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In modern football, the central midfielder has evolved from a role defined by 

physicality and stamina into one of strategic intelligence, creativity, and mental 

agility.  This paper questions this stereotype and instead posits that the essential 

qualities for a midfielder are more technical and cerebral in nature, contributing to 

their ability to control the tempo of the game, making fast and correct decisions 

under pressure.Utilizing game examples and analyses of top-tier players like Xavi 

Hernández, Andrés Iniesta, Luka Modrić, Andrea Pirlo, Sergio Busquets, Vitinha 

and Pedri the study highlights the importance of high-level decision-making, spatial 

understanding, and anticipation in the midfield role across different top teams. The 

study also examines the psychological aspects of midfielders, discussing the 

importance of concentration, composure under pressure and rapid decision-

making, especially in high-intensity possession-based systems such as those used by 

Barcelona, PSG, and Manchester City. The paper further compares players who 

have little physical dominance but possess high levels of footballing intelligence. 

This aspect of the study aims to be more inclusive, prompting coaches and scouts to 

focus more on nurturing players who exhibit vision, creativity and mental agility, 

despite their potential lack of elite physical attributes. The study also offers a 

critique on current footballing trends and practices, particularly those that may 

inadvertently discourage or overlook technically skilled yet less physically imposing 

midfielders. Suggestions are made on how to incorporate cognitive training in 

player development and in youth academies, to encourage the retention of diverse 

midfielder profiles. 
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Literature Review 

 

The Physical Emphasis in Modern Football & Talent Identification  

 

Football has incorporated sport science and performance analysis as key core in its 

approach to player development and recruitment over the last 20 years. GPS data, sprint 

speeds, high-intensity running volumes, duel success rates, and biometric analysis have 

become more common at all levels, in particular within youth academies, with analysis 

software systems now key parts of almost any player assessment. These tools have 

allowed for better conditioning standards and specific load management and can 

certainly help with identification of useful physical qualities in players. However, they 

have also, at times, led to a potentially unintended and flawed evaluative bias: that 
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players who are more physically developed at a younger age are considered to be 

more “ready” or more “talented”, even if the long-term performance profile of the 

position is in many ways more related to cognitive and technical characteristics. 

Central midfield is one of the positions on the pitch most affected by this trend. 

Functioning as the tactical engine of the team, a central midfielder is expected to 

receive the ball under pressure, link build-up with attack, control transition, and 

maintain positional balance. These playmaking functions require a wide range of 

often decisive actions and decisions: creating angles and space to receive, scanning 

for passing lanes and threats, manipulating available space with subtle movements, 

slowing or accelerating tempo with their choice of pass. However, in many youth 

environments, physical strength (speed, size, power, and general physicality) can 

create short-term impact in matches, and inflated levels of match activity can in turn 

affect talent identification processes or selection decisions. This means that 

technically inclined and cognitively strong players can be overlooked because they 

lack standout attributes or do not immediately excel in physically intense youth 

environments. A related structural factor that compounds this issue in many contexts 

is the “early-maturation advantage”, which is commonly referenced in development 

literature as the Relative Age Effect, or more simply, being born earlier in the 

competitive year (or at a training facility) correlating with a higher likelihood of being 

selected and provided higher-quality coaching and competitive environments. This 

structural bias is widely documented in youth sport literature as the Relative Age 

Effect (Cobley et al. 2009, Helsen et al. 2005). 

Players who mature earlier and physically are often stronger, faster, more 

powerful, and therefore stronger and more physically dominant than those who 

mature later physically. The latter players are in some contexts filtered out too early, 

despite likely possessing better football intelligence, superior technical qualities, and 

the positional understanding to maximize their skills. In central midfield, this is 

especially damaging because the position is often one that rewards the decision-

making and the spatial control of the ball that are not always as visible at lower or 

earlier levels of the sport, but which are increasingly exposed at higher tactical levels 

as these players age. The main argument of this paper is therefore not that physical 

qualities do not matter in modern football – they do – but that physical dominance is 

often being prioritized as the main predictor of future central midfield quality and 

performance, when in fact the most consistent differentiator is cognitive efficiency 

coupled with high levels of technical execution (Vaeyens et al. 2008). 

