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Abstract 

Specific football drills improve the development of technical/tactical and physical variables in players. Based on this 
principle, in recent years it has been possible to observe in daily training a growing volume of small-sided and con‑
ditioned games. These games are smaller and modified forms of formal games that augment players’ perception of 
specific tactics. Despite this approach, the assessment of players’ knowledge and tactical execution has not been well 
documented, due mainly to the difficulty in measuring tactical behavior. For that reason, this study aims to provide a 
narrative review about the tactical assessment of football training by using representative tasks to measure the tacti‑
cal expertise of youth football players during small-sided and conditioned games. This study gives an overview of the 
ecological approach to training and the principles used for representative task design, providing relevant contribution 
and direction for future research into the assessment of tactical expertise in youth football.
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Background
Invasion games such as basketball, handball and foot-
ball, among others, carry a high level of uncertainty and 
time pressure, mainly caused by the cooperation-oppo-
sition relationship. Uncertainty is an important element 
strongly linked to time. A good information process 
and quick decision-making are key elements to reduce 
uncertainty (Gréhaigne et al. 1997). For that reason, the 
objective for each team is to reduce uncertainty for itself 
and, at the same time, to increase uncertainty for the 
opposite team. The reality of evolving game play offers 
a very large variety of concrete game situations in con-
nection with the notion of opposition relationship. This 
is a constantly changing environment that includes a set 
of problems that need to be solved (Davids et al. 2006). 
It presents a constant challenge to the athletes, develop-
ing their ability to adjust to each situation, developing 
technical and tactical skills appropriate to each case, and 
acquiring so-called tactical expertise (Araújo et al. 2006). 

In this way the perceptual and cognitive components 
related to tactics have gained great importance in the 
teaching of sport and the assessment of learning (Dicks 
et al. 2008).

Despite the vast research in previous years into teach-
ing processes based on ecological perspectives (Araújo 
and Davids 2009; Correia et  al. 2012), a much smaller 
amount of investigation has been dedicated to represent-
ative tasks used to assess the tactical expertise of youth 
football players. Representative tasks could be defined 
as carefully structured and managed teaching–learn-
ing drills to maintain relationships between key sources 
of information and action for learners and perform-
ers during practice (Brunswik 1956; Chow et  al. 2006). 
Nevertheless, using representative tasks for assessment 
is suggested as an appropriate methodology which cor-
rectly evaluates tactical expertise in players who have 
participated in a teaching program based on small-sided 
and conditioned games (Davids et al. 2006). For this rea-
son, the aim of this narrative review is to analyze the 
investigations that have been conducted on this topic and 
to identify the main pedagogical and didactical principles 
to best design representative tasks to specifically measure 
the tactical behavior of football players.
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We searched the electronic databases of PubMed, 
SPORTDiscus and Google Scholar for potential papers. 
The following keywords were used in multiple combina-
tions: “small-sided games”, “small-sided and conditioned 
games”, “drill based activities”, “task design in soccer”, 
“representative tasks”, “skill-based training”, “skill-based 
assessment” and “ecological assessment in soccer”. Since 
the focus of this review is on game design and the lack of 
studies on this sport, we did not apply any limits to the 
search period.

Tactical expertise and performance in sport
The development of sports tactics expertise is a perfor-
mance requirement in all sports. This quality not only 
involves the ability to determine whether a strategy used 
during sports activity is the most appropriate, but also 
whether this strategy can be properly executed within 
the limitations of the required movement (Stratton et al. 
2004). A player’s ability to anticipate the opposing team’s 
responses can bee explained by their (perceptual-cogni-
tive) visual and decision-making skills.

Regarding visual abilities, the most skilled players have 
been proven to excel over less skilled players in certain 
conditions (Mann et  al. 2007), although there have also 
been some points of disagreement on this topic (Helsen 
and Starkes 1999; Ward and Williams 2003). Although 
it is true that the quality of sensory information that is 
gathered by the eye is a decisive quality for anticipation 
in sport, it seems that the way this information is per-
ceived and treated by the player has a deep and lasting 
influence on the actions used to achieve success (Ericsson 
1996; Williams et al. 1999).

