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ABSTRACT

This paper investigates the diffusion of digitalitrologies within the football talent
scouting process. A qualitative exploration basad apen discussions and
unstructured interviews with professionals involwedhe football system (coaches,
scouts, players’ agents, etc.) provides insightaiahow new technologies are used
for recruiting athletes. The findings, which areimha in the context of Italian
football, indicate a cultural and generational gaghe use of new digital tools that
creates a mismatch between young promising ath{de®sand side) and “senior”
team professionals (supply side).
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1. Introduction

The importance of talent scouting as a crucial raeidm for recruiting the best performers for
professional teams is well known both in sportesce (Abbott et al., 2005; Durand-Bush, & Salm2GQ1)
and sports management literature (Brady et al.3208ylor, Doherty, & McGraw, 2008).

Several sports organizations rely almost exclugive human expertise for the process of talent
scouting. In disciplines such as football, espéciaithin the Italian context, it is still believetthat domain
experts (coaches, managers, and scouts) can eflgctonvert collected data into usable knowledge.
In other European and American contexts, the spodisstry has a longer tradition of collecting statal
data, especially in baseball and basketball. lemegears, new technologies (software for playexyais,
player position tracking, multimedia online datadmsetc.) have offered additional advantages, ssch
predicting particular player matchups and/ or fasting how an athlete might perform under specific
conditions.

Moreover, by making the analysis of players’ adiidiaster and more tactical, these platforms
facilitate the flow of information sharing and eteblubs to downsize their investments on talelgcsion.

In spite of the increasing proliferation of new nigetbols in the sports sector, there is still a lack of
scientific knowledge about the role and impact efvrtechnologies on the talent scouting proceseddd

! Most technologies described as “hew media” ardtaljgoften having characteristics of being maniped,
networkable, dense, compressible, and interachleav media is also characterized by the variegasedaf images,
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sports-related studies have explored the use ofmedia and social medjaespecially regarding how sports
clubs manage these means to build brand awarendsmage (Wallace, Wilson, & Miloch, 2011; Watets e
al., 2011), fans’ motivations for interacting thgbusocial media (Stavros et al., 2013), and holeth use
communication applications such as Twitter (Pegnra®10) and Facebook (Sanderson, 2013).

In light of these premises, this study is focusedtite use of digital technologies within the sports
supply chain. Specifically, the research questtortze investigated are as follows:

1. Which types of new technologies are the most diffLis the scouting of football talent?
2. Are professional football teams using new medi@éntify and recruit new players? If so, how?
3. What kinds of opportunities are offered by thes#siaboth for athletes (demand) and scouts (supply)

The purpose of this paper is therefore to invetidghe diffusion of digital technologies within the
football talent scouting process, with a specificus on the Italian professional context.

Analytically framed within the sports talent managat approach (8§ 2), the research is based on
a qualitative methodology (8 3). An initial expltyey investigation was carried out through open
discussions and unstructured interviews with psiesls involved in the Italian football systemldta
scouts, coaches, sports directors, etc.). These tglks, combined with an extended analysis of nenli
search engines, have provided us with a general atbeut the most popular digital platforms usethi
field of football for the recruitment of players.

Among the web-based tools that emerged from oulysisawe selected a specific and brand-new
social network for football talent scouting, fouddea 2014 in Italy. Access to this network’s usatabase
enabled us to identify the main features (8 4.1peawple registered as members of this sort of eribotball
scouting community. A web content analysis (Hastial., 2001) of this social network was also depet
in order to understand the main motivations fotipgating in this kind of social platform (§ 4.2).

The last section (8 5) of the paper discusses thi@ challenges posed by the new trends of using
digital technologies in football talent scoutingdéed, a strong cultural and generational gap atbag
football talent supply chain generates a mismatetwéen young promising athletes (demand side) and
“senior” team professionals (supply side).

2. Talent management in the new media era

Since the 1997 publication of the study “War forléefd’ by a group of McKinsey consultants
(Michaels, Handfield-Jones, & Axelrod, 2001), tlopit of talent management has received a remarkable
amount of attention from practitioners and academi€or organizations across the globe, managing
acknowledged employees is of strategic importarare niaximizing their competitive advantage. This
challenge is even more significant in the conteraporecessionary climate. Nevertheless, despite the
growing popularity of talent management, its déiom, scope, and overall goals remain unclear
(Lewis, & Heckman, 2006).

