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Elite Skills Arena (ESA) was formed in 2014, with 
the purpose of creating revolutionary training 
equipment for football. We have spent over 
100,000 hours developing our products, with our 
clients and partners including top professional 
clubs, professional players and training centres 
worldwide.

All of our products use LED light and vibration 
software to create targets for players to hit. Different 
light sequences are programmed as training modes 

to work on different attributes. Using our data 
interface, all scores are tracked and statistics are 
provided for players. All ESA products are based 
around the ESA mantra of ‘repetition’, maximizing 
training intensity for faster and more pronounced 
improvement. Professional coaches, both internal 
and those currently integrated at elite club level, 
have developed a range of training modes our 
products, designed to replicate match realistic 
situations and hone fundamental skills.

ABOUT ELITE SKILLS ARENA (ESA)

The ICON is our fl agship training arena, used 
by elite professionals across the globe and 
statistically proven to dramatically improve 
player performance. 

The ICON uses ESA’s pioneering LED lighting 
technology to generate a competitive and enjoyable 
environment for training. It is complemented by the 
exclusive ESA web interface and database allowing 
for full control over training and the monitoring of 
improvement.

Progressed with some of the world’s top coaches 
and tried and tested at some of the world’s biggest 
clubs, the ICON creates match specifi c training 
for both individuals and small groups, rapidly 

accelerating development. Depending on the 
size of the arena, single and multi-player training 
sessions can be made, and the scoring system 
provides a truly addictive experience to keep 
players on the machine.

The ICON’s circular design generates a repetition 
effect producing the same amount of touches in a 
minute as you would attain in a 90-minute match.

The following case study looks at the overall 
impact players receive when training inside the 
ICON. It will look at the effect the session has 
on the players fi tness and technical ability, as 
well as, looking at the key improvements using 
the ICON can have on your performance. 

ABOUT THE ICON

ELITE SKILLS ARENA
& THE ICON

ESA & THE ICON

C A S E  S T U D Y
FC GRONINGEN

In the current football environment data feedback 
from training is crucial to clubs, federations, and 
training facilities. Using any of the ESA product 
range, coaches and players can analyze their 
performance in a quick and understandable 
format. Many clubs using the products for 
Individual Development plans or rehabilitation 
can compare score data and ability under fatigue 
among other data points.

Alongside this, the scientifi c proof that new 
technology aids in the development of young 
players is crucial to justify the fi nancial and 
operational decision to purchase such equipment.  

ESA and our distributor in the Netherlands, Sports 
Innovation Partner, created a partnership with 
Eredivisie club FC Groningen and the University 
of Groningen, to collect and analyze data from a 
variety of Groningen players training with the ESA 
ICON 8M. 

A study was performed during the 2018/19 season, 
with one intervention group, training regularly with 
the ICON, and one control group who continued 
their current training regime. Results were 
collected investigating passing accuracy, look 
behavior (awareness) and ball touches. Data was 
collected across a variety of age groups. 

INTRODUCTION
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Within football there are a vast amount of physical 
aspects a player must go through during a game, 
this is known as the physiological demands. 
In addition to this there are also a number of 
psychological demands, this relates to aspects 
associated to the mind. Football is considered 
both an aerobic and anaerobic sport. Aerobic 
endurance is considered as the ability to perform 
low intensity exercise for a long period of time. 
This is dependent on the body’s ability to 
continuously transport oxygen to the working 
muscles.  Anaerobic endurance is considered as 
the ability to perform exercise without oxygen by 
which an individual can sustain an intensity level 
for a short period of time. The most common 
example of this is performing a sprint in football.

As we know a football match lasts 90 minutes 
and therefore this requires a high level of fi tness 
in order for a player to compete for the full 90 
minutes. Using the energy systems mentioned, 
a player will cover distances between 10-13 
kilometres (km). Around 2-3km of this distance 
covered will be through high intensity running. 
From previous research, a common fi nding is that 
the amount of sprinting, running and the distance 
covered is more during the fi rst half and lower in 
the second half. This is down to factors such as 
lactic acid and fatigue kicking in prohibiting the 
muscles to be able to work at the same intensity.

