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Abstract –– Aim: To analyze success and failure of offensive sequences and the adopted offensive method in 
under-15 (U-15) and under-17 (U-17) soccer players. Methods: The sample was composed of 218 offensive sequences 
performed by U-15 and U-17 players selected from 28 matches, being 18 matches of an Italian team and 10 matches of a 
Brazilian team. All offensive sequences which ended in finalization were selected for the analysis. Using observational 
methodology, an adapted ad hoc observational instrument was built with the variables “number of players involved”, 
“ball touches”, “passing”, “duration”, and “corridor changes”. Next, offensive actions were classified into three 
offensive game methods: counter-attack, quick attack, and positional attack. Results: Results revealed that teams which 
use positional attack expend more time constructing an offensive play, involve extra players, and change the ball 
corridor more often during offensive actions when compared to counter-attack and quick attack (p<0.01). Moreover, 
offensive efficacy did not present an association with the offensive method employed (X2=0.47; p=0.78). Sequences 
that finished in success presented significantly higher values of the number of touches (p=0.02), passes (p=0.003), and 
duration (p=0.01) in comparison to failure. Conclusion: The findings suggest that all offensive methods adopted can be 
used to reach success during a game of U-15 and U-17 soccer players.
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Introduction

Football is known as a team sport characterized by alternation 
between offensive and defensive phases of the game, where 
players are required to interact with their teammates to manage 
the constraints offered by opponents1. Given the relevance of 
the management of game space to achieve success, a series of 
studies have recently been developed, trying to understand the 
complex dynamics of football. Interaction between players 
in different situations2-4, metrics that discriminate winning, 
drawing and losing teams5,6, comparison between possession and 
direct play7, collective dynamics evolution over the last three 
decades8, and core tactical principle execution9-12 are examples 
of information suggested by different authors to clarify the 
tactical domain in football.

Regarding the offensive phase of the game, teams can 
basically play three offensive methods: a counter-attack, 
quick attack, and positional attack13. Counter-attack refers to 
an offensive situation with the following characteristics: i) 
transition from defense to attack occurs quickly in a reduced 
period; ii) the opposing team’s defense is unbalanced; iii) actions 
are performed with high intensity and lower passes – especially 
depth passes. Quick-attack is also characterized by an intense 
transition from defense to attack but the opponent’s defensive 
system is more organized than in counter-attack, and passes 

are performed with depth and width. The positional attack is 
an offensive method often used by teams with high technical 
and tactical qualities, where players spend more time building 
offensive play and collective team behavior is guided by a 
homogenous and compact block7,13-15.

The choice of one method over another may consider many 
types of information, such as the ideas of coaches, player skills, 
and the objectives and structure of the club, among others16,17. 
Furthermore, clubs need to constantly evaluate their tactical 
performance to understand whether the methods adopted are 
adjusted to the characteristics of the team7. Match analysis has 
been used for this purpose through observational methodology18-22.

Although the number of studies related to observational 
analysis in football has increased over the last few years, it 
remains unclear whether the offensive methods and behaviors 
adopted are related to offensive efficiency. Tenga, Ronglan L, 
Bahr23 reported that offensive sequences with fewer passes 
increase the chances of producing opportunities for scoring 
goals compared to elaborate attacks. In contrast, Lago-Peñas, 
Lago-Ballesteros and Rey24 found that winning teams had 
significantly higher average values of passes and ball possession 
than loser teams. Besides these controversial findings, the 
majority of studies published in the literature were conducted 
with adult football players and not youth footballers7,25. Therefore, 
new studies investigating offensive sequences in youth players 
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may reveal which offensive method is more efficient at these 
ages. This information might help coaches to identify patterns 
and indicators that could be used as references during training26.

Thus, the aim of this study is to analyze the success and 
failure of offensive sequences and the adopted offensive method 
in U-15 and U-17 soccer players.

Methods

Participants

This is an observational study, with an extensive-point- 
-idiographic-unidimensional design. According to Anguera27 
and Portell, Anguera, Chacón-Moscoso, Chaves28, the 
observational methodology allows monitoring the behaviour 
in the context where it happens, prioritizing contextual 
representativeness of the data with quality in a context without 
standardized evaluation tools. The present study shows a 
single level of response expressed by a unidimensional design, 
with a group of users, in a specific moment of observation, 
focusing on static behavioural indicators.