A review of the literature shows that the labellétda management” is often a substitute for human
resource (HR) management (Lewis, & Heckman, 2086holars often limit their focus to particular HR
practices such as recruitment, leadership developnseiccession planning, and the like. In otheesas
authors focus on the management of talented pgbpéhaels et al., 2001; Smart, 1999). This theossti
background argues that all roles within the orgatndn should be filled with “top performers” and
emphasizes the management of poor performers eutithe company.

words, and sounds (multimedia). Some examples decthe Internet and websites, computer multimecbhayputer
games, CD-ROMS, and DVDs (Santomier, & Shuart, 2008

2«3ocial media” emerged under the innovative cohoéWeb 2.0: multimedia and interactive tools théow the user
to partially or totally control content with regatd both the creation and distribution processesiab media, also
defined as “Consumer Generated Media” (CGM), iniclgdblogs, forums, news groups, social networksgisyi
podcasts, and virtual worlds, allow many-to-mangnomunication and feedback flows (Weinburg, 2009).
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Collings and Mellahi (2009) recognize an emergitigasm of thought concerning talent management,
identifying the key positions with the potentialdifferentially impact the competitive advantageaafirm.
According to these authors, strategic talent mamagé can be defined as

“activities and processes that involve the systa&natentification of key positions which
contribute to the organizations’ sustainable conipet advantage, the development of a talent
pool of high potential and high performing incumtseto fill these roles, and the development
of a differentiated human resource architecture fémilitate filling these positions with
competent incumbents and to ensure their continceshmitment to the organizations”
(Collings, & Mellahi, 2006, p. 304).

The main point of this approach is the systematimniification of key positions rather than talented
individuals per se (Collings, & Mellahi, 2006, p05. A talent management strategy then entails the
development of a “talent pool” of high potentialdamgh performing human resources that the orgéoiza
can draw upon to cover pivotal positions requitialgnted individuals. This approach involves theagtive
identification of people who are able to ensure kieg positions that may become available are eduwut.

In sportsas well, talent scouting has been the backbonepofts organizations’ collection of
knowledge for nearly a century (Vaeyens et al.,80Burthermore, the talent scouting system insinarts
sector has often inspired talent management imbsasienvironmentsTraditionally, sports team personnel
observe competing teams, compile reports on plagaiknesses and opposing teams’ strategies, aner gath
other useful information that may generate a coitipetadvantage (match analysis). This kind of st
mainly has a tactical value. More complex and adednscouting entails seeking out and evaluating new
pools of talent (talent scouting). This processdasore strategic value.

Talented players are “strategic resources” in obigi a competitive advantage over rival teams.
Indeed, as many scholars in the industrial econdirid have highlighted with the framework of the
resource-based view (Barney, 1991; Grant, 19912;:28@nrose, 1959; Peteraf, 1993), firms are able to
develop a competitive advantage if, and only iéythave superior resources that are protectedrog $orm
of isolating mechanism preventing their diffusidmaughout industry (Barney, 1991; Grant, 1991; Bsay
1959; Peteraf, 1993).

As with any other firm, even sports organizatioas be considered bundles of tangible and intangible
resources and capabilities (Wernerfelt, 1984; Barh@91; Grant, 1991). Specifically, in the spontustry
the most relevant tangible assets are financialuress, in addition to sports venues and facilitgssides
brand and fan loyalty (Mahony et al., 1999; Gladdefrunk, 2001), human resources are crucial irtdag
assets (Barney, 1991; Grant, 1991): the qualitdavel of players is a strategic resource (Graf02}.
Players are important assets for sports organimti@cause the performances of the athletes amadbe
obvious feature of team quality and success onfitld. “Besides providing the sport event, theyoals
contribute to the success of the product” (Zag®Radicchi, 2011, p. 253).

Players might be strategic sources for successheffield, as well. When athletes are “stars”, they
become a promotional tool for increasing the paiitylaof a sports discipline and the brand of a tpor
organization. They represent an important commikta@ not only for the sports entities, but also their
sponsors. New media help to set off a process highathe champion is transformed into a “role model”
both on and off the field. Spectators and fans tiflethemselves with the star player and are splitce
imitate the athlete, increasing not only the sgomgiopularity, but even the sale of team and league
merchandise. Therefore, it is clear that the sagraf athletes might have a strategic significafurethe
sports club.

% For example, the “Tech Draft” organized by the high-tech industry to identify talented collegets@fre engineers,
has been designed to be similar to the NationatidadloLeague Draft. This is the traditional systased in American
football for recruiting college football players poofessional teams (http://www.draft.me).
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The most successful teams are those that are alittentify the better athletes earlier than their
competitors. Finding alternative, innovative, aeslsl costly “channels” for advance recognition angising
athletes with the potential to excel in sports rigkuce clubs to sustain lower investments foretigyment
and training programs and therefore grant thenmapetitive edge.

