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ABSTRACT: This study aimed to examine physical match performance and the effects of opponent ranking and
positional differences in both the English Championship League (ECL) and the English Premier League (EPL) over
five consecutive seasons. Fifty-four professional outfield soccer players (average age 24.6 + 5.4 years, weight
76.6 6.9 kg, height 1.79 = 0.09 m) from an English club were involved. Physical data obtained with the 18 Hz
GPS technology tracking system from 213 regular-season matches spanning the complete 2018/19 to 2022/23 seasons
were examined. The results showed that, considering the level of the opponent, total distance (TD), high-intensity
distance (HSR), and the number of decelerations (DEC) significantly varied in both EPL and ECL (p < 0.05, p < 0.05,
p < 0.05 respectively). Additionally, opponent level influenced sprint distances (Spr) and accelerations (ACC) in
the EPL (p < 0.05, p < 0.05) but not in the ECL. The highest running metrics were noted when the team played
against a high-ranked opponent. Concerning positional roles, more physical metrics were influenced by opponent
level in the ECL (centre-backs (TD, ACC), full-backs (TD, DEC), centre midfielders (TD, HSR, Spr, DEC), attacking
midfielders (TD, Spr, DEC), centre forwards (TD)) than in the EPL (centre midfielders (TD, HSR, DEC), attacking
midfielders (TD, DEC), centre forwards (TD)). These findings contribute to a more comprehensive understanding
of how players from different positions perform in elite soccer match-play against varying opposition rankings.
Coaches may then tailor tactical approaches, positional, and individualized training regimens to address the
specific physical demands associated with matches against different-ranked opponents.
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Elite soccer demands a multifaceted understanding of the various
factors influencing player performance, with opponent ranking, league
status and positional differences emerging as some examples of
crucial determinants [1]. The relationship between opponent ranking
and player performance has been a subject of consistent exploration.
Recent research has highlighted the heightened physical demands
imposed by high-ranked opponents [2]. These findings highlight the
need for players and teams to adapt to the varying challenges posed

by quality opponents. Understanding the fluctuations in physical
outputs across different levels of opposition quality (low-, middle- and
high-ranked teams) is pivotal for devising effective training and tac-
tical strategies [3].

Differing positional functions have a critical role in shaping the
physical demands placed on players during matches. The distinct
physical profiles associated with different playing positions have re-
cently been examined [4-8]. For instance, some studies showed that
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central midfielders covered higher total distance (TD) at low and me-
dium intensities, as well as moderate-intensity acceleration (ACC)
distances when compared to attackers and defenders, among elite
English Premier League (EPL) [4] and Spanish First Division [6] soc-
cer players. Additionally, it was verified that wide attackers and wide
defenders have shown the highest values of very high-speed run-
ning, high-intensity ACC, and sprint distances (Spr) due to the per-
petual attacking and defensive functions in the EPL [4]. Lastly, in
a study that assessed the position-specific development of physical
performance parameters over a seven-season period in the EPL, it
was found that wide and forward positions increased high-intensity
distance (HSR) and Spr more than central defenders and central
midfielders [9]. Lastly, a recent study showed that there were signif-
icant increases (from 2014/15 to 2018/19 season) in: TD for all po-
sition with the exception of defensive midfielders, attacking midfield-
ers and wide midfielders; HSR distance for all positions and Spr
distance for all positions except central midfielders and attacking
midfielders [10].

Understanding how these positional differences interact with the
challenges posed by varying levels of opposition ranking is essential
for tailoring training programs and optimizing team strategies [11]
to cope with these identified demands. This is even more relevant
when working within the same teams for several years in which the
team could go though different participating levels (e.g., playing in
a European competition, to being relegated and playing in differen
divisions). The ability of players and teams to adapt to the diverse
challenges posed by both opponent ranking and positional differenc-
es is a recurrent theme in the literature [8]. However, to the best of
the authors’ knowledge, there is currently no existing literature char-
acterizing the physical match performance between the English Cham-
pionship League (ECL) and the EPL in relation to opponent ranking
and the effects on positional demands across five seasons.

The concept of evaluating physical performances over an extend-
ed duration, as proposed in the present study, aligns with a growing
trend in soccer research [7, 8]. Longitudinal studies emphasize the
importance of analyzing performance trends over multiple sea-
sons [7-9]. This approach enables a nuanced understanding of how
players adapt, evolve, and maintain physical output over time, con-
tributing significantly to the literature on player development.

The capacity to analyze the impact of opponent ranking and league
status on differences in physical match performance of the same
team participating in different league standards holds practical sig-
nificance and would contribute to our understanding of specific po-
sitional distinctions between the ECL and EPL competition. There-
fore, the aim of this study was to examine physical match performance
and the effects of opponent ranking and positional differences with-
in both the ECL and the EPL over five consecutive seasons. Based
on recent research, it was hypothesized that opponent ranking and
playing positions would affect physical match performance in both
the ECL and EPL.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS
Study Design

This research utilized a five-year longitudinal study design. A non-
probabilistic sampling protocol was employed to recruit the partici-
pants. The emphasis of the study was on monitoring player load and
the effects of opponent ranking and positional differences within both
the ECL and the EPL during competitive matches. During the obser-
vation period of seasons 2018/19 to 2022/23, consistent player
monitoring approaches were implemented without any interference
from the researchers [12].