The sample consisted of 218 offensive actions selected 
from 28 matches, including 18 matches of the Italian 
team U-15 in dispute for the Italian championship, season 
2015/2016, and 10 matches of the Brazilian team – 5 matches 
U-15 and 5 matches U-17 – in dispute for the national and 
state championship, season 2016. Matches were randomly 
selected along the season. The Brazilian and Italian teams 
were selected as they represent traditional soccer-playing 
countries, which usually produce good young players. The 
Brazilian club included athletes selected from many states of 
the country and a weekly routine composed of five training 
sessions, whereas the Italian club presented a weekly routine 
composed of three training sessions, and generally included 
players selected from nearby towns. 

The clubs were duly informed about the procedures to be 
adopted and signed the free and informed consent term. The 
study was included in the institutional research project titled 
"Tactical behavior in football: Evaluation of offensive tactical 
actions and their implications in the process of sports training 
of young soccer players", approved by the Ethics Committee 
of the State University of Maringá (Proc. 1.627.516).

The following inclusion criteria were adopted: (1) 
Offensive sequences that finished in shooting towards 
opponent's goal; (2) Free and informed consent term signed 
by the responsible clubs, and as exclusion criteria: (1) Free 
kick with direct shooting towards the opponent’s goal; (2) 
Offensive sequences that did not present the criteria for 
characterizing the offensive methods proposed by Garganta29.

Procedures

To obtain the videos, the cameras were located on a high 
plane in relation to the game plan to facilitate a topographic 

view of the playing field. Data collection was performed through 
observational analysis using Match Vision Studio Premium® 
software30-32. This software enables the researcher to create a 
categorical matrix according to the variables to be analyzed 
(Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Screen capture from Match Vision Studio Premium® 
software with the categorical matrix used in the study.

Only the offensive actions which ended in finalization 
were selected, as suggested by Almeida33. The variables used 
to create the categorical matrix were proposed by Garganta29 
and Almeida33, and are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Categories of offensive actions and results of the offensive 
actions.

Variables Description

Players Involved Number of players that were involved, 
touching the ball during the offensive action.

Ball Touches Total number of ball touches performed by 
players during the offensive action.

Passing

Total number of passes made with any part of 
the body that was received by the attacking 
partner and continued the offensive phase of 
the team.

Duration
The duration of the offensive phase, from 
the interception of the ball, to the end of the 
offensive action (seconds).

Corridor 
Changes*

Number of times that the ball changed field 
corridors during the offensive action, taking 
into account the division of the field into 3 
corridors (left, central, and right).

Results of 
Offensive Actions Description

Success Sequence finished in goal.

Failure Sequence finished with kick out or 
goalkeeper's defense.

*Spatial references for corridor changes can be found in Gréhaigne, 
Mahut and Fernandez34. 

All sequences where players scored a goal were considered 
as successful sequences, and those sequences which finished 
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with kick out or goalkeeper’s defense were classified as a 
failure. The characterization of the offensive game method 
proposed by Garganta29, and presented in Table 2 was used 
to identify the different playing styles during the offensive 
actions: counter-attack (CA), quick attack (QA), and positional 
attack (PA).

Table 2. Characteristics of Offensive Game Methods.

Counter 
attack (CA) Quick attack (QA) Positional 

attack (PA)
Ball recovered in any 
area of the playing 
field

Ball recovered in 
any area of the 
playing field

Ball recovered in 
any area of the 
playing field

Performs equal or 
less than 5 passes

Performs a 
maximum of 7 
passes

Performs more than 
7 passes

Offensive sequence 
duration equal to or 
less than 12 seconds

Offensive sequence 
duration equal to or 
less than 18 seconds

Offensive sequence 
duration exceeding 
18 seconds

Opponent team 
advanced on the 
pitch and defensively 
unbalanced

Opponent team 
balanced defensively

Opponent team 
balanced defensively

Ball circulation more 
in depth than width

Ball circulation in 
width and depth

Ball circulation more 
in width than depth

High play intensity High play intensity Cadenced play 
intensity

Quality control of data

Regarding data control, 42 offensive sequences were 
randomly selected to be analysed by an independent evaluator 
and reanalysed by the main evaluator, aiming to get the agreement 
between intra and inter rates. In this sense, The Kappa index 
was applied for qualitative variables of the study and intraclass 
correlation coefficient for quantitative variables, according 
to recommendations exposed in the literature35. All variables 
presented k>0.81 and r>.91, indicating a reliability “near 
perfect”36.

