, thus facilitating the soccer developmental experiences of players born in those macro-regions who are also favoured in their youth-to-senior transition, likely due to the higher proportion of professional clubs that can be found there (i.e., social visibility) [76]. In contrast, southern players have less opportunity to develop in a higher-performance learning environment and dispose of fewer openings to the next developmental stages. Moreover, teams from the south have historically struggled to maintain their professional and elite status [77,78], indicating how South Italian players develop in a weaker and more uncertain context, which may not favour, and eventually undermine, their transition towards professional soccer; as the results from Part 2 of this study have shown.



However, it is worth noticing how there is a need to contextualize the associations between sporting performance and the communities’ socioeconomic status. Indeed, contrasting results were obtained across different sports and nations [33,36,45,79,80], thus highlighting how different organizational structures, as well as different customs and traditions (i.e., deliberate practice, deliberate play, and free play), that can be found across countries distinctly define interactions with a given community status, shaping the sporting experiences of the youngest generation. For example, in Italian soccer, children and adolescents who want to develop their soccer talent need to be involved in organized soccer practices from the early stages of their developmental journey. It is only through being part of these environments that they can develop early sport-specific skills and dispose of higher social visibility to increase their likelihood of being selected in the future. Indeed, there is no second entrance (or chance) for those not involved in the system early on. Therefore, the pay-to-play model promoted by the Italian soccer federation results in an unintended form of talent wastage in those regions characterized by a lower socioeconomic status. Vice versa, a country such as Brazil, which has been defined by Janet Lever, in her book, as having democratic sporting institutions [81], and in which children and adolescents are exposed to a high level of unstructured play, peer-led activities, and free play, in which they can develop soccer-specific skills outside organized environments [6], may include a second chance for non-early involved children and adolescents. However, different results may also be attributed to the different research designs and methodologies that have been used in birthplace effects studies.



Despite all selected players having access to the highest developmental opportunities in terms of optimal learning environments (e.g., competent and experienced coaches, access to high-level facilities, and competing and playing with skilled peers), only a few of them will eventually reach the top of the pyramid. One could suggest the presence of a ceiling effect here, whereby not all athletes can achieve the final stage and become professional. Indeed, the strict selection policies and competition pressures that often characterize youth sport can cause the removal of large numbers of players from the sport in question every year [5,52]. However, research conducted into soccer has found players that are recruited at an earlier age by professional club academies do not show a higher probability of attaining a professional contract at the senior level compared to their peers who entered the talent pathway at a later age [21,23]. In line with this, a recent study conducted by Barth et al. [82] showed how youth performance can only explain 2.2% of the variance in senior performance, thus indicating how an increase in the youth performance level does not linearly lead to an increase in future senior performance, suggesting how TID cannot be intended as deterministic [79,82,83,84,85].



Players’ biological maturation, relative age, birthplace, and ethnicity interact together to constrain both players’ developmental opportunities and experiences, thus defining their skill acquisition processes and subsequent performance outcomes. TIDs should then be considered complex social practices [7] that are not only dependent on the microlevel of practice but are rather also being influenced by the social, cultural, economic, and political landscape. Research has highlighted how prediction decisions based solely on current performance outcomes are difficult to make and often unreliable [15]. The prospective analysis conducted in Part 2 of this study contributed to highlight the fallacy of the deterministic assumptions, as, contrary to sport systems’ expectations, 96.8% of “elite” youth players were not able to achieve Level 1 status, and 82% of them did not sign a professional contract later in their career (i.e., 50.5% of “elite” Italian youth players will continue playing at the amateur level, while 31.5% will instead stop organized soccer), thus highlighting the uncertainties around the developmental pathways, as well as the important implications these processes could have on dropouts in the long term (i.e., almost one-third of players have stopped playing altogether).