Participants

Fifty-four professional outfield soccer players from an English club
were involved in the study. Data from the complete 2018/19 to
2022/23 seasons included 54 senior players (first-team squad) (age
24.6 = 5.4 years, weight 76.6 = 6.9 kg, height 1.79 +0.09 m). The
research inclusion criteria have been previously applied [8] and were:
(i) named in the first-team squad at the start of all study seasons,
(i) played in at least 80% of matches, and (iii) only completed of-
ficial team training during the study period. Additionally, the exclusion
criteria for the study have also been previously employed [8] and
included: (i) long-term (three months or longer) injured player data,
(ii) joining the team late in either of the study seasons, (iii) lack of
full, complete match data, (iv) an in-sufficient number of satellite
connection signals, and (v) goalkeepers, due to the different variations
in the physical demands with outfield players [13].

Players were classified into one of five positions due to varying
match demands. These were: centre-backs (CB; n = 13), full-backs
(FB; n = 7), centre midfielders (CM; n = 19), attacking midfielders
(AM; n = 15), and centre forwards (CF; n = 6). All data collected re-
sulted from normal analytical procedures regarding player monitoring
over the competitive season [8], nevertheless, written informed con-
sent was obtained from all participants. The study was conducted ac-
cording to the requirements of the Declaration of Helsinki and was
approved by the local Ethics Committee of Cardiff Metropolitan Uni-
versity and the club from which the participants volunteered [14]. To
ensure confidentiality, all data were anonymized prior to analysis.

Data Collection

Data were collected in all (n = 213) regular-season matches played
by the examined team across the five study seasons. In the
2018/19 season, one scheduled regular-season match for the team
was forfeited and thus not played. The team participated in the ECL
for three out of the examined seasons (2018/19 to 2020/21), play-
ing a total of n = 137 regular-season matches, and in the EPL for
two seasons (2021/22 and 2022/23), playing a total of n = 76 reg-
ular-season matches.

Physical match data were consistently monitored across the study
seasons using an 18 Hz Global Positioning System (GPS) technology
tracking system (Apex Pod, version 4.03, 50 gr, 88 x 33 mm;
Statsports; Northern Ireland, UK) that has been previously validated
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for tracking distance covered and peak velocity during simulated team
sports and linear sprinting [15]. All devices were activated 30-min-
utes before data collection to allow the acquisition of satellite signals
and to synchronize the GPS clock with the satellite’s atomic clock [16].
All data collection procedures and unit error and reliability have pre-
viously been reported [16-19]. To avoid inter-unit error, each player
wore the same device during the study period [20].

Following every match, running data were extracted and pro-
cessed prior to analysis using proprietary software (Apex, 10 Hz ver-
sion 4.3.8, Statsports Software; Northern Ireland, UK) as software-
derived data is a more simple and efficient way for practitioners to
obtain data in an applied environment, with no differences reported
between processing methods (software-derived to raw processed) [20].
The minimum effort duration (dwell time) to quantify HSR (0.5 s)
and Spr (1 s) have previously been suggested [20]. Additionally, to
display a higher level of precision and less error, the GPS internal
processing utilized the Doppler shift method to calculate both dis-
tance and velocity [21].

Variables analyzed have previous validated in elite soccer [22, 23],
and were divided by actual playing time for each player. The abso-
lute TD covered (m/min); HSR (m/min, distance covered 5.5-7 m-s™1);
Spr (m/min, distance covered > 7 m-s~!) were examined. The fol-
lowing physical variables were also quantified in this study: the

number of accelerations (ACC) (> +3 m-s~2 with minimum dura-
tion of 0.5 s); and the number of decelerations (DEC) (< -3 m-s~2
with minimum duration of 0.5 s) [24, 25].

For the subsequent analyzes, all individual recordings with play-
ing time of 15-minutes or more [26] were examined (n = 2632,
with an average of 12.4 data points per match). Every match was
classified according to the opponent team ranking, determined ac-
cording to the final position in the previous season [27]. For the ECL
seasons, teams were ranked as high-ranked (the three teams rele-
gated from the EPL, and the three teams placed in positions three
to six in the ECL not promoted to the EPL), middle-ranked (seventh
to fifteenth), and low-ranked (sixteenth to twenty-first and the three
teams promoted from the English Football League One). For the EPL
seasons, teams were ranked as high-ranked (first to sixth), middle-
ranked (seventh to fifteenth) and low-ranked (sixteenth, seventeenth,
and the three teams promoted from ECL).

Statistical analysis

All data are presented as the mean = standard deviation (SD). Linear
mixed-effect models, with random intercepts on individual players
IDs, were used to assess the effect of opponent team ranking and
players position on the examined physical performance metrics.
Tukey's pairwise comparisons were performed to assess the
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FIG. 1. Mean and SD values for total distance (A); high-intensity distance (B); sprint distance (C); number of accelerations (D); and
number of decelerations (E) in the ECL period (seasons 2018/19 to 2020/21) in relation to opponent ranking. * p < 0.05.
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FIG. 2. Mean and SD values for total distance (A); high-intensity distance (B); sprint distance (C); number of accelerations (D); and
number of decelerations (E) in relation to opponent ranking in the EPL period (seasons 2021/22 and 2022/23). * p < 0.05

differences between opposition levels within each playing position.
The analysis was conducted separately for the ECL and EPL periods.
The estimated differences were divided by the estimated between-
player standard deviations to calculate the effect size (ES). The ab-
solute ES values were evaluated as < 0.2 trivial, 0.2-0.6 small,
0.6-1.2 moderate, 1.2-2.0 large, 2.0-4.0 very large, and > 4.0 ex-
tremely large [28]. The analyzes were carried out with the software
R Software, version 4.3.1 (R Development Core Team, Vienna, Aus-
tria). Statistical significance was set at p < 0.05.