Scholars have stressed five key stages in thettaleouting process: detection, identification,
confirmation, selection, and development (Vaeyera.£2008; Williams, & Reilly, 2000). Traditiorigl the
phases of detection - that is, the discovery oémpidl performers who are not currently involvedhe sport
- and identification are considered to be the noostial for predicting successful young athletdsere are
different methods for measuring the current perforoe of adolescents; these entail a combination of
physiological, physical, anthropometric, and techhvariables within age-specific groups (heigheight,
strength, speed, etc.) (Baxter-Jones et al.,, 1988jna, 1994; Malina et al.,, 2007). Some scholars
(Van Rossum, & Gagne, 2005) have suggested thetonmg of additional personal and interpersonal
abilities and qualities (team building skills, selnagement of emotions, values, intrinsic motorati
endurance under the pressure of competition, etc.).

Federations and teams have invested consideradglaroes in detecting and identifying exceptionally
gifted youngsters at an early age in order to acatd their development process. Scouts used yoorel
manual methods to keep track of players’ perforrmanand the traditional decision-making approach of
counting on their intuition and observation on filedd is still very important. However, sports onjgations,
especially within the North American context, hawegun to embrace advanced analytics based on
digital technologies to assess players’ techniddllssand their future success (Schumaker, Soligman
& Chen, 2010).

Applications of digital technologies are permeatihg sports industry in many ways, such as with the
collection of field data to monitor athletes’ actso(speed, distance, ball possession, etc.),t&tatianalysis
of opposing teams, predictive insights of fan elgreres, etc. A recent and innovative trend invobesuse
of social media (e.g., Twitter, Facebook, etc.Jdlbserve” how young athletes behave on the web.rblee
and effects of social networks on the processaiieng sports talent have, for the most partbeeted by
practitioners. Sports professionals and club maisagbo annually meet at the MIT Sloan Sports Ariegyt
Conference (www.sloansportsconference.com) ackragel¢hat social media has helped coaches and scouts
more efficiently open a dialogue with recruitinggets (Trotter, 2012). Monitoring the Facebook and
Twitter accounts of high school and college stuslealtows for an accurate analysis of young prorgisin
athletes by discovering their personal attitude wway that could not be accomplished even throufgitce:
to-face interaction.

The identification and monitoring of young talemisough the use of new media and social media
would definitely be enhanced with the applicatidrdata mining(Azzalini, & Scarpa, 2004; Hastie et al.,
2001), the extraction or “mining” of knowledge frarlarge amount of data. The techniques that carseé
in the sports field to analyze young players’ attés on social media are text mining methods, which
concern keyword detection and the recognition s€alsion categories. These tools may be a usefuisne
for monitoring and modeling the individual behavaord personality of prospective athletes.

3. Research design and methodology

The main purpose of this paper is to explore thfuglon of new technologies for the process of
scouting and recruiting football players. At a vergliminary stage of the research, we browsedvasitéd
a large number of websites and platforms that applgroffered services for the scouting of spaaterit. By
using the Google search engine and selecting “ftlothlent scouting” as a keyword, we extractedstdf
online tools and then identified their main feature
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During the second stage of the study, which toakg@between November 2014 and January 2015, we
carried out open talks and unstructured interviewits sports experfs including football club directors,
talent scouts, coaches, and managers responsibledieral youth development programs. The aim was t
figure out the process of sourcing football playésee Figure 5) and to explore to what degree new
technologies are used by football clubs for plageruitment, with a specific focus on the Italiazntext.
These open discussions, together with the in-deplime research performed to detect and selectfgpec
websites and online platforms, contributed sigaifity to the conceptualization of digital and mukidia
platforms used for the recruitment of football talésee Figure 1, 8 4).

From the most popular web-based tools used forectitlg and analyzing the profiles of young
football players that emerged from our analysis, sgkected a specific football-oriented social latf
called FB Player - Social Football Talent, an #alistart-up founded in April 2014. We chose FB &tay
because it is a completely new approach: it isanaépository of information filled and managed obly
scouts/ staff (8 4), and it is not a Facebook pagere you can find data (pictures, video, stasst&tc.)
about athletes. The mission of this social platf@waww.foplayer.com) is “to allow coaches and scdots
discover talents and unknown football championsréduer, it enables players to display their pertmoe
and to stay in touch with other players, talenussofootball clubs and supporters all over theladr

Despite the fact that this online community wadglesd to include athletes, coaches, scouts, and eve
fans, the majority of users are athletes. The maal of the founders was to create a sort of “ekatptace”
where the demand (players) and the supply (coamt#scouts) would meet, exchange information, sad s
in contact. This tool actually seems to mainly hé@en online window” where players, especiallyigger
players, can find a place to gain visibility.