 

 

Decision-Making under Pressure: Perception, Scanning, and Tempo Control 

 

Central midfielders operate in the most information-dense zone of the pitch. In 

space between defensive and offensive structures, midfielders are surrounded by 

opponents, teammates, and constantly shifting passing lanes. These players also have 

less time to make decisions. For this reason, elite performance in the midfield is 

closely linked to a concept known as perception–action skill: the ability to read the 

environment (under pressure) and translate that information into effective actions in a 

limited time. At the tactical level, this concept encompasses all sorts of skill such as 
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pre-orientation (checking shoulders before receiving), scanning frequency, pressing 

triggers, teammate movement patterns, and opponent anticipation. Scanning, in 

particular, is a critical cognitive component of this skillset. A central midfielder who 

scans frequently and consistently before receiving will cut decision time in half once in 

possession. This leads to faster circulation, cleaner execution, and less turnovers, 

particularly against teams that play with high pressure. Scanning is not simply “looking 

around” it is an intentional cognitive action that looks for pressure, maps teammates, 

and reads space. When done to a high level, scanning enables midfielders to play with 

less touches, which is often the difference between beating pressure or losing possession 

in the modern elite game. Tempo control is another fundamental cognitive component. 

Elite midfielders instinctively know when to “speed up the game” with vertical passes 

and progressive carries, and when to “slow down the game” with recycling passes that 

re-establish structure (Araújo et al. 2006, Mann et al. 2007). 

The ability to control tempo is not a physical skill: it is a tactical and psychological 

skill that stems from understanding when and how to make these decisions. Under 

aggressive pressing structures, this composure is even more valuable. The midfielder 

who keeps his or her head under pressure can play the pass that breaks the press, while 

a more physically dominant, but cognitively rushed player will play the safe option 

over and over again (slow down attacking progress) or attempt a forced action at the 

wrong time (resulting in loss of possession). Cognitive quality also matters defensively. 

Intelligent midfielders often look “not fast,” but they are on time because they “get 

there early.” They cut passing lanes with their positioning rather than by running. They 

intercept because they read rather than react late. In this way, intelligence at the 

midfield level can obviate the need for constant physical emergency defending 

because smart midfielders can prevent danger before it happens (McGuckian et al. 

2018, Aksum et al. 2021). 

 

 

The Elite Midfield Profile: Intelligence as a Competitive Advantage 

 

Coaching analysis and tactical research converge on the archetype of the central 

midfielder as a mentally sharp and technically sound player. Teams that excel in 

possession-based play and orchestrate the rhythm of the match tend to coalesce 

around midfielders who provide consistent structure and correct decision-making. A 

retrospective on FC Barcelona’s midfield, including the likes of Xavi Hernández, 

Andrés Iniesta, and Sergio Busquets, exemplifies a paradigm of cerebral dominance. 

Their collective dominance was anchored not in physicality but in positional acumen, 

swift decision-making in passing, and creating numerical advantages through intelligent 

movement and ball circulation. Andrea Pirlo’s transformation into a deep-lying 

playmaker is another testament to how a player can orchestrate top-tier matches with 

vision and passing range, while forgoing speed or physical assertiveness. Luka Modrić's 

ability to thrive in elite midfield positions, even against younger and quicker players, 

provides a contemporary exemplar of world-class midfield intelligence operating at 

high tempo. These examples collectively underscore the notion that top central 

midfielders are not necessarily the ones who win physical duels but rather those who 

dominate temporally: creating it, stealing it, and exploiting it to steer the game. This 
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literature review thus reinforces the paper's central thesis: central midfield excellence 

is a cognitive-technical phenomenon. Physical attributes still play a role in aspects like 

stamina and one-on-one situations, but intelligence becomes the critical differentiator 

at the elite level. It influences the frequency with which a midfielder is in the right 

place at the right time, the speed of selecting the right action, and the ability to 

effectively link different areas of the team. Accordingly, player development systems 

and talent identification methodologies should place greater emphasis on intelligence 

and technical prowess, rather than defaulting to physical attributes as the primary 

barometer for midfield potential (Mann et al. 2007, Araújo et al. 2006). 