RIS U LTS 1500
English Championship League

Figure 1 shows the mean values of the examined running metrics
across the 2018/19 to 2020/21 seasons (ECL period) irrespective
of playing position.

The relative TD covered (Figure 1A), the HSR (Figure 1B), and
the number of decelerations (Figure 1E) were lower in matches played
against low-ranked opponents vs. matches played against both high-
and middle-ranked opponents. The effect sizes were small for the
relative TD covered (ES = 0.35 for matches played against low-
ranked vs. high-ranked opponents; ES = 0.26 for matches played
against low-ranked vs. middle-ranked opponents), and the number
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of decelerations (ES = 0.33 for matches played against low-ranked
vs. high-ranked opponents; ES = 0.27 for matches played against
low-ranked vs. middle-ranked opponents), while they were trivial for
the HSR (ES = 0.19 for matches played against low-ranked vs. high-
ranked opponents; ES = 0.14 for matches played against low-ranked
vs. middle-ranked opponents). No significant differences between
opposition rankings were observed for Spr (Figure 1C) and number
of ACC (Figure 1D).

Table 1 compares all opposition levels of all variables for the ECL
team considering the different playing positions.

For centre-backs, the TD covered was lower against low-ranked
opponents compared to high- (ES = 0.29, small) and middle-ranked
opponents (ES = 0.23, small), whereas the number of ACC was
higher when playing against low- (ES = 0.46, small) and middle-
(ES = 0.35, small) compared to high-ranked opponents. For full-
backs, the TD covered was greater against high- vs. low-ranked op-
ponents (ES = 0.30, small). Also, the number of DEC was lower
when playing against low-ranked opponents compared to both high-
(ES = 0.38, small) and middle-ranked opponents (ES = 0.37, small).
Centre midfielders showed greater values of HSR when playing against
high-ranked vs. both middle- (ES = 0.22, small) and low-ranked
opponents (ES = 0.53, small), and in matches against middle-ranked
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vs. low-ranked opponents (ES = 0.31, small). Also, centre midfield-
ers showed lower TD and number of DEC when playing against low-
ranked opponents compared to playing against both middle-
(ES = 0.33, small, for TD; ES = 0.39, small, for number of DEC)
and high-ranked opponents (ES = 0.52, small, for TD; ES = 0.51,
small, for number of DEC), and lower Spr against low- vs. high-
ranked opponents (ES = 0.33, small). Attacking midfielders covered
lower TD when playing against low-ranked opponents, compared to
both high- (ES = 0.26, small) and middle-ranked opponents
(ES = 0.24, small). Furthermore, this position performed a higher
number of DEC in matches against high-ranked teams vs. matches
against low-ranked teams (ES = 0.38, small). Attacking

midfielders also produced lower Spr in matches against high-ranked
teams compared to middle-ranked opponents (ES = 0.50, small).
Finally, centre forwards covered greater TD in matches against high-
ranked teams as opposed to matches against low-ranked teams
(ES = 0.29, small).

English Premier League
Figure 2 shows the mean values of the examined metrics across the
2021/22 and 2022/23 seasons (EPL period) irrespective of playing
position.

The TD completed was greater in matches played against high-
ranked opponents compared to those played against both

TABLE 1. Mean = SD values for the examined physical performance metrics, aggregated by opposition ranking and playing positions,

in the ECL period (seasons 2018/19 to 2020/21).

High-ranked Middle-ranked Low-ranked
CENTRE-BACKS
Total distance (m/min) 98.98+6.19 # 98.61 +5.56° 96.98+5.16
High-intensity distance (m/min) 5.61+1.75 5.22+1.39 5.25+1.43
Sprint distance (m/min) 1.14+0.67 0.97 +0.53 1.00+0.53
Accelerations (n/min) 0.84+0.18 * 0.89+0.21 0.89+0.20
Decelerations (n/min) 0.79+0.13 0.80+0.16 0.77+0.14
FULL-BACKS

Total distance (m/min) 106.69 £5.89 # 105.98+5.45 104.28 +6.79
High-intensity distance (m/min) 8.03x2.15 7.94+1.99 7.77=2.15
Sprint distance (m/min) 1.86+0.74 1.87+0.93 1.92+0.95
Accelerations (n/min) 0.93+0.14 0.96+0.15 0.93+0.13
Decelerations (n/min) 1.07+0.16 # 1.07+0.16° 1.00+0.15

CENTRE MIDFIELDERS
Total distance (m/min) 116.29+x7.77 # 114.66+9.31° 111.94+9.03
High-intensity distance (m/min) 8.52+2.85* 8.09x2.74° 7.39+2.82
Sprint distance (m/min) 1.37+1.00 # 1.29+0.87 1.16 +0.93
Accelerations (n/min) 0.92+0.22 0.93+0.22 0.90+0.20
Decelerations (n/min) 1.05+0.20 # 1.03+0.20° 0.97+0.19

ATTACKING MIDFIELDERS
Total distance (m/min) 111.04+6.22 # 110.83+7.04° 109.16 +6.37
High-intensity distance (m/min) 10.28+2.58 10.70+2.59 10.62+3.01
Sprint distance (m/min) 222+1.12§ 2.62+1.19 2.43+1.30
Accelerations (n/min) 1.00+0.31 0.96+0.30 0.97+0.26
Decelerations (n/min) 1.08+0.33 # 1.04+0.32 1.03+0.32

CENTRE FORWARDS

Total distance (m/min) 106.69 £8.50 # 106.09+8.28 104.66 +8.15
High-intensity distance (m/min) 8.84x2.42 9.47 £2.64 9.22x2.71
Sprint distance (m/min) 1.88+0.96 2.16+1.14 2.08+1.21
Accelerations (n/min) 1.01+0.18 1.01+0.19 1.00+0.16
Decelerations (n/min) 1.11+0.17 1.11+0.20 1.08+0.19

*significant difference vs. middle-ranked and low-ranked (p < 0.05); #significant difference vs. low-ranked (p < 0.05); § significant

difference vs. middle-ranked (p < 0.05); °significant difference vs. low-ranked (p < 0.05)
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TABLE 2. Mean = SD values for the examined physical performance parameters, aggregated by opposition ranking and playing

positions, in the EPL period (seasons 2021/22 and 2022/23).