Those athletes who have a higher expertise level have 
shown a greater ability in using visual information that 
has been obtained from their opponents, suggesting 
higher levels of learning in relation to tactics (Ward and 
Williams 2003). Players’ visual observations are organ-
ized into different information areas according to each 
high-informational tactical moment, and the indexes 
which enable them to detect, interpret and predict what 
is going to happen next can be quickly isolated (Starkes 
and Ericsson 2003).

Likewise, those athletes with higher expertise levels 
have a greater ability to identify patterns of play, since 
they possess qualities that allow them to develop more 
sophisticated knowledge structures through the experi-
ence and processes of information retrieval (Starkes and 
Ericsson 2003). Based on the faster process of informa-
tion collection that these athletes possess, and taking into 
account their previous experiences, they experience an 
easier and more accurate anticipation process than nov-
ice players (Ward et al. 2000).

Those higher-level tactical expert athletes (Ruiz-Pérez 
et al. 2006) are defined as individuals who: (a) are experts 
in a sport, despite not demonstrating a universal exper-
tise in sport; (b) do not demonstrate expertise in the gen-
eral measures of individual ability; (c) are more sensitive 
to and more easily able to recognize play patterns in their 
sport, allowing them to solve problems that arise earlier 
and more effectively; (d) can detect and locate better rel-
evant information in their sport; (e) better familiarize 
themselves with and anticipate the actions of their oppo-
nents, objects, and situations (f ) have refined self-control 
skills; (g) have a high level of technical achievement;  
(h) show a range of excellent behaviors in competition;  
(i) evaluate their own performances automatically.

In fact, athletic performance can be defined as the suc-
cessful interaction of multiple faculties to make deci-
sions and execute skills in response to the tactical game 
(Gréhaigne and Godbout 1995). Therefore, tactics have 
emerged as the key elements of the new methods of 
sports teaching, based on the current theories of ecologi-
cal psychology and dynamical systems (Chow et al. 2007), 
and these tactics are oriented towards the development 
of expertise in perceptual-cognitive components of per-
formance (Renshaw et al. 2009). For this reason, tactical 
expertise evaluation gives a different perspective on the 
decision-making process in sport (González-Víllora et al. 
2015a, b).

Ecological psychology, dynamical systems 
and tactical expertise
Aspects of ecological psychology and dynamical systems 
have contributed to the assessment of tactical expertise 
in sport, ever since the recognition of neurobiological 
movement coordination (Kelso 2012). This approach 
positions the athlete as a complex dynamic system made 
up of several subsystems. These subsystems are continu-
ally interacting in order to make consistent decisions and 
movement patterns during the game (Travassos et  al. 
2012; Vilar et al. 2014).

From this perspective, the athlete and the game in 
which they develop their actions conform to a continu-
ous system that interacts mechanically and information-
ally (Araújo and Davids 2009). Therefore, the result is 
the sum of the degrees of freedom of movement in the 
control process and the intentional adjustments that 
are made to the constraints of the context game for the 
development of a particular task (Newell 1986). Thus, the 
tactical expertise depends on the interactions that occur 
between individual constraints, the tactical game context, 
and the ability to develop adaptive skills. Therefore, when 
assessing efficient play behaviors in sport, there is a need 
to understand the ecology of these interactions.
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Tactical expertise and the perspective 
of conditioned motor learning
According to ecological psychology and dynamical sys-
tems as applied to sport, performance depends on the 
intentional adaptations that have been made by athletes 
facing different sports and different individual condi-
tions, the context, and the task (Araújo et al. 2006; Kugler 
et  al. 1982). The interaction between these factors is 
what determines the emergence of movement patterns in 
every moment of the game, because these factors reduce 
the degrees of freedom of the system (athlete), limiting 
certain results or specific responses, depending on the 
context (Bernstein 1967; Newell 1986; Vickers 2007).