In November 2014, we first contacted the CEO anld marketing manager of this social network and
obtained access to a dataset of more than 6,008.uBee time interval for data collection lastednfr
February to September 2015. The results of ouarebare twofold.

First, we focused on FB Player users’ profile infation (anonymous form) with specific attention
given to those who registered as “plaj@rdhis analysis was performed in order to desctiteeplayers’
socio-demographic characteristics and technic#issHihe database was organized in different tablesre
gender, age, nationality, and other indicators iafatmatiorl were extracted and summarized. A “filling
index” (for each field) was computed to estimate teliability of each piece of information. These
calculations were considered to be a significadexnbecause they denoted the users’ participattir,
desire to become part of the community, and thdiingness to tell others about themselves. An tiatal
analysis focused more on the players’ profiles, netdifferent counting statistics were built (pro&teur,
football with 11/7/5 players, position on the fiefeersonal skills, etc.).

Second, we developed a web content analysis (Hasté, 2001; Hsie et al., 2005) of multimedia
content such as text, images, and videos postdatieopublic wall and on other significant public gps
(e.g., “Official Group” and “Promising Youth”). Owoal was to determine young players’ main motoai
for being part of this kind of online community.

* We had open discussions with professionals inebinedifferent pro clubs in Italy such as Empoli,A@odena FC,
ACF Fiorentina, and US Sassuolo. Moreover, we wu¢gved a couple of FIFA Players’ Agents and mansiger
responsible for the Grassroots program developateRtGC.

® Although this online social platform was recerfityinded, some professional football clubs in Itaiwe started to
consider FB Player as an additional and complemgmfaannel for “detecting” young athletes. For a&mste, in 2014
Juventus FC launched a football contest that edatiembers of FB Player to show their sports peréome by
uploading a video on the public wall. The youngyplad whose videos received the most votes weraevatioto
participate in a skill test with the scouting stafffJuventus.

® A total of 5,279 users were registered as playendie the whole dataset included 6,671 members.

" Take for example: height, weight, gender, shoe, shoe brand, birthday, country, team, positiomtaur status, best
video, field, federation, city, province nationglitpalmares”, trial value, attack, creativeneg®ex, strength, defense,
mentality, career appearances, career goals.
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For this web content analysis, the unit of studg W content of FB Player, and the coding units
were the individual posts and comments uploadedhenpublic wall. With the use of the “R” statistica
softwaré (using the “tm” /text mining/ and “word cloud” peages in particular), we performed an
investigation of the main topics discussed on theas network. After extracting the words’ frequéss;

a ranking of terms was created, which we used tlol lBuword cloud (see Figure 4). This word cloud is
useful for understanding these statistics.

Our study also presents additional outcomes propgoai codification of posted content indicating
specific categories of users’ motivations for engggin the social network (see Table 1). By using
an inductive development approach (Mayring, 2000thaut preconceived categories (Kondracki,
& Wellman, 2002), the resulting classificationsotfled from the data” (Hsie, & Shannon, 2005, p. 3279
enabling a deeper analysis of the latent contenbrdier to determine the meaningful codes of mtitwa,
we immersed ourselves in the FB Player public walll repeatedly read the comments and posts. After
reading the posts, labels for codes that reflethed different users’ motivations emerged and specif
categories were created.

4. Emerging digital platforms for talent scouting n football

The online exploration of websites and online platfs for football talent scouting and interviews
with professionals operating in Italian teams agdiefations indicate that these new media gengraliyue
two main purposes:

a) to support the traditional “on-field” scout actieis,
b) to discover unknown talents.

Multimedia
storage

(data/video)

High

Fifa Agents
Tools

/(5 PLAYER

mmmmmmmmmmm

Footballscout.com

Football
scouting.it

TALENT IDENTIFICATION EFFICIENCY

Personal
Social
In-house Network
. Database facebook A°c°ly
S
Low High

SELF-PRESENTATION BY ATHLETES

Figure 1. Digital and multimedia platforms for foatl talent scouting
Source: own study.