 

 

Methodological Approach and Analytical Framework 

 

This study employs an in-depth and qualitative approach, considering the 

multifaceted aspects of intelligence in central midfield performance. This encompasses 

tactical behavior, decision-making quality, and positional awareness under pressure in 

elite-level football. As a result, the analysis does not focus on purely quantitative 

performance data but rather on player intelligence, which can be essential for the central 

midfielder role but not always reflected in raw statistics. Using concepts such as 

perception–action coupling, scanning, tempo, pressure and positioning to understand 

how top players see the game and behave consistently during matches. Analysts 

looked for patterns of play instead of singular actions (Roca et al. 2013). 

Six Players were chosen due to their ability to perform at the highest level for an 

extended period of time and playing as a CM consistently in a possession-based style 

of play. These Players are Xavi Hernández, Andrés Iniesta, Andrea Pirlo, Sergio 

Busquets, Luka Modrić, Pedri, and Vitinha. Three full matches from each player were 

chosen from the UEFA Champions League, domestic league matches, and international 

competition between the years 2010 and 2024. Giving us 21 full matches to analyze.  

Videos of full matches were analyzed by watching and categorizing each moment 

using sport-specific observation categories based on previous perceptual–cognitive 

research. 

Categories analysts measured included: how often did the player scan their 

environment before receiving the ball, how quickly did they make decisions when 

under pressure, what types of passes did they pick out based on the situation they were 

in, how did they manipulate tempo, and where were they positioned relative to the 

play. Each full game was watched twice to ensure reliability. All conclusions were 

able to be drawn because these players exhibited the described behaviors multiple 

times during the games analyzed. Please keep the limitations of this being a qualitative 

study with a small sample of elite players in mind. 
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The Qualitative Tactical Analysis  

 

The main methodology applied in the process was the qualitative tactical analysis 

of game footage of elite central midfielders. The selected matches took place at the 

highest level of domestic and international club competitions, providing a high level 

of tactical sophistication and consistency in game requirements. Tactical analysis 

focused on central midfield behavior during different phases of play, such as build-up 

play organization, defensive transition, maintaining possession, and resisting pressing. 

In particular, attention was paid to positioning and movement in relation to teammates 

and opponents, response to pressure, and control of the game’s tempo through passing 

choices and movement off the ball.  

 

 

Counterarguments and Contextual Constraints 

 

Although this paper focusses on perceptual–cognitive intelligence as the primary 

separator of great midfielders from other players, physical traits are still valuable at 

the requisite level in certain tactical systems and/or leagues that place a premium on 

pressing or transitional play; in these systems or leagues, more sprint distance covered, 

won duels, and physicality may be required. This is evidenced by players like Patrick 

Vieira and Yaya Touré who possessed great physicality while maintaining high levels 

of tactical intelligence. As such, intelligence is not something that should be traded 

for athleticism. 

 

 

Player Selection Criteria 

 

The players under analysis (Xavi Hernández, Andrés Iniesta, Andrea Pirlo, 

Sergio Busquets, Luka Modrić, Pedri, Vitinha) were selected based on three main 

criteria. The first is that the players occupied a constant tactical position in a top-team 

setup with clear positional responsibilities in structured and possession-based tactics. 

The second is that the players were in the central areas of the field, and their primary 

role was tempo management and progression, rather than box-to-box coverage or 

defensive midfield. The third criterion is that these players are often described by 

coaches, analysts, and football literature as intelligence-based midfielders whose 

impact is not always measured by physical and athletic characteristics. This allowed 

for a sufficient comparison between players in different tactical systems, leagues, and 

eras while maintaining a consistent focus on the position and the impact of 

intelligence (Helsen et al. 2005).  

 

 

Analytical Dimensions 

  

For the intelligence evaluation of central midfielders, the players were analyzed 

based on several qualitative parameters. These include the spatial sense of the field, 

scanning and awareness, speed of decision-making under pressure, pass selection, 
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positional discipline, and anticipation in the defensive phase. The analysis focused 

less on isolated events but rather on patterns of play over time, for example, the 

consistency of making the right choices and reducing physical risk through intelligent 

positioning. Psychological stability and intrinsic motivation contribute significantly 

to elite performance development (González-Hernández et al. 2023). 