High-ranked Middle-ranked Low-ranked
CENTRE-BACKS
Total distance (m/min) 100.07 +£6.92 98.92+7.23 98.59+7.87
High-intensity distance (m/min) 6.05+1.87 5.67+1.70 6.08+1.99
Sprint distance (m/min) 1.35+0.74 1.18+0.73 1.27+0.83
Accelerations (n/min) 0.79+0.15 0.77 £0.15 0.81+0.13
Decelerations (n/min) 0.83+0.14 0.80+0.14 0.79+0.16
FULL-BACKS

Total distance (m/min) 107.81+7.13 104.40 +5.60 105.03+7.59
High-intensity distance (m/min) 9.50+2.46 8.97=x1.75 9.00x2.37
Sprint distance (m/min) 2.58+1.14 2.19+0.91 2.27+1.11
Accelerations (n/min) 0.97+0.17 0.95+0.17 0.96+0.17
Decelerations (n/min) 1.20+0.21 1.14+0.19 1.13+0.18

CENTRE MIDFIELDERS
Total distance (m/min) 117.31+7.64 * 113.60+8.02 ° 111.17+9.13
High-intensity distance (m/min) 9.94+2.66 # 9.54+2.78° 8.68+2.9
Sprint distance (m/min) 1.74+1.02 1.68+1.05 1.47+1.03
Accelerations (n/min) 0.93+0.22 0.88+0.20 0.88+0.20
Decelerations (n/min) 1.18+0.26 * 1.09+0.21 1.04+0.22

ATTACKING MIDFIELDERS
Total distance (m/min) 113.97 +7.48 * 107.59+7.24 107.37 +6.28
High-intensity distance (m/min) 11.12+2.49 10.96 +2.65 10.40+2.36
Sprint distance (m/min) 2.85+x1.14 2.96+1.41 2.68+1.06
Accelerations (n/min) 1.09+0.27 1.03+0.27 1.04+0.28
Decelerations (n/min) 1.156+0.27 * 1.07 +£0.26 1.07+0.28

CENTRE FORWARDS

Total distance (m/min) 102.09+5.76 * 97.65+5.69 97.62+9.39
High-intensity distance (m/min) 7.59+1.78 7.06+1.89 7.21+2.15
Sprint distance (m/min) 1.61+0.63 1.46+0.63 1.35+0.55
Accelerations (n/min) 0.95+0.09 0.87+0.10 0.81+0.12
Decelerations (n/min) 0.91+0.13 0.88+0.12 0.92+0.19

*significant difference vs. middle-ranked and low-ranked (p < 0.05); #significant difference vs. low-ranked (p < 0.05); °significant

difference vs. low-ranked (p < 0.05)

middle- (ES = 0.50, small) and low-ranked opponents (ES = 0.64,
moderate) (Figure 2A). The HSR (Figure 2B) and Spr (Figure 2C)
were greater in matches played against high-ranked teams vs.
those played against low-ranked teams (ES = 0.32, small for HSR;
ES = 0.31, small, for Spr). The number of ACC was higher in
matches against high-ranked opponents vs. those played against
middle-ranked opponents (ES = 0.17, trivial) (Figure 2D), where-
as the number of DEC was higher in matches played against high-
ranked opponents compared to those played against both middle-
(ES = 0.26, small) and low-ranked opponents (ES = 0.35, small)
(Figure 2E).

Table 2 compares all opposition levels of all variables for the EPL
team considering the different playing positions.
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Centre-backs and full-backs showed no significant differences be-
tween opposition rankings for any of the examined variables. Centre
midfielders showed greater TD covered in matches played against
high-ranked opponents compared with both middle- (ES = 0.46,
small) and low-ranked opponents (ES = 0.80, moderate), and in
matches played against middle-ranked opponents vs. those played
against low-ranked opponents (ES = 0.34, small). Centre midfield-
ers also covered lower HSR in matches against low-ranked oppo-
nents compared to matches against both high- (ES = 0.51, small)
and middle-ranked opponents (ES = 0.37, small) and performed
a higher number of DEC in matches against high-ranked vs. both
low- (ES = 0.53, small) and middle-ranked opponents (ES = 0.33,
small). Attacking midfielders covered greater TD and a higher
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number of DEC in matches against high-ranked opponents compared
to matches against both middle- (ES = 0.84, moderate for TD;
ES = 0.26, small for number of DEC) and low-ranked opponents
(ES = 0.91 moderate for TD; ES = 0.35, small for number of DEC).
Finally, centre forwards covered greater TD in matches against high-
ranked opponents compared to matches against both middle-
(ES = 0.49, small) and low-ranked opponents (ES = 0.72, moder-
ate) (Table 2).

DISCU'S'S 1O /N 15
The aim of this study was to examine physical match performance
and the effects of opponent ranking and positional differences in both
the ECL and the EPL over five consecutive seasons using data from
one club.