® The “R” software is a language and environmenssfatistical computing and graphics, and it prosidevide variety
of statistical (linear and nonlinear modelling, sd&al statistical tests, time-series analysisssifization, clustering,
etc.) and graphic techniques (Sd#p://www.r-project.org/about.html).
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Figure 1 is a graphic representation of the magtitant digital and multimedia platforms used for
talent scouting. The chart is built according tm twain dimensions. On the abscissa axis, the “self-
presentation by athletes” variabielicates to what extent a platform enables atbl&ieco-participate in the
talent scouting process. On tloedinate axis, the “talent identification efficigricvariable assigns an
efficiency ranking to each digital tool depending the extent to which the platform allows scoutdind
new talents.

By matching the different degrees of these varmhleis possible to draw a complex of digital and
multimedia tools for football talent scouting.

In-house databases are represented on the botkbrante left). On average, “almost all professional
football teams store data in a central repositomfiere only the club’s professionals have accesta B
collected through an on-field observation and ataeted to known talents that have already beenrobde
by scouts and belong to a specific club.

At the top of the graph are innovative tools thaduds might use to maximize the efficiency of the
talent recruiting process and discover new playeEngse kinds of platforms are multimedia reposi®ffior
storing football-related video, audio, and texedil enabling teams to access data collected bwteriv
companies that sell the right to access contentlibs and federatiofs Many professional sports
organizations use these online tools. They arerdgating the old big and expensive internal sogut
network by outsourcing part of the process to eweprivate organizations. Those companies, such as
Wyscout, provide a “common” database accessiblghgalnternet for clubs that subscribe to the servi
In this way, “football teams might apply for a fiscreening on playerS” Then they are able to contact and
select only the players with the most talent.

As we move to the right (bottom), we find flexibf@atforms that enable users to sign up by
themselves and fill out and publish their own pesfi adding information, pictures, and/ or videbeT
personal Facebook and Twitter accounts of youngeptamight be used by clubs as additional charfoels
gaining information and evaluating personal anceripgrsonal abilities and qualities such as values,
management of emotions, self-engagement, etc. ©roter hand, players can use their social network
pages to propose themselves as talents, displaysyieating performance by uploading pictures ato,
and keep in contact with a potential audience athes and scouts.

The empirical research sheds light on the rise gpexcific “football-oriented social network” where
athletes can sign up and create their personalsanding profiles, trying to attract as many scoass
possible. The main purpose here is to “enable ptate build a self-filled database available fowiae
audience of potential sport club$"These social media tools could provide sportsiseaith an opportunity
to maximize the efficiency of the talent scoutinggess by reducing costs and investments andtédiiy
the flow and exchange of information.

4.1. The analysis of a “social platform” for footbal talent scouting
4.1.1. The main features of FB Player members

Our qualitative investigation outlined several lsnof digital and multimedia platforms (8 4). Inghi
section, we propose an analysis of the FB Player destabase.

At the end of September 2015, FB Player had 6,68tipers: 80% were registered as players, 15%
as fans, and only 5% as coaches and scouts. Olysiancused mainly on data related to members who
registered as players.

® Interview with Giovanni Ferraro, FIFA Players’ AgeNovember 26, 2014.

19 See as an example the platform Wyscout: http:/swwscout.com.

™ Interview with Marco Lorenzi, League Analyst atdfioall Radar Ltd., December 15, 2014.
12 |nterview with Cristian Di Buccio, CEO of FB Play&lovember 20, 2014.
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By filling out a profile form, entering details duas age, gender, nationality, and field positam]
completing an online physical test, players camsiage their skills and get noticed by clubs, evgn b
uploading their own pictures and videos.

Among the users who applied as players, 94.6% wexe, and 5.4% were women. Although the
number of female players is quite small, womentglall is an expanding phenomenon in Europe inig¢ne
and ltaly in particular, and thus this number sHodt be underestimatéd

The most interesting socio-demographic result corieg members who registered as players is
related to their agand nationality. Young players aged between 15 BBdyears old, the so-called
“Generation Y” who typically live on social medimade up 41.7% of the total, while 22.1% were even
younger, at less than 15 years old.

These digital natives are usually positioned intast with those who can be defined as “digital
dinosaurs*. Especially in the ltalian context, the “seniorérgration of sports directors, coaches, and
executives does not seem to be very open to thefusew technologies for scouting or managing senpl
organizational task Football is still run by people who only have amay of seeing the game and do not
wish to see their power or opinions challenged @adn, & Sally, 2013). Many football professiontatsm
the early generation of scouts remain skepticaleod media.