In football, the central midfielder is often called the “the “brain” of the team – 

and with deep reason. Central midfielders connect defense and attack, dictate the 

tempo of play, and make countless decisions that shape a match. In fact, “Central 

midfield is the nerve centre of any successful team,” as one analysis aptly put it. 

There’s a famous saying: if you control the midfield, you control the game. History 

shows that great teams nearly always have great central midfielders dictating 

things from the center. From Xavi and Iniesta in Barcelona’s prime, to Andrea Pirlo 

for Italy and AC Milan, to Luka Modrić, Toni Kroos for Real Madrid– the presence 

of a top-class midfielder often defines a team’s identity and success. 

 

 

Why is the Central Midfielder so important? 

 

It is the player (or players, since modern teams often employ a pair or trio of 

central midfielders) who has to do the most varied jobs. They must support the team’s 

defense – by intercepting passes, making tackles, and covering spaces – and also 

initiate attacking moves by passing forward, switching play, and sometimes scoring 

or setting up goals themselves. They are quite simply “the perfect all-rounder” on the 

field. As one coaching article puts it, “Central midfielders are the link between defense 

and attack… constantly being in position to receive and pass the ball”. A team needs 

a high-quality central midfielder to reinforce its core, who is always ready to receive 

the ball under pressure and recycle it to a teammate in a better position. The role of 

central midfielder is the most important. This quality is what allows teams with 

dominant midfields (think of Spain’s World Cup-winning midfield of Xavi-Busquets-

Iniesta, or Brazil’s great teams) to dominate the game with possession and control 

matches. It would not be an exaggeration to claim that “your team fails without quality 

in the middle of the field” – regardless of how good your strikers and defenders are, 

you need quality in midfield to glue it all together. 

And here, crucially, “quality” can take many different forms. A central midfielder 

does not need to be a strong physical player to do their job well. On the contrary, many 

of the greatest midfielders have been relatively slight of build and/or slow, but made 

up for it with exceptional intelligence, technique, and vision. As ESPN put it, “Central 

midfielders come in all shapes and sizes”. Take the example of Sergio Busquets, often 

dubbed the “metronome” of Barcelona: not particularly fast or physically imposing, 

yet “keeps Barcelona ticking through astute positioning and sensible distribution”. 

Andrea Pirlo and Xavi Hernández are similar players in this regard, “thriving in 

relatively deep positions” and concentrating on dictating play through their passing 

range and football IQ rather than their pace. They are thinking fast and making correct 

decisions faster than players who has better pace. These players are two steps ahead 

of the game, reading the play so well that they can position themselves perfectly and 

pick the right passes to exert complete control over matches. Of course, there have 
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also been many great midfielders who are more built around physical attributes. 

Gennaro Gattuso or Roy Keane, for instance, are known for their grit and ball-winning 

aggression. Or take Patrick Vieira: a huge, towering figure with incredible power, yet 

also blessed with technical skill and vision. But the important thing is that one can 

have a top-class central midfielder who thrives almost exclusively on mental attributes 

and skill. As long as a player has the “brain” for the game – the awareness, vision, and 

decision-making – they can make up for a lack of size and pace.  

The key point is that one can be a top midfielder through mental attributes 

and skill alone. As long as a player has the “brain” for the game – awareness, vision, 

decision-making – they can compensate for not being the biggest or fastest. 

In fact, such stories are the stuff of football legend: young midfielders who are 

initially told they are too small and weak to make it at the highest level but then go on 

to become superstars purely through superior intelligence and technique. A famous 

case in point is Xavi and Iniesta at Barcelona: “Both players were famously 

overlooked at the start of their careers because they were too small.” Far too many 

scouts and coaches pigeonholed these lithe, 5’7” playmakers as who would struggle 

to handle the physical side of the game at top level. But Barca believed in their quality 

and were handsomely rewarded: Xavi and Iniesta became the heartbeat of a Barcelona 

team that won multiple Champions Leagues and a Spanish national side that went on 

to win the World Cup/Euro. Their rise showed the world that skillful ball control, 

vision, and quick thinking are enough to cut through bigger opponents. As Xavi 

himself put it, “Football has reached an incredible level of physical development… 

but I believe we have reached a limit of physical development… the side of talent, as 

well as technical and tactical knowledge, is where we can still improve. Talent is what 

makes the difference in a match… the decisive factor is not players with physical 

presence, but those who give meaning and structure to the game.”. Xavi, one of the 

greatest midfielders ever, openly declaring that football intelligence and natural ability 

will never be completely trumped by athleticism. 