4.1. Practical Implications and Future Directions


Morganti et al. [1], in their recent article, proposed a probabilistic approach to TID, which, based on ecological psychology [86], aims to counteract the deterministic assumption in sporting contexts. More in detail, a probabilistic TID recognizes the intertwined relationship between the self and its environment and thus considers athletes as individuals embedded in an ecology of relations [87]. In this way, their development appears as multifactorial, characterized by uncertainties, which, in turn, makes it difficult to predict senior performance from youth performance. Consequently, to move away from early identification and specialization practices, a probabilistic TID promotes giving sports back to kids and guiding youth sporting activities through an ethos of amateurism. These would encourage shifting the focus in youth sport from performance to participation and from early selection to long-term development, therefore contrasting the proliferation of selection biases due to birth advantages, which research has shown are due to a high level of competition from the very early developmental stages.



This study has underlined how different socioeconomic statuses (North vs. South) interact differently with a given organizational structure (i.e., pay-to-play model), thus alerting against “copy and paste” templates [88], even across the same nation. Specifically, the pay-to-play model promoted by the Italian Soccer Federation resulted in equitable and functional TID practices in North Italy but, in contrast, revealed unfair and less capability of developing new talent in South Italy. As such, future research should direct its focus on the networks of relations that happen between sports organizations and contextual features, investigating the culture and philosophy around talent developmental processes and promoting qualitative lines of inquiry able to investigate both practitioners’ and players’ experiences in sporting environment. This would help sports organizations design and promote TIDs that are equitable and functional across different communities.



Moreover, further research on interactions between the “southern question” and Italian soccer should aim to investigate players’ place of early development and the presence of eventual patterns of migration of players from the south to north and central regions [89,90].




4.2. Limitations


When interpreting the results of this study, it is important to consider its limitations. First, only being part of the U17 roster was required to be included in this study. However, some players could have played in considerably more games than others. Youth career duration and/or appearances could be a variable included to understand the influence of birth advantages on long-term development outcomes. Second, this study considered players’ future career status, not taking into consideration their whole career and their senior appearances. Players included in the study were born between 1999 and 2001 and therefore, at the date of the study, were at the beginning of their senior career. Senior career duration and/or appearances could be a variable included to understand the influence of birth advantages on long-term development outcomes in the future. Third, to analyse birthplace effects, this study has only taken into consideration players’ place of birth. However, a player may be born in a particular region of Italy and then moved elsewhere in the country at a younger age. This underlines the importance of analysing players’ place of early development and migratory patterns together with their birthplace. Finally, we derived their sociocultural and economic statuses from census statistics. Another possible method could have been to investigate the sociocultural and economic statuses associated with national representatives. It is, however, worth considering that this evaluation of the “southern question” provides valuable insights on birthplace effects in Italy.





5. Conclusions


This was the first study to investigate the influence of birth advantages (i.e., RAEs and birthplace effects) on the selection into national-level underage soccer clubs and their interactions with the youth-to-senior transition. The results from Part 1 of this study revealed that the U17 National Soccer Championship is a half-Italian affair. The results highlighted an underrepresentation of relatively younger players and those born in South Italy. Part 2 of this study aimed to investigate how birth advantages influence selected players’ future career status. The results demonstrated a high dropout rate among former U17 “elite” youth Italian soccer players, with 31.5% no longer involved in organized soccer activities. In line with this, very few of them (3.2%) were able to develop into Level 1 players. Players’ future career status was associated with their macro-regions of birth, with players born in the north having the greatest likelihood of developing into Level 1 players, thus highlighting how North Italian soccer players continue to be favoured by regional disparities that affect Italy from a sociocultural and economic point of view. In contrast, the results from Part 2 also revealed no association between players’ birthdate and their future career status, suggesting that the overrepresentation of early born players at the senior level may only be due to the knock-on effect of their relative age.







Author Contributions


Conceptualization, G.M. and A.L.K.; methodology, G.M., P.R.B., and A.L.K.; formal analysis, G.M., B.R. and G.A.; writing—original draft preparation, G.M.; writing—review and editing, P.R.B., B.R., G.A., E.P. and A.L.K.; visualization, P.R.B., B.R., G.A. and E.P.; funding acquisition, A.L.K. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.




Funding


This research received no external funding.