The main observations from this study in the ECL were that TD
covered, HSR and the number of DEC were significantly lower in
matches played against low-ranked opponents. For centre-backs, the
TD covered was lower against low-ranked opponents, whereas the
number of ACC was lower when playing high-ranked opponents. For
full-backs, TD and the number of DEC was also lower when playing
against low-ranked opponents. Centre midfielders showed greater
values of TD, HSR and DEC, when playing against high-ranked op-
ponents and produced higher Spr against high-ranked opponents.
Attacking midfielders covered greater TD and performed a higher
number of DEC in matches against high-ranked teams and produced
lower Spr in matches against high-ranked teams. Finally, centre for-
wards covered greater TD in matches against high-ranked teams.

Additionally, in the EPL the TD, HSR and Spr and the number of
ACC and DEC completed was greater in matches played against high-
ranked opponents. Centre and attacking midfielders showed greater
TD and a higher number of DEC in matches played against high-
ranked opponents and covered lower HSR in matches against low-
ranked opponents. Finally, centre forwards covered greater TD in
matches against high-ranked opponents. For clarity, the discussion
was divided into four sub-sections: ECL; EPL; practical applications;
limitations and future research direction.

English Championship League

Our findings reveal that total distance varied considering the level of
opposition by teams. Matches played against both high- and middle-
ranked opponents demonstrated a significantly greater TD covered
compared to low-ranked opponents. This pattern aligns with the
notion that higher-ranked opponents often present greater chal-
lenges, necessitating increased physical effort and work rate from
teams to compete at that level [11, 12].

Interestingly, the analysis of HSR further refines the understand-
ing of physical exertion patterns. Matches against low-ranked oppo-
nents were characterized by lower HSR when compared to match-
es against both high- and middle-ranked opponents. This finding
may indicate a strategic adjustment in playing style when facing per-
ceived weaker opposition, where the study team may have

attempted a more controlled possession or tactical organization over
high-intensity bursts of activity [2, 301. Conversely, against higher
ranked opponents, a greater emphasis on dynamic, high-intensity
movements may be employed to exploit potential gaps or respond
to the increased pace of the match while in possession or to an in-
crease in TD and HSR when out of possession and chasing the ball.

The absence of significant differences in Spr and the number of
ACC across different opposition rankings suggests that, irrespective of
the opponent’s ranking, teams maintain a consistent frequency of ACC
and very-high intensity events during match-play. This may be attrib-
uted to the inherent nature of soccer, where ACC and Spr are integral
elements to offensive and defensive strategies [2] and may also be re-
flective of the examined individual player characteristics such as the
ability to produce force rapidly. Still, this finding is not unique in the
literature, as recent data, albeit from a lower standard of competition
and age group, the English Premier Development League (U-23), high-
lighted similar findings [12]. Conversely, the number of DEC displayed
a noteworthy pattern, with matches against low-ranked opponents
exhibiting a lower volume than matches against both high- and mid-
dle-ranked opponents. The elevated number of DEC against higher-
ranked opponents may signify the need for rapid changes in pace and
direction, reflecting the heightened intensity and dynamic nature of
matches against high-quality opponents [28] and potentially reflect
lower possession thus producing more explosive, DEC actions when
attempting to regain the ball which contrast with ACC actions. Such
findings were also evident in a previous study conducted with Irani-
an professional soccer players [32]. Additionally, the greater number
of sprints performed by top-level teams may also contribute to high-
er ACC and DEC due to differing tactical strategies [32]. Nonetheless,
other situational factors such as match importance (stage of the sea-
son), intensity, score-line, competitive anxiety, higher level of athletes’
commitment, and the psychological pressure on the players from the
top-level team may have contributed to the increased distance cov-
ered in these ACC and DEC zones [33]. An additional justification for
the contrasting results between ACC and DEC may be associated with
the fact that both actions need to occur with a minimum duration of
0.55s. Thus, this may imply that ACC may have been performed quick-
er than DEC and not counting as an ACC action. Consequently, this
may be a new topic of interest for future research.

The nuanced variations in physical performance metrics among
different playing positions against high-, middle-, and low-ranked
opponents provide valuable insights into the positional demands and
strategic adaptations within the ECL. Specifically, for centre-backs,
the observed greater TD covered against high-ranked opponents
aligns with the expectation that matches against stronger opposition
demand increased defensive efforts and greater involvement in play-
making, necessitating more distance covered [3]. On the contrary,
the higher number of ACC against low- and middle-ranked oppo-
nents suggests a proactive defensive approach, potentially involving
quick changes in direction or pace in response to attacking situations
against perceived weaker opponents. Notwithstanding, this finding
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was not corroborated by a recent study conducted in English Pre-
mier Development League (U-23) [12] in which higher values were
found against high-ranked teams.

For full-backs the greater TD covered against high-ranked oppo-
nents echoes the demands of the dual-role, often requiring defen-
sive resilience and offensive support [33]. However, the absence of
significant differences in other metrics suggests that the overall de-
mands placed on full-backs, irrespective of the opponent’s rank, may
be more consistent than those of other positions examined.

The multifaceted role of centre midfielders is reflected in the var-
ied responses to different opposition rankings. Greater TD, HSR, and
DEC against high-ranked opponents suggest an increased workload
in both offensive and defensive aspects of play [29, 30, 33, 34].
The lower Spr against low-ranked opponents may indicate a more
controlled and strategic approach, with less emphasis on explosive
bursts of speed while attacking and defending.

Attacking midfielders exhibited an intriguing pattern, covering
greater TD and performing more DEC against high-ranked opponents.
This may signify a strategic focus on ball retention, creativity, and
controlled movements against stronger opposition [34]. The lower
Spr against high-ranked teams compared to middle-ranked oppo-
nents suggest a balance between dynamic play and tactical
awareness.