The demands on a player are determined by their 
position, goalkeepers and central defenders cover 
the least distance. Central midfi eld players cover 
the most distance. This is followed by wingers, 

full backs and then attackers. This is based on 
an average of players within these positions. 
Individual players may cover more distances 
than those in other positions. The majority of 
time playing a football match consists of walking 
and jogging. Other actions consist of sprinting, 
tackling, jumping, dribbling, passing and 
shooting. This shows that there are a number of 
different physical movements during a game. 

Football players perform 150-250 brief intense 
actions during a game. In addition to this it has 
been recorded that up to 700 turns occur during 
a game with around 600 of them being between 
0-90 degrees. The number of jumps depends 
on position however this has been noted to 
be between 3-27 and tackles can be anywhere 
between 1-36 again dependent on position. 
Looking at passing statistics the top players will 
complete 90-120 successful passes during a 
game. This again tends to be based on position. 
The types of physical movements a player makes 
are largely position dependent. For example 
defenders will perform a large number of tackles, 
headers and clearances. Midfi eld players tend 
to perform all movements. Strikers will perform 
the most shots as well as other movements. One 
physical aspect all players need to be able to 
perform is the ability to pass the ball. 

The ICON can specifically help players improve 
their passing ability focusing on the different 
phases of a pass. This then can help improve 
their passing stats on game days. As well as 
passing the Icon can help improve certain 
physiological demands of the game such as 
fitness, first touch, turning on the ball and 
lactate threshold. It can also help train 
psychological aspects, as a session in the 
Icon requires concentration, awareness and 
motivation.

Physiological 
Demands of Football

PSYCHOLOGICAL DEMANDS

PLAYER STATISTICS DURING
A 90-MINUTE MATCH

13

250

700

27

36

120

A PLAYER WILL COVER DISTANCES BETWEEN 10-13 KILOMETRES (KM)

PLAYERS PERFORM 150-250 BRIEF INTENSE ACTIONS DURING A GAME

700 TURNS OCCUR DURING A GAME WITH AROUND 600 OF THEM BETWEEN 
0-90 DEGREES

BETWEEN 3-27 JUMPS MAY OCCUR IN A MATCH DEPENDING ON POSITION

TACKLES CAN BE ANYWHERE BETWEEN 1-36 AGAIN POSITION DEPENDENT

THE TOP PLAYERS WILL COMPLETE 90-120 SUCCESSFUL PASSES
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PASSING BENEFITS
One of the main aspects of the Icon is 
improving a players passing ability.

Each game mode requires a player to successfully 
perform as many passes as they can within a 
selected time limit. A vast range of game modes 

allow a player to improve the different phases of a 
pass. 
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Passing a ball is a skill in which every football 
player needs to be able to perform successfully. 
With there being no real statistics based on how 
many passes a player makes during a single 
game,  we have looked at the top player passing 
statsictics from the Premier League 2019/20 
season. The top 10 players making the most 
passes during a match in the league attempted 
between 70-86 passes per game. This furthers on 
from research we did in the 2015/2016 season, 
where we found the most successful passes during 
a single game the top 10 players achieved, was 
between 100-120 passes.

The ICON allows you to train to play a pass 
in a number of different ways. Playing a one 
two with a target and then fi nding the next pass. 
Playing a single pass then taking a touch and 
playing the next pass. Simultaneously playing 
one touch passes. Playing passes with the inside 
and outside of the foot and playing off both feet.
This variation in passing helps improve a players 
passing range as no pass in a football match will 
ever be the same as the one before. 

Through playing the different training modes 
available a player’s footwork will be improved, 
their touch becomes more effective to set or 
shift the ball enabling them to play the next 
pass. Having an improved fi rst touch is the most 
important factor in ensuring how quickly you play 
the next pass. 

Additionally knowing where you want to play 
a pass improves where to position your touch, 
but also whether you need to take a touch and 
therefore can play a pass fi rst time. I have given a 
brief breakdown of how each training mode works 
different phases of a pass. 