Institutional Review Board Statement


Ethical review and approval were waived for this study due to the fact that the data were freely available on the internet at this link https://www.transfermarkt.it/ (accessed on 15 July 2023), and the data sources were properly cited accordingly. This study was conducted following the guidelines delineated by the Declaration of Helsinki.




Informed Consent Statement


Participant consent was waived for this study since the data investigated were publicly accessible; therefore, there was no requirement to seek authorization from the original sources.




Data Availability Statement


Data are contained within the article.




Acknowledgments


The authors acknowledge Matteo Tozzi from the “School of Sports and Exercise Science–Università di Roma–Tor Vergata” for his help.




Conflicts of Interest


The authors declare no conflicts of interest.




References


	



Morganti, G.; Lascu, A.; Apollaro, G.; Pantanella, L.; Esposito, M.; Grossi, A.; Ruscello, B. (Beyond) the field of play: Contrasting deterministic and probabilistic approaches to talent identification and development systems. Sport Educ. Soc. 2023, 1–14. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ibanez, S.J.; Mazo, A.; Nascimento, J.; Garcia-Rubio, J. The Relative Age Effect in under-18 basketball: Effects on performance according to playing position. PLoS ONE 2018, 13, e0200408. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Williams, A.M.; Ford, P.R.; Drust, B. Talent identification and development in soccer since the millennium. J. Sports Sci. 2020, 38, 1199–1210. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



McGlinchey, T.R.; Saward, C.; Healy, L.C.; Sarkar, M. “From everything to nothing in a split second”: Elite youth players’ experiences of release from professional football academies. Front. Sports Act. Living 2022, 4, 941482. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Bailey, R.P.C.; Collins, D. The standard model of talent development and Its discontents. Kinesiol. Rev. 2013, 2, 248–259. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Uehara, L.; Button, C.; Araùjo, D.; Renshaw, I.; Davids, K.; Falcous, M. The role of informal, unstructured practice in developing football expertise: The case of Brazilian pelada. J. Expert 2018, 1, 162–180. [Google Scholar]

	



Røsten, S.; Sæther, S.A.; Aspvik, N.P.; Bjørndal, C.T. Embedded, Embodied, Enculturated, and Enabling Processes: The Identification and Evaluation of Sporting Talent by Ice Hockey Coaches in Norwegian Youth National Teams. J. Int. Sport Coach. J. 2024, 11, 113–123. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Collins, D.; MacNamara, Á.; Cruickshank, A. Research and Practice in Talent Identification and Development—Some Thoughts on the State of Play. J. Appl. Sport Psychol. 2019, 31, 340–351. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



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. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Fuhre, J.; Oygard, A.; Saether, S.A. Coaches’ Criteria for Talent Identification of Youth Male Soccer Players. Sports 2022, 10, 14. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



McAuley, A.B.T.; Baker, J.; Kelly, A.L. Defining “elite” status in sport: From chaos to clarity. Ger. J. Exerc. Sport Res. 2022, 52, 193–197. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Law, M.P.; Côté, J.; Ericsson, K.A. Characteristics of expert development in rhythmic gymnastics: A retrospective study. Int. J. Sport Exerc. Psychol. 2007, 5, 82–103. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Cosh, S.; Tully, P.J. “All I have to do is pass”: A discursive analysis of student athletes’ talk about prioritising sport to the detriment of education to overcome stressors encountered in combining elite sport and tertiary education. Psychol. Sport Exerc. 2014, 15, 180–189. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Bergkamp, T.L.G.; Meijer, R.R.; den Hartigh, R.J.R.; Frencken, W.G.P.; Niessen, A.S.M. Examining the reliability and predictive validity of performance assessments by soccer coaches and scouts: The influence of structured collection and mechanical combination of information. Psychol. Sport Exerc. 2022, 63, 102257. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Farah, L.B.; Baker, J. Rough Draft: The Accuracy of Athlete Selection in North American Professional Sports. In Talent Identification and Development in Sport, 2nd ed.; Baker, J., Cobley, S., Schorer, J., Eds.; Routledge: London, UK, 2020; pp. 145–157. [Google Scholar]

	