For centre forwards, the greater TD covered against high-ranked
opponents aligns with the expectation that this position requires
a continued attacking focus but a greater contribution to defensive
phases, requiring increased involvement in play [33, 34]. This find-
ing highlights the dynamic nature of the centre forward’s role and
the adaptability needed against high-ranked opponents.

English Premier League

The relationships between physical performance and the quality of
opposition in the EPL are elucidated through the analysis of match-
es played against high-, middle-, and low-ranked opponents. These
results offer valuable insights into the physiological demands and
strategic adaptations that teams employ in response to varying lev-
els of competition and the demands placed on differing positions.

The observed increase in TD covered in matches against high-
ranked opponents resonates with previous research highlighting the
heightened physical demands associated with facing stronger com-
petition [31, 35]. This finding suggests that teams engage in a more
extensive work rate against high-ranked opponents, emphasizing the
significance of endurance and overall physical conditioning in navi-
gating the challenges posed by elite opposition.

The greater HSR and Spr recorded in matches against high-ranked
teams provide further granularity to the physical demands placed on
players in these competitive scenarios. This heightened intensity may
be attributed to the dynamic nature of high-ranked opponents’ play-
ing styles, where rapid transitions and explosive high-intensity bursts
and sprinting are integral components [3]. The observed increase in
both HSR and Spr highlights the multifaceted nature of elite soccer,
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requiring players to not only cover vast distances but also exhibit ex-
plosive actions such as ACC and DEC both in and out of
possession.

The distinct patterns in the number of ACC and DEC emphasiz-
es the tactical adjustments made by teams against different levels
of opposition. Matches against high-ranked opponents revealed
a higher number of both ACC and DEC, suggesting a more dynamic
and physical demanding style of play [2, 3, 12, 29, 31]. The in-
creased number of ACC against high-ranked opponents possibly im-
plies a more defensive approach, potentially involving quick bursts
of speed to exploit tactical opportunities or disrupt the opponent’s
tactical strategies. Concurrently, the elevated number of DEC notes
the need for rapid adjustments in pace or direction, reflecting a great-
er focus on out of possession principles and the ability to repeated-
ly press and the intense nature of matches against high-ranked teams.
Once again, contrasting results were found in a recent study con-
ducted in English Premier Development League (U-23) [12] in which
higher values were found against high-ranked teams.

Regarding playing positions, centre-backs and full-backs dis-
played no significant differences across any of the examined vari-
ables when facing opponents of different rankings. This lack of dis-
tinction may highlight the versatility required from defensive players,
irrespective of the opponents ranking. Potentially, it suggests that
defensive roles demand consistent physical efforts and tactical ad-
aptations, with the absence of significant variations highlighting
the adaptability of these positions in responding to different levels
of opposition [2, 3, 12, 29-33].

In contrast, centre midfielders exhibited notable variations in phys-
ical performance based on opposition rankings. Greater distances
covered against high-ranked opponents suggest an increased work
rate in the central areas of the pitch when facing strong opposi-
tion [2, 3, 33, 34]. Additionally, the observed lower HSR against
low-ranked opponents indicates a potentially more controlled and
strategic style of play, with less emphasis on explosive bursts of
speed. The higher number of DEC against high-ranked opponents
suggests a need for frequent adjustments in pace or direction, high-
lighting the tactical adaptability of centre midfielders in matches
against high-ranked teams.

Attacking midfielders displayed distinct patterns, covering great-
er TD and performing a higher number of DEC when facing high-
ranked opponents. This finding aligns with the expectations for play-
ers in advanced positions, emphasizing both offensive contributions
and the ability to navigate through densely packed defences. The in-
creased number of DEC further indicates a tactical nuance, suggest-
ing a focus on precise movements and creative play against stron-
ger opposition.

For centre forwards, the primary goal-scoring focal point, covered
greater TD when facing high-ranked opponents compared to both
middle- and low-ranked opponents. This outcome suggests that cen-
tre forwards actively contribute not only to the attacking phases but
also engage in defensive efforts against high-ranked teams. The
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observed differences emphasize the dynamic nature of the centre
forward’s role and the adaptability required to meet the challenges
posed by high-ranked opponents [33-35].

Practical Applications

Understanding position-specific responses to different opposition
strengths can inform targeted training strategies. Coaches may tailor
position-specific drills to enhance the physical attributes and decision-
making skills that are crucial in specific match scenarios. Moreover,
the insights gained from this study may aid in the development of
position-specific tactics to exploit opponent weaknesses or mitigate
threats based on opposition ranking.

Coaches and sports scientists can leverage these insights to tai-
lor training regimens that simulate the physical and tactical demands
associated with different levels of opposition. Position-specific drills
and conditioning programs may be designed to enhance players’ ca-
pacity for both sustained efforts and explosive actions, catering to
the diverse challenges posed by elite competition [11]. Specifically,
coaches and performance staff can use the higher values identified
in this study to provide additional training as a preparation strategy
for the worst-case scenario or the most intense period of match-play
considering the different contextual factors such as the level of op-
ponents and playing position [36].