Statistical analysis

Non-parametric analysis was employed and data are 
presented as median, and first and third quartiles (Q1-Q3). 
To compare offensive methods and tactical-technical variables, 
the Kruskal-Wallis and Mann Whitney U tests were adopted. 
Afterward, Eta Squared test (η²) was used to verify effect 
size. The Chi-Squared test through the Pearson method was 
employed to verify the association between the offensive 
method and sequence outcome (p<0.05). 

To verify the level of relationship between variables, 
Correlation Network Analysis was executed among 
tactical-technical variables in offensive sequences that 
finished in success. The variables "players involved", "ball 
touches", "passing", "duration", and "corridor changes" were 
analyzed and correlated using the Spearman method. Each 
node represents a variable and the edges that connect the nodes 
represent the correlation value. The thickness of the edges 
and colors are related to the correlation strength (as shown 
in figure 3). Only correlations equal to or above r=0.3 were 
inserted in the analysis. Social Network Analysis (SNA) has 
been used to investigate individual and collective behavior 
in team sports37. 

The programs Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 
– SPSS (v. 22.0), R (v. 3.5.1) and RStudio (v. 1.1.456) were 
used. The “R” packages adopted were “tidyverse”, “corrr”, 
“igraph”, and “ggraph”.

Results

Table 3 presents the comparisons of tactical-technical 
indicators among the offensive methods evaluated: 
counter-attack, quick attack, and positional attack. The results 
showed that positional attack differed significantly from the 
other sequences (p<0.01), is structured with a higher number 
of “players involved”, “passes”, “ball touches”, and “ball 
corridor changes”. In addition, positional attack sequences 
presented longer duration, considering the time of execution 
in seconds.

Table 3. Comparison of tactical-technical indicators between different offensive methods.

Counter-Attack Quick Attack Positional Attack p η²Md (Q1-Q3) Md (Q1-Q3) Md (Q1-Q3)
Players Involved (no) 3.00 (2.00-3.00) 3.00 (2.00-4.00) 8.00 (7.00-9.00)* <0.01 0.23
Passing (no) 2.00 (2.00-3.00) 2.00 (1.00-3.00)  9.50 (8.00-11.25)* <0.01 0.24
Duration (sec.) 11.00 (9.00-12.00)  8.00 (4.50-14.00)  30.00 (26.00-36.25)* <0.01 0.25
Ball Touches (no) 7.00 (5.00-8.00) 6.00 (3.00-9.00)  24.00 (20.00-25.50)* <0.01 0.24
Corridor Changes (no) 1.00 (0.00-2.00) 1.00 (1.00-2.00) 5.00 (3.00-7.00)* <0.01 0.17

*Different from Counter-Attack and Quick Attack

Table 4 presents the association between offensive methods 
according to the sequences that ended in success (goal) or failure. 
The findings show that the three methods were similarly efficient 

when considering the achievement of success in the offensive 
sequence. However, quick attack sequences were more frequently 
adopted by teams when trying to progress offensively.
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Table 4. Association between different offensive methods and se-
quence outcome.

Success 
(n=37)

Failure 
(n=181) X2 p

f (%) f (%)
Counter-Attack (n=27) 5 (18.5) 22 (81.5)

0.47 0.78Quick Attack (n=173) 28 (16.2) 145 (83.8)
Positional Attack (n=18) 4 (22.2) 14 (77.8)

Figure 2 shows the comparisons of tactical-technical indicators 
according to sequence outcome efficiency (success or failure). 
The results demonstrate that the number of players involved and 
ball corridor changes was similar in both situations (p>0.05). 
Sequences that ended in success presented significantly higher 
values of “number of touches” (p=0.02), “passes” (p=0.03), and 
“duration” (p=0.01) in comparison to failure.

Figure 2. Comparison of tactical-technical indicators according to 
sequence outcome.

With regard to Figure 3, correlation network analysis among 
tactical and technical variables executed in offensive sequences 
that finished in success presented an important centrality of the 
variables “passing”, “ball touches”, and “duration”.

Figure 3. Correlation network analysis among tactical and technical 
variables in offensive sequences that finished in success (goal).

This means that in offensive sequences, these variables 
are central components to achieve the goal, as well as which, 
these variables are related to each other and presented strong 
correlations with the other tactical-technical indicators.

Discussion

The study aimed to analyze success and failure of offensive 
sequences and the adopted offensive method in U-15 and 
U-17 soccer players. The findings showed that there was 
no greater efficiency in achieving success in the offensive 
sequence, according to the method adopted (Table 2). These 
indications corroborate with several studies38-41 which report 
that different styles of offensive construction can be equally 
effective as long as they are well executed and disciplined. 
Top-performing teams are able to impose and maintain their 
game standard, regardless of their opponent, the location of the 
game, or possible situational changes throughout the game42.