Durandt, J.; Parker, Z.; Masimla, H.; Lambert, M. Rugby-playing history at the national U13 level and subsequent participation at the national U16 and U18 rugby tournaments. S. Afr. J. Sports Med. 2011, 23, 103–105. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kalén, A.; Pérez-Ferreiròs, A.; Rey, E.; Padròn-Cabo, A. Senior and youth national team competitive experience: Influence on player and team performance in European basketball championships. Int. J. Perform. Anal. Sport 2017, 17, 832–847. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Brustio, P.R.; Cardinale, M.; Lupo, C.; Boccia, G. Don’t Throw the Baby Out with the Bathwater: Talent in Swimming Sprinting Events Might Be Hidden at Early Age. Int. J. Sports Physiol. Perform. 2022, 17, 1550–1557. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Mostaert, M.; Vansteenkiste, P.; Pion, J.; Deconinck, F.J.A.; Lenoir, M. The importance of performance in youth competitions as an indicator of future success in cycling. Eur. J. Sport Sci. 2022, 22, 481–490. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Güllich, A.; Macnamara, B.N.; Hambrick, D.Z. What Makes a Champion? Early Multidisciplinary Practice, Not Early Specialization, Predicts World-Class Performance. Perspect. Psychol. Sci. 2022, 17, 6–29. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Güllich, A. Selection, de-selection and progression in German football talent promotion. Eur. J. Sports Sci. 2014, 14, 530–537. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Grossmann, B.; Lames, M. From Talent to Professional Football—Youthism in German Football. Int. J. Sports Sci. Coach. 2015, 10, 1103–1113. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Dugdale, J.H.; Sanders, D.; Myers, T.; Williams, A.M.; Hunter, A.M. Progression from youth to professional soccer: A longitudinal study of successful and unsuccessful academy graduates. Scand. J. Med. Sci. Sports 2021, 31 (Suppl. S1), 73–84. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Boccia, G.; Brustio, P.R.; Rinaldi, R.; Romagnoli, R.; Cardinale, M.; Piacentini, M.F. Junior to senior transition pathway in Italian Football: The rocky road to the top is not determined by youth national team’s selections. PLoS ONE 2023, 18, e0288594. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Finnegan, L.; Richardson, D.; Littlewood, M.; McArdle, J. The influence of date and place of birth on youth player selection to a National Football Association elite development programme. Sci. Med. Footb. 2017, 1, 30–39. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Hill, M.; Scott, S.; McGee, D.; Cumming, S.P. Are relative age and biological ages associated with coaches’ evaluations of match performance in male academy soccer players? Int. J. Sports Sci. Coach. 2021, 16, 227–235. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Hancock, D.J.; Côté, J. Birth Advantages, Social Agents, and Talent Development in Youth Sport. In Positive Human Functioning from a Multidimensional Perspective; Gomes, A.R., Resende, R., Albuquerque, A., Eds.; Nova Science Publishers: New York, NY, USA, 2014; Volume 3, pp. 15–32. [Google Scholar]

	



Côté, J.; Murata, A.; Turnnidge, J.; Hancock, D.J. Situating birth advantages within the youth sport system. In Birth Advantages and Relative Age Effect in Sport: Exploring Organizational Structures and Creating Appropriate Setting; Kelly, A.L., Côté, J., Jeffreys, M., Turnnidge, J., Eds.; Routledge: London, UK, 2021; pp. 15–29. [Google Scholar]

	