In terms of nationality, young players who are memsbof the social network are mainly Italian
(79.5%). This data is not surprising since FB Rlayas founded in Italy. Nevertheless, the other 28i%
users come from different countries. Some of tleesmtries, such as Brazil (2%) and Venezuela (1,.696)
traditionally considered to be among the best natior scouting excellent players as they are rikeg/ to
contain a higher number of talented players. Evethése regions, not all passionate young foofiallers
have the opportunity to be noticed by European sedumough the official channels. Thus, some plapens
begun using this kind of tool to gain visibility dhe world stage, including youngsters from smadled
more remote countries, such as those in EastemmpEyincluding Macedonia, Romania, and Estonia). No
all national federations in these countries hawee#-defined vision for youth football developmeiaind
therefore the athletes do not have enough opptiganbd showcase their performance skills to taseatuts
and observers.

Age
50%
41,7%
40%
30%
:
18,2%
20%
10%
|
0%
<15 15-18 19-24 25-35 36-45 >45

Figure 2. FB Player users: Age distribution
Source: own study.

13 According to FIFA, there are about 30 million wammsaying football at the international level (FIRA14).

% Interview with Cristian Di Buccio, CEO of FB Play&lovember 20, 2014.

15 Some of the managers we interviewed revealed thetmethod of manually noting down players’ perfance
results on a sheet of paper is still quite popeleam among professional clubs.
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When filling out the online form, players can alsalicate their favorite position on the field,
summarized in Figure 3.

Forwards
35%

Wingers &
Midfielders
45%

Defenders
18%

Goalkeepers
1.6%

Figure 3. FB Player users: Position on the field
Source: own study.

Only 1.6% of users signed up as goalkeepers. Blsigitris quite peculiar: it was expected that about
9% of users would be registered as goalkeeperthegsare supposedly one-eleventh of the total ptaye
When progressing from defense to attack, the numbasers for each spot increases significantlys 18
users marked their position as defender, 45% aBatadr, and 35% as forward.

What is interesting to note is the high percentafjeisers in the attack positions. Even if is not
possible to draw any statistical relevance froma gliece of data, it reveals the fact that youngfeeseem to
want to play as forwards or strikers. These pasdtioffer the highest level of visibility for playerthe
forward is the athlete who finalizes the match bgrig the goal. Forwards are usually very chartgma
individuals, both on and off the field, and areerahodels beloved by fans and spectatofherefore, it is
not surprising that so many youngsters state thag play in attack positions since they are lookiog
visibility and need to show off their skills.

4.1.2. Categories of motivation for using FB Player

Another step of our research on the FB Player erpiatform was a web content analysis of the wall
and other specific groups. This investigation waisdeicted by taking into account all of the writtemtent
(statuses and replies) publicly shared on the boetavork by the members who registered as playérs.

18 Since the establishment of the Balon D’Or Award @56 and its later integration with the FIFA WoRtayer of the
Year Award, it has, for the most part, been awardefrward players. In recent years, the winnergehalternatively
been Cristiano Ronaldo, striker of Real Madrid Bad Lionel Messi, striker of Barcelona FC.
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“R” software enabled us to count and consider thgufencies of every significant woiTo visualize the
results of this analysis, we created a word cldlwe;more frequently a word was used on ocial network,
the larger it appears in the word clc

As we can see from Figuré’4the word'video” is at the center of the graph. It identifies thegise
direction users and website managers are aimind@dh parties post and comment on videos ask for
videos because they are trying, either consciamslynconsciously, to build something that we hagfingd
as “talent multimedia curriculum”. This is a kind ourriculum based not only on data and gen
information, but especially on videcevolving and moving away from the traditional papeouting report

Figure 4. The FB Player word cloud
Source: own study.

We are able to determine at least two other masnudision topics from the word cloud. The w
“calcio” (football) and other lesser words such as “giocdte’play), “squadra” (team), “gol” (goal), ai
also the names of some clubs, appear in orderdwcase the passion that the users share for thré
Other words, such as “bravo” (good), “ragazzi” (s), and “amici” (friends), refer instead to 1
gratification of being part of a community and #ense of belonging to that community; this is thiedi
main area that emerges from this anal

Other findings of the web content analysis undeHh& uers’ main motivations for interacting on tl
football talent social network. Our data indicatattyoung players have four key motivations: vigipi
passion, sense of belonging, and performance. Thlpl®vides definitions of these motivations aneir
properties, as demonstrated by the users’ |

" The graphic result is in ltalian because the wehtet analysis was conducted on the puwall of the social
network where words were written mainly in Itali
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Table 1. Categorization of the motivations of FBy®RIr users

Category Definition Examples
Visibility Comments directed to the  “l would do everything to play everywhere!”
- Self-expression community displaying new “I'm looking for a team in Italy.”
- Self-pride channels of visibility and “I'm a talented goalkeeper... can you find someone
- Pursuit of consensus tools for searching for better?”
consensus “Let’s have a look to this! Are you able to do game?”