As can be seen in Fig.  1, Newell (1986) describes the 
individual conditions as the cognitive, physical, emo-
tional, etc., states of each athlete (including anthro-
pometric characteristics, fitness) delimiting certain 
movement responses. The constraints of context are 
referred to as the environment and physical factors such 
as light or weather conditions. Finally, the constraints of 
the task refer to the characteristic elements of the situa-
tion, actions that are required to be developed, goals, or 
the number of players, among other things.

Each sports behavior that is developed for a specific 
purpose results from the athlete’s intentions to meet the 
task constraints. Thus, flexibility, variability, and behav-
ioral adaptability to the interactions that occur between 
these factors are said to depend on the tactical and con-
textual dynamics which develop actions (Passos et  al. 
2008).

In invasion sports like football, players make deci-
sions and execute skills in two distinct phases; i.e. the 
attack phase, when the team keeps possession and con-
trol of play, trying to create situations that result in the 
completion of the objective; and the defense phase, when 

the team is not in possession and tries to regain control, 
impeding their rival’s and the ball’s progress towards 
their goal, in order to prevent the opponents from 
achieving their objective (Gréhaigne et  al. 2005). Thus, 
tactical expertise is influenced by variable dynamics and 
adaptation to changing contexts. It is a complex dynamic, 
defined by the internal logic of sport and the sports cat-
egory in question, including the interests of the partici-
pants and the rules of action of the sport, i.e. the tactical 
problems of game (Bayer 1992).

Tactical expertise and the contextual dynamics 
of invasion games: tactical problems
Tactical problems that emerges in the game may con-
straint the dynamics of the teams (González-Víllora 
et al. 2011a, b; Vilar et al. 2014). More particularly, tac-
tical problems influence task constraints which have an 
important effect on the ability of players to achieve objec-
tives and on the collective action of the team (Bayer 1992; 
Serra-Olivares et al. 2015a).

In team sports such as football, there are until ten 
attacking and defensive operational principles for tac-
tical behaviors that oppose each other (i.e., see Teoldo 
et al. 2009). For invasion games teaching these principles 
are reduced to six attacking and defensive tactical prin-
ciples (Bayer 1992; Mitchell et al. 2006). In the attacking 
process, the principles are: (a) keeping possession of the 
ball; (b) moving forward; and (c) scoring. In the defen-
sive process, the principles are: (a) taking the initiative; 
(b) preventing the opposition from advancing, and (c) 
protecting the goal. Based on these principles and their 
contextual dynamics, new teaching approaches try to 
develop the tactical perception and action skills of play-
ers (Tan et  al. 2012). For this reason, it is important to 
design drills based on the most important factors that 

Organismic Constraints

Task ConstraintsEnvironmental Constraints

Perception

Action

Movement

Fig. 1  Newell’s constraints model (1986)
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lead to the tactical learning of main principles and to try 
to augment the player’s perception of specific dynamics 
of the game (Brunswik 1956; Travassos et al. 2011).

It follows that the design of drills should obey detailed 
pedagogical principles linking the design of tasks to 
appropriate pedagogical content for team sports teaching 
such as football (Chow et  al. 2007). Recent studies pro-
posed the following pedagogical principles (Griffin and 
Butler 2005): (a) sampling; (b) representation; (c) exag-
geration; and (d) task complexity.

Sampling
Sampling advocates that the drills must provide multiple 
experiences that allow students or players to understand 
the similarities and specificities of different team sports 
(Almond 1986; Mitchell et  al. 2006). For example, the 
movement to receive the ball is one of the main charac-
teristics of any invasion team sport, and thus applicable 
to different sports such as football, basketball or handball 
(Clemente 2012). Figure 2 presents a sampling example.

Figure  2 represents a task designed to teach football. 
Nevertheless, when a student or player learns this tacti-
cal content, it will allow them to understand the same 
dynamic in basketball, for example. Therefore, the task 
constraint used in this game will promote the improve-
ment of perception in order for the player to move 
between zones to receive the ball and create a line of pass 
to their teammate who has possession of the ball. Once 
the player acquires this tactical knowledge, it will be pos-
sible to transfer this learning to similar situations in other 
invasion sports (García-López et al. 2009; Tan et al. 2012).