Salinero, J.J.; Pérez-Gonzàlez, B.; Burillo, P.; Lesma, M.L. Relative Age Effects in European Professional Football. Analysis by Position. J. Hum. Sport Exerc. 2013, 8, 966–973. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Till, K.; Baker, J. Challenges and [Possible] Solutions to Optimizing Talent Identification and Development in Sport. Front. Psychol. 2020, 11, 664. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Ruscello, B.; Morganti, G.; Apollaro, G.; Saponara, A.; Esposito, M.; Marcelli, L.; Filetti, C.; Porta, M.; Grossi, A.; Pantanella, L. Relative age effect in Italian soccer: A cultural issue in talent management? J. Sports Med. Phys. Fit. 2023, 63, 136–143. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Erikstad, M.K.; Johansen, B.T.; Johnsen, M.; Haugen, T.; Côté, J. “As many as possible for as long as possible”—A case study of a soccer team that fosters multiple outcomes. Sport Psychol. 2021, 35, 131–141. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Allison, R.; Barranco, R. ‘A rich white kid sport?’ Hometown socioeconomic, racial, and geographic composition among U.S. women’s professional soccer players. Soccer Soc. 2021, 22, 457–469. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Li, C.; Wang, C.K.J.; Pyun, D.Y. Talent Development Environmental Factors in Sport: A Review and Taxonomic Classification. Quest 2014, 66, 433–447. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Pooja, S.T.; Kroshus, E.; Olsen, K.; Garrett, K.; Qu, P.; McCleery, J. Socioeconomic Inequities in Youth Participation in Physical Activity and Sports. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2021, 18, 6946. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Teoldo, I.; Cardoso, F. Talent map: How demographic rate, human development index and birthdate can be decisive for the identification and development of soccer players in Brazil. Sci. Med. Footb. 2021, 5, 293–300. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Lascu, A.; Spratford, W.; Pyne, D.B.; Etxebarria, N. Practical application of ecological dynamics for talent development in cricket. Int. J. Sports Sci. Coach. 2020, 15, 227–238. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Morganti, G.; Kelly, A.L.; Apollaro, G.; Pantanella, L.; Esposito, M.; Grossi, A.; Ruscello, B. All roads lead to Rome? Exploring birthplace effects and the ‘southern question’ in Italian soccer. Soccer Soc. 2024, 25, 62–75. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Felice, E.; Lepore, A. State intervention and economic growth in Southern Italy: The rise and fall of the ‘Cassa per il Mezzogiorno’ (1950–1986). Bus. Hist. 2017, 59, 319–341. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Pescosolido, G. La Questione Meridionale in Breve: Centocinquant’anni di Storia; Donzelli Editore: Roma, Italy, 2017. [Google Scholar]

	



Brustio, P.R.; Stival, M.; Boccia, G. Relative age effect reversal on the junior-to-senior transition in world-class athletics. J. Sports Sci. 2023, 41, 903–909. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Brustio, P.R.; Modena, R.; Boccia, G.; Vogliazzo, M.; Kelly, A.L. Youth-to-senior transition in women’s and girls’ football: Towards a better understanding of relative age effects and gender-specific considerations. PLoS ONE 2023, 18, e0283781. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Morganti, G.; Kelly, A.L.; Apollaro, G.; Pantanella, L.; Esposito, M.; Grossi, A.; Ruscello, B. Relative age effects and the youth-to-senior transition in Italian soccer: The underdog hypothesis versus knock-on effects of relative age. Sci. Med. Footb. 2023, 7, 406–412. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Kelly, A.L.; Wilson, M.R.; Gough, L.A.; Knapman, H.; Morgan, P.; Cole, M.; Jackson, D.T.; Williams, C.A. A longitudinal investigation into the relative age effect in an English professional football club: Exploring the ‘underdog hypothesis’. Sci. Med. Footb. 2020, 4, 111–118. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Brown, T.; Khawaja, I.; Powell, A.; Greetham, P.; Gough, L.A.; Kelly, A.L. The sociodemographic profile of the England and Wales Cricket Board (ECB) talent pathways and first-class counties: Considering the British South Asian player. Manag. Sport Leis. 2023, 28, 655–669. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



ISTAT; I.N.d.S. Number of Live Births per Months, in Italy. Available online: https://demo.istat.it/tavole/?t=serien&l=it (accessed on 1 October 2023).

	



ISTAT; I.N.d.S. Number of Live Births per Regions, by 1999 to 2005, in Italy. Available online: https://demo.istat.it/app/?i=FE3&l=it (accessed on 1 October 2023).