PASSING BENEFITS

TRAINING
MODES

The training modes show the variation in passing 
which is very representative to a game. What will 
be improved most is the accuracy of passes, with 
there being targets to hit which represent a player, 
each pass needs to reach that target. When a pass 
is played the ball will always return back to the 
player in which they will need to take a fi rst touch.

In football, players are always taught to try play off 
one or two touches as this moves the ball quicker. 
A player’s fi rst touch will constantly be trained and 
improved by practicing setting the touch to play 
the next pass. This improves footwork and enables 
them to play passes more effectively.

A session in the ICON will work the legs 
hard to which they will become tired due to 
lactic acid and fatigue building up. Similarly 
this would happen towards the fi nal stages of a 
game and therefore passing accuracy becomes 
more important to not give the ball away. The 
ICON allows you to work the legs harder and 
improve passing accuracy when they become 
tired. When the fatigue kicks in a player will fi nd it 
harder to perform the passes more effectively. By 

continuously training the legs to perform passes 
as quickly as possible when tired at a high intensity 
will in turn improve the legs resistance to fatigue 
and lactic acid. The legs will be able to work at a 
higher intensity for a longer period which can help 
ensure passing remains accurate and effi cient. 

As well as the passing aspects it has been 
highlighted that 600 turns during a game are 
between 0-90 degrees. When receiving a ball a 
turn is often performed as part of the fi rst touch. 
The training modes require turns to be frequently 
performed to play the next pass. Sometimes turns 
as much as 180 degrees need to be performed. 
This improves a player’s ability to take a fi rst touch 
whilst on the turn. It is often taught that if a pass is 
played from one side of the pitch a player should 
turn out to switch the play. This in turn can be 
practiced within the ICON. 

The 6 phases above can be continually improved 
playing different training modes and regularly 
participating in sessions.

KNOCKOUT

The idea is the 24 targets will 
appear and the player has to 

knock them all out as quickly as 
possible. This improves a players 
ability to play one touch passes 

trying to play the ball as quickly as 
possible.

MAESTRO

This game mode is based 
on choice. The idea is to search 
for the green maximum points, 

however if you cannot see a green 
then you can hit a blue. This makes 
you think about your pass selection 

searching for green but also 
building points quickly playing 

blues.

PASS FINDER

One target will appear and 
they have to hit that target for the 
next one to appear. The training 

mode offers complete variation and 
moves the feet most quickly as you 
have to fi nd the target not knowing 

where the next pass will be.

VISION

This focuses on playing a 
single pass but also the next 

target is available, so you know 
where you will need to play the 

next pass. This improves a player’s 
awareness by checking the shoulder 

whilst also ensuring they improve 
their touch to set up the next 
pass. It also tries to get the 

player to play a pass fi rst 
time.

THE MORE REGULARLY A PLAYER UTILISES THE ICON WILL LEAD 
TO IMPROVEMENTS WITHIN THEIR PASSING ABILITY.
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PSYCHOLOGICAL 
BENEFITS

As well as the physiological demands that 
have been highlighted football also consists 
of psychological demands. The chart above 
highlights some of psychological factors a player 
goes through when playing football. The ICON 
can help improve certain psychological factors 
in relation to sporting performance. 

Concentration – The ICON can help improve 
concentration by the variation in training modes. 
They must concentrate for the full duration of 
the exercise to set a good score, to be able to 

play each pass as quickly as possible and to be 
able to fi nd the next pass moving the ball quickly. 
Looking for a target whilst controlling the ball and 
passing the ball at the target requires high levels 
of concentration. Each training mode also requires 
the player to adapt their game. 

Awareness – As targets will appear a player needs 
to be aware of where that target is. In addition 
to this some training modes will show where the 
next target is going to be. This trains players to 
check their shoulder as they would in a game and 

PSYCHOLOGICAL 
DEMANDS OF 

FOOTBALL

MOTIVATION

The desire to work and 
be successful.