Representation
Representation means the modification of the game to 
keep the main properties of the original format, but at the 

same time provide a new perspective for the student or 
player (Almond 1986). In invasion sports, the most com-
mon approach is to develop small-sided and conditioned 
games (Clemente et al. 2014a, b; Davids et al. 2013). The 
aim of this representation is to provide opportunities for 
players to develop decision-making processes in specific 
conditions that are not as recurrent in the original format 
of the game (Tan et al. 2012).

Representation also keeps the information-movement 
coupling of the original game’s dynamic, ensuring the 
ecological integrity of the game (Araújo et  al. 2006). 
Thus, this pedagogical principle remains despite the sim-
plification of the game, avoiding the decomposition that 
can be typical of analytic approaches to the teaching pro-
cess (Davids et al. 2006). In short, the representativeness 
of the task must be based on a close relationship between 
the dynamic of the modified task and the dynamic of the 
original format of the game (Tan et al. 2012).

Exaggeration
The teacher or coach must determine the tactical prob-
lem that emerges from the task condition presented in 
each simplified game (Clemente et  al. 2014a, b). These 
task conditions must guide the players to perform the 
behaviors determined by the coach. Therefore, exagger-
ation aims to keep the dynamic of the game and, at the 
same time, augment the players’ perception of a specific 
tactical content by using a specific constraint. Figure 3 is 
an example of the exaggeration principle.

This task condition exaggerates the reality by changing 
some rules of the game but also keeps the main dynamic 
of the game. Therefore, this small-sided and conditioned 
game ensures the dynamic cooperation-opposition 

Fig. 2  Example of the principle of sampling in a drill. The aim of this 
drill is to pass the ball between the mini-goals to a teammate. The 
didactical goal is to teach the player how to move to receive the ball

Fig. 3  Application of the exaggeration principle. Description: In two 
isolated zones the ball must circulate from the defensive zone to the 
attacking zone. The aim is to augment the breadth of the player’s 
perception of ball circulation. The team scores when a player dribbles 
across the end zone
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process and at the same time creates routines to encour-
age ball passes for the wings. Thus, players repeat with-
out repeating, based on the variability of the game.

Another important action carried out by the coach is 
questioning. This process allows the coach to guide play-
ers to the answer and can be used to confirm their acquisi-
tion of tactical knowledge (Light 2003; Webb and Pearson 
2008). Therefore, the feedback provided by questioning 
complements the didactical processes of design drills.

In summary, representation involves the use of games 
with the same structure as the competition sport but 
which have been modified by reducing the structural fac-
tors of one or more game elements (the size of the goals, 
the playing area, the number of players, etc.). An example 
of a game modified by representation is a 5 a side foot-
ball. Tactics are similar to the competition game but are 
adapted to the learners needs. On the other hand, exag-
geration involves the modification of key factors of the 
game. Whereas the essence and the rules remain the 
same, the purpose is that learners need to face the tactical 
problems of the sport/category of sport they are learning. 
An example of a small-sided game modified by exaggera-
tion is a “keeping possession game” in which goals are 
removed and the purpose is only to achieve passes by 
using getting free movements (Serra Olivares et al. 2011).

Task complexity
Task complexity aims to match the drill to the needs and 
potential of students or players (Lee et al. 2014). Gener-
ally, tactical complexity must be progressively increased 
based on the tactical acquisition of students or players 
and their increased capacity to be aware of new issues 
(Hastie et al. 2009).

One of the main factors that influences complexity is the 
format of the game. In football, smaller formats (2 vs. 2 or 
3 vs. 3) reduces the variability of the game and increases 
the individual participation of each player (González-
Víllora et al. 2011a). Bigger formats increase tactical com-
plexity by increasing the variability of actions and the 
possibilities of play (Clemente et al. 2014a, b). Moreover, 
within the same format there may be other task condi-
tions that increase or decrease tactical complexity; thus it 
can be possible to progressively increase the complexity of 
the task. Figure 4 shows an example of a pedagogical pro-
gression using the tactic of movement to receive the ball.