	



Cramér, H. Mathematical Methods of Statistics (PMS-9); Princeton University Press: Princeton, NJ, USA, 2016. [Google Scholar]

	



Szumilas, M. Explaining odds ratios. J. Can. Acad. Child. Adolesc. Psychiatry 2010, 19, 227–229. [Google Scholar] [PubMed]

	



Baker, J.; Johnston, K.; Wattie, N. Survival Versus Attraction Advantages and Talent Selection in Sport. Sports Med. Open 2022, 8, 17. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Hill, M.; John, T.; McGee, D.; Cumming, S.P. Beyond the coaches eye: Understanding the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of maturity selection biases in male academy soccer. Int. J. Sports Sci. Coach. 2023, 18, 1913–1928. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



O’Sullivan, M.; Vaughan, J.; Rumbold, J.L.; Davids, K. The Learning in Development Research Framework for sports organizations. Sport Educ. Soc. 2022, 27, 1100–1114. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



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, 1169531. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Rothwell, M.; Davids, K.; Woods, C.; Otte, F.; Rudd, J.; Stone, J. Principles to guide talent development practices in sport: The exemplar case of British rugby league football. J. Expert 2022, 5, 28–37. [Google Scholar]

	



Vaughan, J.; Mallett, C.J.; Potrac, P.; Woods, C.; O’Sullivan, M.; Davids, K. Social and Cultural Constraints on Football Player Development in Stockholm: Influencing Skill, Learning, and Wellbeing. Front. Sports Act. Living 2022, 4, 832111. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Richard, V.; Cairney, J.; Woods, C.T. Holding open spaces to explore beyond: Toward a different conceptualization of specialization in high-performance sport. Front. Psychol. 2023, 14, 1089264. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Johnston, K.; Baker, J. Waste Reduction Strategies: Factors Affecting Talent Wastage and the Efficacy of Talent Selection in Sport. Front. Psychol. 2020, 10, 2925. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Kelly, A.L.; Brown, T.; Reed, R.; Cote, J.; Turnnidge, J. Relative Age Effects in Male Cricket: A Personal Assets Approach to Explain Immediate, Short-Term, and Long-Term Developmental Outcomes. Sports 2022, 10, 39. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Aune, T.K.; Ingvaldsen, R.P.; Vestheim, O.P.; Bjerkeset, O.; Dalen, T. Relative age effects and gender differences in the national test of numeracy: A population study of Norwegian children. Front. Psychol. 2018, 9, 1091. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Hancock, D.J.; Adler, A.L.; Cote, J. A proposed theoretical model to explain relative age effects in sport. Eur. J. Sport Sci. 2013, 13, 630–637. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Rossing, N.N.; Pedersen, K.R.; Ryom, K.; Hancock, D.J. Relative age effect: A head start for early-born football players. Sustain. Sports Sci. J. 2023, 1, 34–45. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Greco, C. Blaming the southern victim: Cancer and the Italian ‘Southern Question’ in Terra dei fuochi and Taranto. Anthropol. Today 2016, 32, 16–19. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



BES. Benessere Equo e Sostenibile (BES). Rapporto BES 2020: Il Benessere Equo e Sostenibile in Italia. Available online: https://www.istat.it/it/files//2021/03/BES_2020.pdf (accessed on 1 June 2021).

	



CONI, C.O.N.I. Il Libro Bianco Dello Sport Italiano. Available online: http://www.coni.it/images/Libro_Bianco_-_Sito.pdf (accessed on 1 October 2023).

	