“Great performance!”

“Please vote for me!”

“I'd like to show how good | am.”

“My dream is to become a professional player. tcan
wait to show you my value!”

Passion Expression of passion for the"Football is our life!”
- Mimicking top players “beautiful game” and “Football is technique + head + heart.”
- Role models displays of love and praise “Football is my drug!”
for players and teams “Ronaldo style!”
“Imitation of Van Persie’s goal!”
Sense of belonging Community-directed “I'm really happy to be part of this social netw8rk
- Community comments that reflect a “Let’'s become a big community!”

- Emotional connections desire for identification and “You are great!... thanks, you are very good ad.Wel
- Common values/ symbols interaction within a

community of people who

share the same passion for

football
Performance Comments directed to other “Video to show on-field performance, speed,
- Skill fields users of the social network position...”
- Giftedness that proclaim the importance “Best skills 1 vs. 1 and freestyle.”
- Freestyle of technical skills and “Don’t lose your physical and technical creativity!

expertise in football

Source: own study.

The first category of motivation noted in Tablesla strong expression of the search for visibility.
Until a few years ago, young athletes had to hbpt news of their talent would reach scouts by wafrd
mouth. Today, young people see social networksrasans to stay connected with a potential audiehce
coaches and talent scouts and to display and sHalver performance and athletic portfolios. Yosteys
from minor and amateur football leagues in remotas of Italy and other European countries arecialhe
looking for new channels of visibility: their spsrachievements are not normally “detected” by wific
scouting methods. Therefore, social media can plalers increase their performance profile and s

The second category is an emotional demonstrafiaffection for football, the “beautiful game”, tha
we identify as passion. The attraction of sportsaameans to experience and convey passion is well
established (Vallerand et al., 2006). Many post®liing young players reveal a strong attachmerth&
discipline of football. This physical activity thugh the “recovering moments of running, jumpingd an
playing enables people to overshadow the routin@rac developed in daily life” (Minerva, 1982).

It produces a feeling of abduction, joy, and ine@ppreciation of the action (Arnould, & Price, 3R9
Moreover, young players express a strong attachrwemgfiobal football icons (e.g., Cristiano Ronaldo,
Neymar Da Silva, Lionel Messi, Robin Van Persie) axercise a latent need to identify with eliteyples.
Inspired by football celebrities, often seen a® nolodels (Yancey, 1998), youngsters usually esttape
their daily lives and project their personal hopkewealth, success, and social prestige onto thenpions.

The third category to emerge is sense of belongRepple often choose sports to socialize and
become part of a tribe. Usually, people who snowthoaurf, skateboard, or play football feel part of
a “group”. Besides the language of the rules amtigpequipment that they use, they also sharaguége
that “marks” them (Cova, & Cova, 2002) and at tame time aggregates them. The posts published on FB
Player reveal a very strong need to be part ofoamrSocial media enhances relationship buildingragn
young players by creating an online community. Tdatball talent social network seems to be a virtua
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place where young players with the same passiofiofutball are aggregated to communicate, share, and
discuss ideas and experiences, as well as to mbdstgs and information about themselves, leavesages
about upcoming events, and link to specific welssitéhis “virtual tribe”, although existing predoramtly
online, is also expected to meet in “real life” ftyengthening and renewing their sense of affiliatio the
community.

A final category of motivation is performance. Ruomt continues to be an extremely popular sport
around the world. The overwhelming popularity obtlmall and the expanding global media visibility of
football matches have generated a growing knowleofg¢he rules of this game. Moreover, kids and
adolescents who spend a large amount of time mafgntball videogames (e.g., FIFA, Pro Evolution
Football, etc.) are introduced to the mechanicshisf sport. Videogames require an understandinthef
rules of the physical sport to play the game (Clwasat al., 2013). Not surprisingly, young playesgress
a very good informational and analytical knowleddmut football. They are also inspired by the tait
athletes and love to upload videos on the sociavaré showing themselves doing freestyle moveslaimi
to those that they see in the videogames.