Task (a) restricts the defenders to the main area of 
play and there are neutral players that can move freely 
through their zones of reception. In task (b), multiple 
points of reception in a unique area increases the com-
plexity for the players and also for the defenders. Thus, 
task (a) constrains actions and behaviors and task (b) 
gives more freedom, thus increasing the complexity of 
the game. In short, within the same format and using the 
same tactical content, it is possible to simplify or compli-
cate the task by using different task conditions. It is also 
important to consider that different pedagogical princi-
ples may be used at the same time in the development of 
drills; thus coaches are responsible for using the different 
features consistently.

Representative task design, ecological psychology 
and dynamical systems: Assessing tactical 
expertise in sport
The practice of task design in sport has changed. The 
process has been reformed from the utilization of analyt-
ical and blocked practices (which are decontextualized) 

Fig. 4  Example of task complexity. a The same game of Fig. 3; b the aim of this game is to receive the ball between mini-goals, but using move‑
ment in any direction. There is no neutral player (floater) and any teammate may receive the ball
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to the use of situations which are representative of sport 
behaviors. These tasks aim to simulate the performance 
context in which specific skills are required (Chow et al. 
2006). This perspective has its foundation in ecological 
psychology and dynamical systems theories, and also in 
the constraints-led approach of motor learning (Araújo 
et  al. 2007; Renshaw et  al. 2010). In terms of teaching 
processes, this approach is based on the idea that with 
the use of situations that simulate the sport performance 
context, performers may improve their capabilities for 
developing flexible behaviors appropriate to the individ-
ual, environment, and task constraints (Tan et al. 2012). 
In the case of representative task design for tactical 
expertise assessments, the foundation is similar (Davids 
et al. 2006; Pinder et al. 2011).

Twelve key theoretical principles from ecological psy-
chology and dynamical systems theories can be identified 
that support the representative task design philosophy 
for tactical expertise assessment in sport. These prin-
ciples have been used before to enhance representative 
task design for teaching processes (Renshaw et al. 2009).

	 1.	 If a sport behavior needs to be precisely assessed, the 
performance situation needs to be effectively simu-
lated. This process must include specific information 
provided to the player, the response possibilities to 
the motor problems which are being faced (affor-
dances), and the tactical-context dynamics of the 
game. Thus, it is necessary to understand the mutu-
ality between the player and his or her context.

	 2.	 Perceptive elements and movements are coupled. 
In this regard, assessment of situations should lead 
players to perceive all the relevant information 
regarding suitable responses, as happens in the per-
formance of actions.

	 3.	 Motor behavior solutions emerge from the inter-
action between individual and team constraints. 
In the cases in which there is tactical equivalence, 
responses may be similar (stable), although if context 
dynamics are altered, responses will also be differ-
ent due to the capability of the player to self-organize 
and re-organize their movements depending on the 
constraints. For this reason, it is necessary to design 
situations representative of real competitive perfor-
mance when decision-making is being assessed.

	 4.	 Performance responds to a multidimensional process 
of different interacting sport constraints, including 
tactical-context dynamics. Thus, it must be taken 
into account that game behaviors are non-linear pro-
cesses, and for this reason it is important that they be 
evaluated in non-linear sport situations (i.e., small-
sided games which are tactically representative of the 
full game).

	 5.	 Players act as complex dynamical systems that adapt 
their behaviors in a flexible manner to the changes 
imposed by the context. In this respect, variable 
contexts of performance are critical for skill develop-
ment. Thus, the study of decision-making emergence 
should faithfully represent the contextualized perfor-
mance situations.