Limitations and Future Research Direction

While this study highlights relationships between physical perfor-
mance and opposition rankings, it is essential to acknowledge certain
limitations. First, this study included a convenience sample of just
one club which limits the generalization of results when describing
the results of the two leagues. Moreover, factors such as individual
player characteristics, opposition team strategies, and match location
may influence these patterns and thus must be considered addi-
tional limitations of this study. Future research could therefore con-
sider: (1) individual player profiles and other contextual factors to
provide a more comprehensive understanding of the intricacies in-
volved in player performance against varying levels of opposition and
identify any further positional differences; (2) exploring the temporal
dynamics of these physical performance metrics within individual
matches, shedding light on how teams adapt to varying playing styles
during different phases of the match against opponents of differing
quality; (3) analyzing the weekly training load that precedes match-
play to understand if this load alters based on the level of the next
opponent as recently highlighted [30]. Finally, it was not possible to
discuss the final league position of the analyzed team due to ethical

reasons and anonymization for the soccer club and thus should be
considered in future studies.

CONCLU SO N S 5
In conclusion, there were higher external load values when playing
against high- and middle-ranked teams than low-ranked teams. Ad-
ditionally, the position-specific analyzes of physical performance
metrics against high-, middle-, and low-ranked opponents highlight
the diverse demands placed on players in elite European soccer.
While higher TD was found across all positions when playing against
high-ranked teams, all other variables showed distinct patterns for
both the ECL and EPL. Regarding centre-backs, this position only
differed in the ECL against high-ranked teams showing the lowest
HSR distances. Similarly, full-backs only differed in the ECL against
both high- and middle-ranked teams performing a higher number of
DEC. Centre midfielders also showed identical results in the ECL.
However, centre midfielders in the EPL showed the greatest HSR
distances and number of DEC against both high- and middle-ranked
teams. Attacking midfielders in the EPL showed the lowest Spr dis-
tance and the highest number of DEC against high-ranked teams. In
the ECL, attacking midfielders again showed the highest DEC against
high-ranked teams.

These findings contribute to a more comprehensive understanding
of how players from different positions perform in elite soccer match-
play against varying opposition rankings. Thus, providing valuable
practical insights for coaches and performance staff seeking to opti-
mize training and recovery and tactical approaches based on posi-
tional roles and opposition ranking to enhance match outcome. Coach-
es may then tailor positional and individualized training regimens to
address the specific physical demands associated with matches against
different-ranked opponents by using the most intense external load
values as a strategy for worst-case scenario preparation.

Funding Starement

Rafael Oliveira is a research member of the Research Centre in Sports
Sciences, Health and Human Development which was funded by
National Funds by FCT - Foundation for Science and Technology under
the following project UIDB/04045/2020 (https://doi.org/10.54499/
UIDB/04045/2020). The funders had no role in the design of the
study; in the collection, analyses, or interpretation of data; in the writ-
ing of the manuscript, or in the decision to publish the results.

Conflict of interest
The authors declare no conflict of interest.

REE F E R EN C E:S /5500000000

1. Trewin J, Meylan C, Varley MC, Cronin J.
The influence of situational and
environmental factors on match-running in
soccer: a systematic review. Sci Med
Football. 2017; 1(2):183-194. doi: 10 3.
.1080/24733938.2017.1329589.

2. Smith R, Martinez A. Tactical and physical
demands in matches of varying opposition 4.
strength in elite soccer. Int J Sports

Physiol Perform. 2021; 16(6):794-801.
Jones R, Smith P Dynamic Nature of
High-Ranked Opponents’ Playstyles.

J Appl Sports Sci. 2020; 8(4):567-580.
Abbott W, Brickley G, Smeeton NJ.
Physical demands of playing position
within English Premier League academy
soccer. J Hum Sport Exerc. 2018;
13:285-295.

u BioLoGy oF SpPorT, VoL. 42 Nol, 2025 37



5. Bortnik L, Burger J, Rhodes D. The mean
and peak physical demands during
transitional play and high-pressure
activities in elite football. Biol Sport.
2022; 39(4):1055-1064.

6. Guerrero-Calderon B, Alfonso Morcillo J,
Chena M, et al. Comparison of training
and match load between metabolic and
running speed metrics of professional
Spanish soccer players by playing

position. Biol Sport. 2022; 39:933-941.

7. Kavanagh R, McDaid K, Rhodes D,
McDonnell J, Oliveira R, Morgans R. An
analysis of positional generic and
individualized speed thresholds within
the most demanding phases of match
play in the English Premier League. Int
J Sports Physiol Perform. 2023.
doi: 10.1123/ijspp.2023-0063.

8. Morgans R, Rhodes D, Teixeira J,
Modric T, Versic S, Oliveira R.
Quantification of training load across two
competitive seasons in elite senior and
youth male soccer players from an
English Premiership club. Biol Sport.
2023; 40(4):1197-1205.

9. Bush M, Barnes C, Archer DT, Hogg B,
Bradley PS. Evolution of match
performance parameters for various
playing positions in the English Premier
League. Hum Mov Sci. 2015; 39:1-11.

10.
(2023). Running more than before? The
evolution of running load demands in the
English Premier League. International
Journal of Sports Science & Coaching,
0(0). https://doi.org/10.1177
/17479541231164507.

11. Brown C, Miller J. Physiological

Responses to High-Ranked Opponents in

Soccer. Int J Sports Physiol Perform.

2019; 15(2):234-256.

Morgans R, Kweon D, Ryan B, et al.

Playing position and match location

affect the number of high-intensity efforts

more than the quality of the opposition in

elite football players. Biol Sport. 2024;

41(3):29-37.

Ingebrigtsen J, Dalen T, Hjelde GH,

Drust B, Wislgff U. Acceleration and

sprint profiles of a professional elite

football team in match play. Eur J Sport

Sci. 2015; 15:101-110.

14. Winter EM, Maughan RJ. Requirements

of ethics approval. J Sports Sci. 2009;

27:85.

Beato M, Coratella G, Stiff A, lacono AD.