In relation to the contributions of the tactical-technical 
characteristics of the adopted offensive method (Table 3), 
it was found that the construction positional attack showed 
a significant difference in corridor changes (p<0.01), ball 
touches (p<0.01), passes (p<0.01), duration (p<0.01), and 
players involved (p<0.01) when compared to the other methods 
adopted. It is believed that teams that seek an offensive 
construction with the positional attack are technically 
superior42, preferring to control the game, dictating the 
rhythm instead of giving the initiative to the opponent40, 
thus being more conservative, with a greater tendency to 
maintain ball possession, practicing an indirect game. Some 
studies indicated that these behaviours could help teams to 
win the game43,44.

On the other hand, two explanations may help to explain 
why counter-attack and quick attack presented less “players 
involved”, “passing”, “duration”, “ball touches”, and “corridor 
changes” than positional attack (Table 3). Firstly, both methods 
are characterized by a fast transition from defense to attack, 
where teams make deep passes to reach the opposing goal 
quickly. Given the risks associated with sending the ball to 
areas that are occupied mainly by opposing teams, the loss 
of ball possession is often observed. Secondly, even when 
playing with high rhythm and fast offensive transitions7, 
teams organize their offensive phase of the game with a low 
quantity of passes and players involved. 

To control the match while maintaining ball possession 
may be an important strategy to prevent the team from 
being attacked, as it maintains the balance of the team, with 
advanced positioning on the field, facilitating ball possession 
recovery in the most offensive half of the field. The place 
where the ball is recovered may be a preponderant factor to 
obtain success27, since constructions with characteristics of 
fast attack usually occur after recovering ball possession in 
the offensive field which generates shots on goal41, while 
also leaving the opposing defensive system unorganized. In 
the present study, we found a higher frequency of finishing 
with fast attack characteristics (Table 4).
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Other studies indicate that offensive sequences constructed 
with counter-attack characteristics are more effective than 
elaborate sequences23,45,46. However, the effectiveness of 
counter-attack actions is strictly related to the capabilities and 
organization of the opposing team; counter-attacks are more 
effective than other methods when the opponent presents an 
unbalanced and unorganized defense23,45,46.

Regarding the contributions in Figure 2, the study identified 
that all the successful offensive sequences differed significantly in 
“touches” (p=0.02), “passes” (p<0.01), and “duration” (p=0.01) 
compared to failure. In addition, the correlation network analysis 
in Figure 3 also presented the importance of these three variables 
(“ball touches”, “passes”, and “duration”) in offensive sequences 
that finished in success (goal), showing that they are related to 
each other and presented moderate to strong (r>0.30) correlations 
with the other tactical-technical indicators. These results reinforce 
the indications of Liu, Gomez, Gonçalves, Sampaio47 and Kite 
and Nevill48 who infer that successful teams make more ball 
touches and more passes in a shorter time during offensive 
sequences, indicating the greater success of the actions with 
high speed of ball transmission. Moreover, failure actions are 
interrupted before their conclusion, while successful sequences 
are those where players develop their tactical and technical 
intentions. 

According to Garganta, Guilherme, Barreira, Brito, 
Rebelo49, in order to achieve effectiveness the fundamental 
objective in the transition from the defensive moment to the 
offensive moment, must be to progress towards the adversary 
crossings, in a fast and effective way, taking advantage of the 
opponent’s momentary positional disorganization, although in 
many cases greater efficiency is achieved when the players opt 
for paths that, although theoretically more time-consuming, are 
more accessible as they do not present so many obstacles. This 
behavior should be encouraged from the initial categories, as 
it prevents the player from losing sight of the main objective 
of the game (goal), seeking to prevent an exacerbated indirect 
game50.

As a possible limitation of the study, we consider the use 
of only two national teams from two countries, by this way, 
limiting the possibilities of assuming similar results for other 
contexts. However, the results proved relevant to better fill the 
existing gap in relation to studies on the success, failure, and 
offensive methods used in actions performed by young players, 
U-15 and U-17. 

Conclusion

In conclusion, we identified that all offensive methods 
may be used to reach success during a game of U-15 and U-17 
soccer players. Therefore, coaches involved with training 
youth players should consider that there is not only one way to 
manage offensive movements during a game. All the offensive 
methods adopted can provide efficient outcomes. It is possible 
that player characteristics, the ideas of coaches, game model, 
training methods, and cultural aspects are factors that affect 
game performance.
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