	 6.	 The player is the main protagonist in his or her 
assessment. Thus, the evaluation of tactical exper-
tise must consider individual constraints within the 
assessment environment. Understanding the intrin-
sic dynamics as a part of the complex dynamical 
systems will lead to the design of relevant evaluation 
contexts which are suitable for the characteristics 
and needs of the players.

	 7.	 The tactical-context of invasion games such as foot-
ball is altered by the tactical-context problem which 
is implicit in each game situation. At the same time, 
each team is aligned with a different open-dynamic 
system that is the basis of the individual’s tactical 
behavior emergence. For this reason, the player’s 
behavior needs to be understood in the context of 
the different and changing tactical-context dynamics 
in which the teams are involved (repetition without 
repetition situations).

	 8.	 Tactical expertise, similar to sport learning, depends 
on the transition processes of the systems (players) 
to adapt to the specific provisions of constraints. This 
factor highlights the need to assess the decision-mak-
ing skills within situations which are representative 
of the game tactics, and that involve adaptive flexibil-
ity of the player’s behaviors. Thus, it is important to 
know how the stability-instability of game dynamics 
influences the quality of the assessment processes.

	 9.	 The players develop co-adaptive movements dur-
ing the game. In this sense, the evaluation of tactical 
expertise while respecting the ecology of the com-
petitive situations, including the different forms of 
primary constraints (i.e. distances between teams) 
and secondary constraints (i.e. constraints that 
emerge from teammates and opponents) is recom-
mended.

	10.	 Sport performance depends on capabilities such as 
flexibility and adaptability of the systems (players). In 
this regard, the creativity of the decision-making pro-
cess during the assessment should be promoted, high-
lighting the emergence of functional responses to the 
exploration and discovery of the technical-tactical 
possibilities.

	11.	 It is necessary to use tasks that allow individuals to 
discover problems without providing continuous 
instructions. This process will support the emergence 
of natural and implicit answers during the assess-



Page 7 of 9Serra‑Olivares et al. SpringerPlus  (2016) 5:1301 

ment of tactical expertise, which gives a stronger 
representation of the performance situation.

	12.	 The assessment of tactical expertise requires situ-
ations to be designed that simulate natural perfor-
mance contexts in which behaviors are developed 
within the game. These are open practice situations 
in which players interact with teammates, opponents 
and the tactical constraints of the game. Using this 
perspective, the capabilities of the systems (players) 
to adapt their responses to problems by using flexible 
decision-making can be analyzed.

Consequently, the representative task design process 
to assess tactical expertise can be summarized with four 
premises from the perspective of dynamical ecology 
(Brunswik 1956; Davids et  al. 2006): (a) the player must 
be provided with both primary and secondary constraints 
(Renshaw et  al. 2009), and there should be no unilateral 
assessment of behavioral factors (mind, body, and con-
text); (b) the primacy of perception must be recognized, 
ensuring assessment situations in which perceptual sys-
tems are selecting relevant information for the move-
ment; (c) the players must be provided with situations 
that allow them to adapt their behaviors to the context 
dynamics (tactical problems), allowing complex inter-
actions between perceptions, intentions and actions;  
(d) the emergence of adaptive behavior must be facilitated 
by ensuring that players experience motor problems with 
ecological links between information and movement. 
An applied example of this approach is presented in the 
following section: the evaluation-games design strategy 
based on the tactical problems of invasion games.

The tactical‑context problem and game design 
for assessing tactical expertise: An example 
in youth football
The study of the relationship between individual con-
straints and task constraints has led to improvements in 
representative task design for tactical expertise assess-
ment (Araújo et al. 2006; Serra-Olivares et al. 2015b). In 
this sense, the use of modified games which are repre-
sentative of the main tactical game and its problems is an 
ideal strategy for the evaluation of game awareness and 
the decision-making process (Memmert 2010; Memmert 
and Roth 2007; Unnithan et al. 2012).