To reinforce Xavi’s point: consider Luka Modrić, who led Real Madrid to 

multiple European titles and won the 2018 Ballon d’Or (World Player of the Year). 

Modrić stands at only 1.72m (5’8”) and isn’t exceptionally fast, yet he’s widely regarded 

as one of the best midfielders of his generation. Why? Because of his sublime technique 

and extraordinary football brain. Modrić once said, “Football is a game that is played 

with the head. You can put all the physical strength you want, but there is something 

called football intelligence… The physical will never supplant the intelligence.”. This 

quote from a modern great encapsulates the ethos shared by the likes of Xavi, Pirlo, and 

others – what truly sets elite midfielders apart is their mental sharpness and 

understanding of the game. They know where to be on the pitch, when to speed up or 

slow down play, and how to make the correct decision under pressure. Their awareness 

and vision allow them to see passes that others don’t, and their composure allows them 

to execute those passes even in high-stakes moments. 

Real-world examples of central midfielders who succeeded through brain over 

brawn: 
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• Xavi Hernández – Xavi was the strategic brain of Barcelona. He stands around 

5’7” and was never an elite sprinter, but his vision and game understanding 

were second to none. Xavi could constantly find space to receive the ball, 

looking around,scanning the position and knew how to bypass entire defenses 

with one slip pass. His decision-making and one-touch play set the rhythm for 

his team. As mentioned, despite early doubts about his size, he became a 

legend by out-thinking opponents. Outcome: 4 Champions League titles and 

a World Cup, 2 Euros, all built on mind, not muscle. 

• Andrés Iniesta – Xavi’s midfield partner, similarly modest in stature, with 

sublime close control and creativity. Iniesta’s high game IQ and unique 

technique allowed him to glide past opponents in midfield, but it was his 

game intelligence – knowing when to dribble, when to pass, where to open 

space and his knack for scoring clutch goals – that made him invaluable. He 

famously scored the last-minute goal against Chelsea and the winning goal in 

the 2010 World Cup final a testament to his calm mentality under pressure. 

• Andrea Pirlo – Nicknamed “Il Maestro,” Pirlo is an iconic example of a player 

who “doesn’t tackle, doesn’t sprint, yet dominated midfields. Lacking pace 

and not being very physical, Pirlo reinvented himself as a deep-lying 

playmaker (regista). He would drop near his defenders, orchestrate play with 

40-yard passes, free-kicks, and through-balls. His quote “Football is played 

with the head, your feet are just the tools” is legendary, emphasizing that 

thinking is a footballer’s main job. Pirlo’s ability to dictate a game’s tempo 

with his mind and technique helped Italy win the 2006 World Cup and AC 

Milan, Juventus to multiple trophies. 

• Sergio Busquets – A defensive midfielder who exemplifies game intelligence. 

Busquets isn’t fast or physically strong by typical standards, but his positional 

sense is so acute that he always seems to be in the right spot to intercept passes 

or provide an outlet for teammates. He operates almost like a chess player, has 

an enormous impact on the game, anticipating opponents’ moves. It’s often 

said that “you won’t notice Busquets unless you watch closely,” because he 

does the simple things perfectly – one-touch passes, opening passing lanes, 

and maintaining team structure. Coaches and players have lauded him as 

one of the smartest players in football, and he has been a backbone for 

Barcelona and Spain for over a decade. 

• Luka Modrić – As discussed, Modrić uses agility and quick thinking over 

brute force. Even in his mid-30s, he was outplaying younger, faster players 

because his understanding of space and timing is superb. He knows how to 

create angles to receive the ball and can wriggle out of tight spaces with a drop 

of the shoulder. His endurance is excellent (a reminder that fitness matters 

too), but it’s his decision-making – when to carry the ball forward, when to 

make a killer pass, when to help defensively – that makes him extraordinary. 