The Validity and Between-Unit Variability

of GNSS Units (STATSports Apex 10 and

18 Hz) for Measuring Distance and Peak

Speed in Team Sports. Front Physiol.

2018;9:1288.

12.

13.

15.

Allen T, Taberner M, Zhilkin M, Rhodes D.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

Maddison R, Ni Mhurchu C. Global
positioning system: a new opportunity in
physical activity measurement. Int

J Behav Nutr Phys Act. 2009; 6:73.

doi: 10.1186/1479-5868-6-73.

Beato M, Bartolini D, Ghia G, Zamparo P,
Accuracy of a 10 Hz GPS unit in
measuring shuttle velocity performed at
different speeds and distances (5-20 M).
J Hum Kinet. 2016; 54:15-22.

Beato M, de Keijzer KL. The inter-unit
and inter-model reliability of GNSS
STATSports Apex and Viper units in
measuring peak speed over 5, 10, 15,
20, and 30 meters. Biol Sport. 2019;
36:317-321.

Malone JJ, Lovell R, Varley MC,

Coutts AJ. Unpacking the Black Box:
Applications and Considerations for Using
GPS Devices in Sport. Int J Sports Physiol
Perf. 2017; 12:1-26.

Thornton HR, Nelson AR, Delaney JA,
Serpiello FR, Duthie GM. Interunit
Reliability and Effect of Data-Processing
Methods of Global Positioning Systems.
Int J Sports Physiol Perform. 2019 Apr 1;
14(4):432-438. doi: 10.1123/ijspp
.2018-0273.

. Townshend AD, Worringham CJ,

Stewart IB. Assessment of speed and
position during human locomotion using
nondifferential GPS. Med Sci Sports
Exerc. 2008; 40(1):124-132.

Wass J, Mernagh D, Pollard B, Stewart P,
Fox W, Parmar N, Jones B, Kilduff L,
Turner A. A comparison of match
demands using ball-in-play vs. whole
match data in elite male youth soccer
players. Sci Med Football. 2020;
4(2):142-147.

Riboli A, Semeria M, Coratella G,
Esposito F. Effect of formation, ball in
play and ball possession on peak
demands in elite soccer. Biol Sport.
2020; 38(2):195-205.

Buchheit M, Simpson B,
Mendez-Villanueva A. Repeated
high-speed activities during youth soccer
games in relation to changes in maximal
sprinting and aerobic speeds. Int J Sports
Med. 2013; 34:40-48.

Maughan PC, Niall G, MacFarlane NG,
Swinton PA. Quantification of training
and match-play load across a season in
professional youth football players. Int

J Sports Sci Coaching. 2021;
16:5,1169-1177.

Castillo-Rodriguez A, Gonzalez-Tellez JL,
Figueiredo A, Chinchilla-Minguet JL,
Onetti-Onetti W. Starters and non-starters
soccer players in competition: is physical
performance increased by the

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

Ryland Morgans et al.

substitutions? BMC Sports Sci Med
Rehabil. 2023 Mar 16; 15(1):33.

doi: 10.1186/s13102-023-00641-3.
Pawet Chmura, José M. Oliva-Lozano,
José M. Muyor, Marcin Andrzejewski, Jan
Chmura, Stawomir Czarniecki, Edward
Kowalczuk, Andrzej Rokita, Marek
Konefat. Physical Performance Indicators
and Team Success in the German Soccer
League. J Hum Kinetics. 2022;
83:257-265. doi: 10.2478
/hukin-2022-0099.

Hopkins WG, Marshall SW,

Batterham AM, et al. Progressive
statistics for studies in sports medicine
and exercise science. Med Sci Sports
Exerc. 2009; 41(1):3-13.

Jones A, Smith D, Martinez J. Challenges
and demands of playing against
formidable adversaries in elite soccer:

A critical review. J Sports Sci. 2019;
37(5):541-548.

Gonzalez-Rodenas J, Ferrandis J,
Moreno-Pérez V, Lopez-Del Campo R,
Resta R, Del Coso J. Differences in
playing style and technical performance
according to the team ranking in the
Spanish football LaLiga. A thirteen
seasons study. PLoS One. 2023 Oct 20;
18(10):e0293095. doi: 10.1371/journal
.pone.0293095. PMID: 37862370;
PMCID: PMC10588845.

Nobari H, Ramachandran AK, Oliveira R.
The influence of opponent level on
professional soccer players’ training and
match performance assessed by using
wearable sensor technology. Hum Mov.
2023; 24(2). doi: https://doi.
org/10.5114/hm.2023.117164.
Freitas TT, Pereira LA, Alcaraz PE, et al.
Influence of strength and power capacity
on change of direction speed and deficit
in elite team-sport athletes. J Hum Kinet.
2019; 68:167-176.

Gonzalez AM, Brown WM. Positional
differences in elite soccer: Implications
for training and game strategy. J Hum
Kinetics. 2020; 74(1):63-74.

Martinez K, Walker B. Tactical
Adaptations Against Top-Tier Teams. Int
J Sports Tactics and Psychology. 2019;
14(3):321-335.

Brown C, Miller J. Tailoring Training
Regimens for Different Levels of
Opposition. Sports Science and Coaching.
2019; 22(5):543-560.

Rico-Gonzalez M, Rafael Oliveira R,
Palucci Vieira LH, et al. Players’
performance during worst-case scenarios
in professional soccer matches:

a systematic review. Biol Sport. 2022;
39(3):695-713.

Atticles published in the Biology of Sport are licensed under an open access Creative Commons CC BY 4.0 license.

38 .