This approach—in which there are similarities between 
the testing conditions and the constraints of the driving 
behaviors to be evaluated (Renshaw et al. 2007; Tan et al. 
2012)—allows physical education and sports profession-
als to simulate environments with intra-ecological corre-
lations that are similar to the correlations which occur in 
the real context of performance (Brunswik 1956; Davids 
et al. 2006; Vilar et al. 2012). Thus, the decision-making 

and technical-tactical skills assessment of the play-
ers is facilitated, providing relevant information about 
the learning levels of the athletes (Gutiérrez-Díaz et  al. 
2011b; Serra-Olivares et al. 2015b).

Representative task design for tactical expertise assess-
ment can be summarized in four phases which are inti-
mately related to the four premises discussed in the 
previous section of this document: (a) appropriate selec-
tion of tactical problems on which the evaluation-game 
is going to be based and the identification of the specific 
skill or skills that will be assessed. This requires that play-
ers are provided with ecological constraints (primary and 
secondary) that facilitate a mind–body-context related 
environment; (b) construction of the test situation based 
on the selected tactical problem or problems, ensuring 
a performance-simulated context in which the standard 
perceptual systems are required; (c) ensuring the repre-
sentativeness of the tactical problem which is intended 
to be simulated, allowing the development of informa-
tion-movement couplings and contextualized percep-
tual, decision-making and execution skills; (d) ensuring 
the design of conditions that involve the development 
of information-movement couplings and the emergence 
of flexible and functional behaviors. Finally, the quality 
of the task (the evaluation-game) for assessing the fac-
tors—perception, decision making, execution, and other 
relevant indicators of the skill—will be analyzed.

Figure 5 shows an example of an evaluation-game which 
represents the dynamics of tactical situations for the 
development of skills required for advancing t and scor-
ing problems. The purpose of this example is to evaluate 
the tactical expertise of the players in relation to the skills 
of getting free, passing, dribbling, and shooting, which are 
needed during problem solving behaviors within the tacti-
cal problems of penetrating the defense and attacking the 
goal. The principles of dynamical ecology have been used 
to simulate and to exacerbate the tactical contexts selected 
for this evaluation in this particular invasion game. Spe-
cifically, the number of players, the game size, and some 
action rules have been adapted according to the proposals 
of some experts in the field (Mitchell et al. 2006) and the 
findings of several studies on the topic (González-Víllora 
et al. 2011b; Serra-Olivares et al. 2015b).

As is shown in Fig.  5, representative task design for 
tactical expertise assessment contributes to the use of 
organic constraints during the active scanning of the task 
by the players (Travassos et al. 2012). Thus, it is possible 
to evaluate the decision-making processes at the level of 
the player-context relationship (Passos et al. 2008). Like-
wise, the situation allows for the generation of perceptual 
abilities due to the fact that task constraints are simulat-
ing the determining factors of the performance skills that 
are going to be investigated (Davids et al. 2006).
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In addition, the dynamic nature of the game facilitates 
interaction between the perceptions, intentions, and 
actions of all those involved, because everyone is invested 
in achieving similar technical and tactical goals. Thus, it 
is advantageous to design an uncertain environment in 
which the players must perceive, decide, and act differ-
ently in each specific case, depending on the tactical prob-
lems of each situation (González-Víllora et  al. 2015a, b; 
Serra-Olivares et al. 2015b). This whole process results in 
a simulation context that enables information-movement 
couplings as adapted tactical behaviors to each situation or 
problem are being developed (Pinder et al. 2011; Unnithan 
et al. 2012). In short, an ecological environment is achieved 
in which it is possible to assess the degree of learning by 
players and teams in the selected decision-making skills.

Conclusion
Representative tasks to assess the tactical expertise of 
youth football players may lead to a better understand-
ing of the real status of learning of a player. This survey 

provided valuable information, principles and guidelines in 
order to identify the main priorities during assessment. By 
using a representative task based on the most important 
criterion of evaluation, it is possible to determine the exact 
expertise level of players and to then improve the training 
plan so that it is adequate to the players’ needs. The assess-
ment and training plan form a constant and interactive 
cycle and, for that reason, an appropriate representative 
task increases the effectiveness of coaches during training.
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