Bezuglov, E.; Malyakin, G.; Emanov, A.; Malyshev, G.; Shoshorina, M.; Savin, E.; Lazarev, A.; Morgans, R. Are Late-Born Young Soccer Players Less Mature Than Their Early-Born Peers, Although No Differences in Physical and Technical Performance Are Evident? Sports 2023, 11, 179. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Figueiredo, A.J.; Coelho, E.S.M.J.; Cumming, S.P.; Malina, R.M. Relative age effect: Characteristics of youth soccer players by birth quarter and subsequent playing status. J. Sports Sci. 2019, 37, 677–684. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Toselli, S.; Mauro, M.; Grigoletto, A.; Cataldi, S.; Benedetti, L.; Nanni, G.; Di Miceli, R.; Aiello, P.; Gallamini, D.; Fischetti, F.; et al. Maturation Selection Biases and Relative Age Effect in Italian Soccer Players of Different Levels. Biology 2022, 11, 1559. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Pena-Gonzalez, I.; Garcia-Calvo, T.; Cervello, E.M.; Moya-Ramon, M. The Coaches’ Efficacy Expectations of Youth Soccer Players with Different Maturity Status and Physical Performance. J. Hum. Kinet. 2021, 79, 289–299. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ramos-Filho, L.; Ferreira, M.P. The reverse relative age effect in professional soccer: Ana analysis of the Brazilian National League of 2015. Eur. Sport Manag. Q. 2021, 21, 78–93. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Castillo, D.; Perez-Gonzalez, B.; Raya-Gonzalez, J.; Fernandez-Luna, A.; Burillo, P.; Lago-Rodriguez, A. Selection and promotion processes are not associated by the relative age effect in an elite Spanish soccer academy. PLoS ONE 2019, 14, e0219945. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Gines, H.J.; Huertas, F.; Garcia Calvo, T.; Ponce-Bordon, J.C.; Figueiredo, A.J.; Ballester, R. Age and Maturation Matter in Youth Elite Soccer, but Depending on Competitive Level and Gender. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2023, 20, 2015. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Lovell, R.; Towlson, C.; Parkin, G.; Portas, M.; Vaeyens, R.; Cobley, S. Soccer Player Characteristics in English Lower-League Development Programmes: The Relationships between Relative Age, Maturation, Anthropometry and Physical Fitness. PLoS ONE 2015, 10, e0137238. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Mujika, I.; Vaeyens, R.; Matthys, S.P.; Santisteban, J.; Goiriena, J.; Philippaerts, R. The relative age effect in a professional football club setting. J. Sports Sci. 2009, 27, 1153–1158. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



De la Rubia, A.; Lorenzo-Calvo, J.; Lorenzo, A. Does the Relative Age Effect Influence Short-Term Performance and Sport Career in Team Sports? A Qualitative Systematic Review. Front. Psychol. 2020, 11, 1947. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



McCarthy, P. Sport and society in italy today. J. Mod. Ital. Stud. 2000, 5, 322–326. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Da Costa, I.T.; Da Silva Leite Cardoso, F.; Garganta, J. Could the human development index and birth-date of the players influence the climbing up to higher performance in soccer. Motriz. Rev. Educ. Fis. 2013, 19, 34–45. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Sisti, E. Benevento e Crotone fanno festa, ma in A la “questione meridionale” resta. 2020. La Repubblica 2020. Available online: https://www.repubblica.it/sport/calcio/serie-a/2020/07/26/news/benevento_crotone_meridione_in_a-262886022/ (accessed on 15 March 2023).

	



Sports, S. Reggina in Serie D: Si Chiamerà Fenice Amaranto. 2023. Available online: https://sport.sky.it/calcio/2023/09/12/reggina-serie-d-fenice-amaranto#:~:text=La%20Fenice%20Amaranto%20ripartir%C3%A0%20dalla,al%20torneo%20dilettantistico%20in%20sovrannumero (accessed on 15 November 2023).

	



Uehara, L.; Falcous, M.; Button, C.; Davids, K.; Araujo, D.; de Paula, A.R.; Saunders, J. The Poor “Wealth” of Brazilian Football: How Poverty May Shape Skill and Expertise of Players. Front. Sports Act. Living 2021, 3, 635241. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Kelly, A.L.; Williams, C.A.; Jackson, D.T.; Turnnidge, J.; Reeves, M.J.; Dugdale, J.H.; Wilson, M.R. Exploring the role of socioeconomic status and psychological characteristics on talent development in an English soccer academy. Sci. Med. Footb. 2023, 1–9. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Lever, J. Soccer Madness; University Chicago Press: Chicago, IL, USA, 1983. [Google Scholar]

	