• Pedri (Barcelona) and Vitinha (Paris Saint-Germain) – These are young 

midfielders who represent the next generation of the “smart, technical 

midfielder.” Pedri, at just 22, has been praised for a football IQ beyond his 

years – always making the right pass and barely losing possession. “It’s true 

I don’t have the physical build of some stronger players, but I try to 
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compensate in other ways,” Pedri has noted. He relies on skill, agility, and 

clever movement rather than outmuscling opponents. Vitinha, similarly, is a 

relatively small, creative midfielder who excels at pass-and-move football with 

incredible technique. His national team coach Roberto Martinez explained that 

Vitinha “is at the heart of PSG’s in-possession game”, highlighting his technical 

role and importance in dictating play. These examples show that even as the 

sport evolves, there is still a place for the cerebral playmaker. 

• Fernandinho – Unlike the others, Fernandinho (formerly of Manchester City) 

is a bit more physical, but he’s worth mentioning because he demonstrated 

how intelligence amplifies a midfielder’s impact. As a defensive midfielder 

in his 30s, Fernandinho wasn’t the quickest, but he used his experience and 

reading of the game to break up attacks and start his team’s own moves. He 

was often described as the “shield” for City’s defense and the launchpad for 

attack. His positional discipline and leadership made City’s midfield balanced 

and showed that even a more defensive-minded CM relies on footballing IQ 

(knowing when to foul tactically, how to cover spaces, etc.). His IQ even 

made him to play as a central defender, without being too fast he was able to 

play incredibly as a central defender as well. 

 

This variety of examples underlines that young players who are smart and 

technically skilled should never be discouraged by not being the strongest or 

fastest. Of course, having pace, power, and stamina is an advantage – modern 

midfielders do run a lot (the role often demands the highest distance covered in a match). 

But physical attributes can be developed over time (through training, nutrition, etc.), 

whereas football intelligence is a unique asset that can set a player apart. Many 

youth systems today are recognizing this: they look for players with good decision-

making and ball control, not just those who win every sprint at age 15. Sadly, as Cruyff 

lamented, some talented youths have been rejected because they weren’t big or strong 

at a young age – “I find it terrible when talents are rejected based on computer stats… 

When I was 15, I couldn’t kick a ball 15 meters with my left… My qualities, technique 

and vision, are not detectable by a computer.”. This is a powerful reminder that vision 

and game understanding often manifest in ways that raw data (like sprint speed 

or shot power) won’t capture. A player who might be lightweight in their teens 

could still become the next Modrić or Xavi if nurtured properly. 

 
For young central midfielders reading this: the message is clear. Cultivate your mind 

and technique. Study the game, learn from the masters mentioned above, and improve 

skills like first touch, passing, awareness of your surroundings, and anticipation. If you 

are a smaller or less physically dominant player, don’t be discouraged – focus on being 

“two steps ahead” in thought. As Cruyff said: “Football is a game you play with your 

mind”. A quick thinker can often beat a quick runner by positioning themselves smartly 

or executing a perfect pass. And when you do work on physical aspects (which are still 

important for endurance and injury prevention), remember that it’s the combination of 

brain and body that makes a top player. A quote often attributed to various coaches states 

that “hard work beats talent when talent doesn’t work hard.” So, the ideal is to be 

talented and work hard – use your intelligence, but also train your body to its best 

potential. However, never think that you can’t succeed just because you’re not built 
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like a typical athlete. The success of so many “undersized” midfield legends proves that 

football has ample room for the clever playmaker or deep thinker (Modrić 2018). 

 

 

Implications for Youth Development and Scouting 

 

Limitations of Current Talent Identification Models 

 

The current football scouting culture and infrastructure that is usually employed 

at youth levels is heavily based on selecting the players who display the most potential 

to outperform their peers, which is strongly based on physical attributes, including 

speed, strength, and stamina, among others. This sort of approach poses a structural 

handicap when it comes to the role of the central midfielder, as it is easy to overvalue 

the presence of physical superiority over the presence of on-field intelligence, 

creativity, and decision-making. It is not difficult to find players that would fall under 

this criteria of having shown potential and skill on the ball during their adolescence 

but not being able to physically outplay their opponents, being demoted from their 

position due to poor performance while a physically superior player is chosen to fill 

their role, causing this type of intelligent playmakers to be either filtered out of the 

system or to be chosen for a less prestigious position where their play style is better 

suited for, which causes a major variety in midfield type players to be less in the long 

run. Proof of this notion can be found in past world-class midfielders such as Xavi 

Hernández, Andrés Iniesta, or Luka Modrić, who would not have been considered 

elite by these parameters due to a lack of physical dominance in their positions, instead 

being outshone by players who had a less intelligent disposition but were physically 

superior in their roles (Honigshtein 2014). 