5. Challenges and constraints of using new media tecruit football players

The primary aim of this study was to understand liogital technologies are employed by football
teams to recruit talented players. Our investigatwovides information about the process of sogrcin
athletes, which places talent scouts at the coeeafimplex network of relations (see Figure 5).uscplay
an intermediary role between football clubs and/@is and manage different sources of informaticosugb
athletes from a variety of “nodes”, such as FIFA&rag, players’ agents, satellite clubs, and foratkletes,
which in turn are related to other peripheral ssbmys (personal contacts, small local teams, etc.).

Scouts are crucial “processors of informatiSniainly informal and observed. Talent scouts go-“o
site” to watch, collect data, and learn about playenaking subjective judgments. On-field obsebprats
still predominant.

In other sporting contexts, such as in the US,uieng processes are increasingly becoming more
sophisticated as clubs take advantage of rapidigldping communication technologies. With new media
and social media, the scouting process can staliereand be completed faster. The Internet can be
a valuable tool to scouts for gathering informatiabout players, monitoring their performance, and
“screening” potential candidates. New media toodsi allow travel budgets to be cut and would withes
breadth and scope of scouting, both quantitatisaly geographically.

However, new media tools do not necessarily chdroye scouts perceive new talent; instead, they
allow players to be seen from different perspesti@ad found through additional online channelssTii
a sort of “reverse” process where players can stfbwheir skills before that scouts physically obsethem
on the field. For young athletes, indeed, sociadimean be a means of self-representation, allotiam to
get recruited and start connections with a poteatidience of coaches and scouts.

Moreover, the use of multimedia platforms as anitahl recruiting channel might offer new
avenues of brand exposure and visibility for othkeholders involved within the contemporary sport
industry, such as sponsors, suppliers, distributord TV networks. New media and social media médg
open up opportunities for engaging fan bases thaldoencourage or discourage players through thiaeon
channels. Their attachment might increase theintlayalty towards clubs.

18 Interview with Giovanni Ferraro, FIFA Players’ AgeNovember 26, 2014.
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Despite the obvious value that sophisticated digitel multimedia technologies provide for scouts,
they have not progressed as far as they couldeirsplort of football. Especially within the Itali@ontext,
a “stubborn school of thought that resists theafsal new technologies remairt&” Information still comes
in the form of expertise and experience acquirdgl via a lifetime of playing and coaching the garitds
still very common to call up local scouts and dsdmt for player recommendations.

Football FIFA
Academies / Agents
Former
Athletes ‘
Talent I
/ SEOHE \
Players’
Satellite Agents
clubs
Players ‘

Figure 5. The football players’ sourcing network
Source: own study.

Resistance to change seems to still be firmly ingch within the context of Italian football.
Considering the evidence that can be derived fram qualitative investigation based on unstructured
discussions with professionals in this field, ind#e said that one of the main constraints in Itady be the
older median age of people involved in the tal@ousing process that underlies the mismatch betwesen
supply side of the sport (clubs) and the demand &thletes): on one hand, young players are dkifie
social media and are looking for new channels aibility, especially if they come from a remote
geographical area and/ or minor football division;the other hand, many senior football profesdsoase
not very confident with new technologies and hagtty realize the benefits of using social medieetwuit
athletes.

Football clubs still need to develop manageriallskind learn how to deal with new technologies to
improve the decision-making process and strategicev of talent scouting. Nevertheless, despite the
increasing relevance of new media in the sportsistig, it should not be a “solo” voice. Digital and
multimedia tools for talent recruiting will moskély never replace traditional scouting in fullptigh they
may become an innovative and “supplemental” sotowcehe player evaluation process. While it may be
necessary to develop new capabilities for the sugiphin management of the sport, it may also bessary
to develop a complementary mix of managerial aatissical skills to be used alongside the skillpebple
who are highly experienced in the game itself.

19 Interview with Davide Mercurio, Junior Scout at Mma FC, December 10, 2014.
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Since the research undertaken for this study wasdban a qualitative approach, the results carmot b
generalized. Moreover, our observations, derivethfan analysis of the football talent social netvBB
Player, are mainly referred to as the demand side, athletes and their use of new media platforms
Therefore, a future study could devise an exteraigdbration of the Italian Serie A, Serie B, andyadPro
teams in order to provide an understanding of taenmmotivations and/ or constraints of coachessmudits
in using new media and social media for talentu#éag. The results might offer professional fodtb@eams
and governing bodies like federations and leagueg imsights about opportunities for detecting young
players using digital technologies. Then, specitfigining courses for scouts and coaches could be
implemented in order to diffuse specific knowledafeand capabilities for using new media at différen
levels of the player supply chain.
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