Barth, M.; Gullich, A.; Macnamara, B.N.; Hambrick, D.Z. Quantifying the Extent to Which Junior Performance Predicts Senior Performance in Olympic Sports: A Systematic Review and Meta-analysis. Sports Med. 2024, 54, 95–104. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Barth, M.; Gullich, A.; Macnamara, B.N.; Hambrick, D.Z. Predictors of Junior Versus Senior Elite Performance are Opposite: A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis of Participation Patterns. Sports Med. 2022, 52, 1399–1416. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Herrebrøden, H.; Bjørndal, C.T. Youth International Experience Is a Limited Predictor of Senior Success in Football: The Relationship between U17, U19, and U21 Experience and Senior Elite Participation across Nations and Playing Positions. Front. Sports Act. Living 2022, 4, 875530. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Gullich, A.; Barth, M.; Macnamara, B.N.; Hambrick, D.Z. Quantifying the Extent to Which Successful Juniors and Successful Seniors are Two Disparate Populations: A Systematic Review and Synthesis of Findings. Sports Med. 2023, 53, 1201–1217. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Gibson, J. The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception; Routledge: New York, NY, USA, 1979. [Google Scholar]

	



Woods, C.T.; Araujo, D.; Davids, K. Joining with the Conversation: Research as a Sustainable Practice in the Sport Sciences. Sports Med. Open 2022, 8, 102. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



O’Sullivan, M.; Vaughan, J.; Woods, C.T.; Davids, K. There is no copy and paste, but there is resonation and inhabitation: Integrating a contemporary player development framework in football from a complexity sciences perspective. J. Sports Sci. 2023, 1–10. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Finnegan, L. Stepping stones? An exploration of internal football player migration in the Republic of Ireland. Reg. Stud. Reg. Sci. 2019, 6, 596–606. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Rossing, N.N.; Stentoft, D.; Flattum, A.; Cote, J.; Karbing, D.S. Influence of population size, density, and proximity to talent clubs on the likelihood of becoming elite youth athlete. Scand. J. Med. Sci. Sports 2018, 28, 1304–1313. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]








[image: Sports 12 00103 g001] 





Figure 1. Italian map showing the microregions of Italy divided by macro-regions (North, Centre, and South). 
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Figure 2. The observed BQs and birthplace distribution for the U17 Italian “elite” soccer players compared to the national norms (expected values). 
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Figure 3. Future career status (prospective analysis) of former U17 “elite” Italian soccer players. 
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Table 1. Birth quarters distribution (BQs) of former U17 “elite” Italian soccer players divided per future career status.
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	Career Status
	BQ1

(Expected)
	BQ2

(Expected)
	BQ3

(Expected)
	BQ4

(Expected)
	χ2
	p
	V
	Effect





	Level 1
	10 (14.8)
	13 (9.9)
	7 (6.4)
	4 (2.9)
	
	
	
	



	%
	28.4 (43.5)
	38.2 (29.1)
	20.6 (18.8)
	11.8 (8.5)
	
	
	
	



	Level 2
	69 (67.5)
	50 (45.2)
	25 (29.2)
	11 (13.1)
	
	
	
	



	%
	44.5 (43.5)
	32.3 (29.2)
	16.1 (18.8)
	7.1 (8.5)
	
	
	
	



	Amateur
	225 (230.7)
	145 (154.5)
	112 (99.9)
	48 (44.9)
	
	
	
	



	%
	42.5 (43.5)
	27.4 (29.2)
	21.1 (18.8)
	9.1 (8.5)
	
	
	
	



	Former
	153 (144.1)
	98 (96.5)
	54 (62.4)
	26 (28.1)
	
	
	
	



	%
	46.2 (43.5)
	29.6 (29.1)
	16.3 (18.8)
	7.9 (8.5)
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	8.767
	0.459
	0.91
	Very Strong










 





Table 2. Birthplace distribution (macro-regions) of former U17 “elite” Italian soccer players divided per future career status.
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	Career Status
	North

(Expected)
	Centre

(Expected)
	South

(Expected)
	χ2
	p
	V
	Effect





	Level 1
	25 (15)
	5 (7.4)
	4 (11.7)
	
	
	
	