 

 

Reframing Evaluation Criteria for Central Midfielders 

 

To mitigate these biases, scouting and player evaluation models must adapt to 

incorporate these cognitive and tactical attributes more prominently. Intelligence-

based metrics for central midfielders could include the frequency of scanning before 

the ball is received, the consistency of correct decisions under pressure, adherence to 

optimal positions during both attacking and defensive transitions, and spatial 

manipulation with minimal touches. Evaluators should also assess the extent to which 

players elevate the performance of those around them. Intelligent midfielders often 

enhance team performance by providing continuous passing options, maintaining 

team balance, and orchestrating transitions. These qualities might not be as visible in 

traditional metrics but are indicative of proficient midfield play. By integrating 

qualitative observation with quantitative analysis, scouts and coaches can form a more 

holistic view of a player’s potential. 
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Counterarguments and Contextual Constraints 

 

While this study emphasizes cognitive and technical intelligence as central to 

elite midfield success, physical dominance remains relevant in specific tactical envi-

ronments. Pressing-intensive systems, transition-heavy leagues, and lower-division 

competitions may place greater emphasis on sprint capacity, duel success, and high-

intensity running metrics. Players such as Patrick Vieira and Yaya Touré exemplify 

hybrid profiles combining physical power with tactical intelligence. Therefore, intel-

ligence should not be viewed as a replacement for physical capacity but as a differen-

tiating factor once baseline athletic requirements are met. 

 

 

Practical Recommendations for Youth Academies 

 

Youth academies have a pivotal role in how the intelligence of a midfielder is 

nurtured and valued. Training regimes should prioritize enhancing players’ perception, 

decision-making abilities, and tactical understanding rather than focusing solely on 

physical output and metrics. Small-sided games, positional rondos, and constraint-

based games are excellent methods to force increased decision-making and limit the 

opportunity to outplay an opponent physically.  

Video analysis and structured reflection sessions can also significantly contribute 

to developing these cognitive skills by allowing players to recognize patterns, understand 

positioning, and assess the outcomes of their decisions. Encouraging players to 

articulate their decision-making process can help strengthen the connection between 

perception and action. Crucially, the physical development of young players must be 

viewed as a long-term process, providing technically and cognitively inclined players 

sufficient time to develop physically without being sidelined or pushed out of the 

game prematurely. 

Prioritizing intelligence in player development, alongside physical attributes, 

allows academies to create a more inclusive and effective development pathway. This 

approach not only increases the chances of producing world-class central midfielders 

but also ensures player development is more closely aligned with the tactical realities 

of the modern game (Planet training). 

 

 

Discussion, Limitations, and Future Research 

 

The review of play confirms that central midfielders do show signs of intelligence-

led play by dictating play and tempo with good positioning, scanning and calmness 

under pressure. The research in this work would suggest this is how a top-class central 

midfielder should play, this is also what I have come across in the work of coaches 

tactically and in terms of game plans within top teams at an elite level.  

To reiterate there are some issues with this study, it uses small samples, and there 

could be more precise and wider evidence for central midfielders not fitting the 

description, therefore a larger quantitative analysis would help to improve the findings 

and analysis of this study. This is only one tactical view of central midfielders and 



Vol. 13, No.2 Sargsyan: Rethinking the Central Midfielder: Intelligence over Power… 

 

150 

with time as one progresses as a coach, the list will only develop and grow. However, 

this tactical review has been put forward in order to give a qualitative overview of 

how top-level central midfielders play at the moment and is by no means the be-all 

and end-all.  

For the same reasons this tactical review only focused on central midfielders in 

the top level and lower down the football ladder, the playing styles and constraints 

such as physical attributes on development can change. Future research can follow 

groups of central midfielders as they develop as footballers, as well as a range of 

metrics could be utilized to increase understanding of intelligence in the position.  

With the advent of AI and machine learning, these could be used to scout for 

more technical and tactical aspects such as scanning, passing decisions and positional 

heat-maps within games to find recurring trends within these central midfielders. 

Performance in elite level central midfield appears linked to perceptual–cognitive 

skill, particularly scanning behavior, anticipation & tempo. Physical attributes do play 

a role in performance namely sprint ability & strength in duels but intelligent 

positioning often negates physical reactive actions. Research supports ideas from 

perceptual–cognitive expertise literature (Mann et al. 2007) and ecological dynamics 

frameworks (Araújo et al. 2006). Limitations of generalizability are present due to 

qualitative methodology. Future studies should utilize mixed-methods to compare 

notational analysis, GPS-based physical data and longitudinal development. 

 

 

Conclusion  

 

In conclusion, elite central midfield performance appears closely linked to per-

ceptual–cognitive expertise and technical execution. While physical capacity remains 

important, intelligence-driven positioning and decision-making consistently differen-

tiate elite performers. These findings reinforce the need for cognitively informed 

scouting and development frameworks in modern football. 

 

 

References  

 
Aksum KM, Sevimli D, Flaten V, Bjørndal CT, Helsen WF (2021) Scanning activity of elite 

football players in 11 vs. 11 match play. PLOS ONE, 16(1), e0244118. https://doi.org/10. 

1371/journal.pone.0244118   

Araújo D, Davids K, Hristovski R (2006) The ecological dynamics of decision making in 

sport. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 7(6), 653–676. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychs 

port.2006.07.002   

Cobley S, Baker J, Wattie N, McKenna J (2009) Annual age-grouping and athlete development: 

A meta-analytical review of relative age effects in sport. Sports Medicine, 39(3), 235–256. 

https://doi.org/10.2165/00007256-200939030-00005   

Hernández X (2018) Xavi on talent, intelligence, and the limits of physical development in 

football [Interview]. ESPN FC. https://www.espn.com 

ESPN (n.d.) Why the midfield is football’s engine room. ESPN FC. https://www.espn.com 

Modrić L (2018) Football is played with the head: Intelligence over physical strength [Interview]. 

FIFA.com. https://www.fifa.com 

https://www.espn.com/
https://www.espn.com/


Athens Journal of Sports June 2026 

 

151 

González-Hernández J, Gómez-López M, Manzano-Sánchez D, Valero-Valenzuela A (2023) 

Motivated and without fear of failure: The strength of basic psychological needs in youth 

Spanish athletes in team sports. Journal of Human Kinetics, 87, 235–245. https://doi.org/ 

10.5114/jhk/162449   

Helsen WF, Van Winckel J, Williams AM (2005) The relative age effect in youth soccer 

across Europe. Journal of Sports Sciences, 23(6), 629–636. https://doi.org/10.1080/02 

640410400021310   

Planet Training (n.d.) Central midfielder: The perfect all-rounder. Planet Training. https://www. 

planettraining.com 

Honigstein R (2014) Pep confidential: The inside story of Pep Guardiola’s first season at Bayern 

Munich. BackPage Press. 

Mann DTY, Williams AM, Ward P, Janelle CM (2007) Perceptual-cognitive expertise in 

sport: A meta-analysis. Journal of Sport & Exercise Psychology, 29(4), 457–478. 

https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.29.4.457   

McGuckian TB, Cole MH, Jordet G (2018) Don’t turn blind! The relationship between 

exploration behavior and match performance in football. Frontiers in Psychology, 9, 

2520. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.02520   

Roca A, Ford PR, McRobert AP, Williams AM (2013) Perceptual-cognitive skills and their 

interaction as a function of task constraints in soccer. Journal of Sport & Exercise 

Psychology, 35(2), 144–155.   

Vaeyens R, Lenoir M, Williams AM, Philippaerts RM (2008). Talent identification and 

development programmes in sport: Current models and future directions. Sports Medicine, 

38, 703–714. https://doi.org/10.2165/00007256-200838090-00001   

  



Vol. 13, No.2 Sargsyan: Rethinking the Central Midfielder: Intelligence over Power… 

 

152 

 