AROUSAL

The level of interest and 
readiness.

CONFIDENCE

The extent to which you 
belive in yourself.

EMOTION

Ability to control your 
mental state.

CONCENTRATION

The ability to maintain 
your focus.

PSYCHOLOGICAL BENEFITS

therefore improves awareness knowing where to 
play the next pass. If a player already knows where 
to play the next pass they are able to move the 
ball quickly or even play a fi rst time pass. All game 
modes require high levels of awareness as you are 
always trying to identify where to play the next 
pass as well as controlling and passing the ball.

Motivation – During a football match a player 
needs to be motivated to work hard to win the 
game and to win the individual battles against 
the players they come up against. Each training 
mode records the number of successful and 
unsuccessful passes. This enables the player to try 
beat the previous score they have set. The ICON 
can motivate players by them being persistent 
in wanting to beat their score creating that 
competitiveness. You can also train with a partner 
in which they can help motivate you or you can try 
beat one another’s scores.

Confi dence – Through being able to set scores 
and participate regularly in the ICON this can 
grow a player’s confi dence. The passing modes 
are designed for high intensity passing which in 
turn improves quick feet and makes a player feel 
sharper and ready for performance. 

Decision Making – When looking for a pass the 
quicker a player makes up their mind the quicker 
they can execute the pass. It trains the player to 
make decisions quickly which works in sync with 
awareness. As well as making quick decisions 
some game modes give you choice and so 
they have to think about which pass is the right 
decision.

Factors such as emotions and arousal can only 
truly be regulated on match days as these are 
factors you will only feel when going out to play 
on the day.

Taking into consideration both the 
physiological and psychological factors the 
Icon trains both aspects of each in sync with 
one another. This reflects match day scenarios 
as they are constantly have to concentrate, 
make decisions, be aware during the game and 
motivate themselves whilst performing a number 
of different actions. Training modes within 
the Icon reflect these scenarios to which will 
benefit players making them feel ready both 
physically and mentally. 
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Improvements were far more signifi cant within the younger age groups (U12s especially), 
generally, the younger the player the more they improved in the key data points.

S I G N I F I C A N T  R E S U LT S

Using the training mode Vision, players ‘look behaviour’ improved in the intervention group using 
the ICON product. Look behaviour is defi ned as: Awareness and ability to get their head up to 
look for the next pass.

This improvement in look behavior from using the ICON, translated to the pitch, with in game 
look behavior also increasing in the intervention group.

Players from U17, U19 and U23 reported that using the ICON in short periods was intense and 
tiring, allowing them to replicate training under fatigue and improve their performance over and 
above the lactate threshold. 

Overall, performance on the ICON in terms of points scored improved for all players in the 
intervention group. Although other factors are involved, this displays improvements in Pass 
accuracy, ball control, awareness and performance under fatigue. 

WOUTER FRENCKEN
HEAD OF PERFORMANCE, FC GRONINGEN

“”“THIS INNOVATION PROJECT, WITH FC GRONINGEN, ELITE 
SKILLS ARENA AND GRONINGEN UNIVERSITY, GIVES US 
SPECIFIC INSIGHTS INTO HOW WE COULD IMPLEMENT THESE 
KIND OF TRAINING METHODS TO ENHANCE OUR FOOTBALL 
PROGRAM.” 

CASE STUDY

The below bar graph shows an increase between measurement moment 1 (Week 1) and measurement 
moment 8 (Week 8) for the number of good passes during both PassFinder Training and Vision Training. 
On a descriptive level it seems there is an improvement on average across all players in their passing 
accuracy after training with the ICON for an 8 week period.  

“THE ICON HELPED ME AS A PLAYER TO IMPROVE MY AWARENESS 
AND DEVELOP LOOK BEHAVIOUR AND PASSING ACCURACY 
DURING MATCH SITUATIONS.”
TOM VAN DE LOOI; FORMER MIDFIELDER FROM FC GRONINGEN, 
NOW WITH BRESCIA

AVERAGE SCORES IN INTERVENTION GROUP ON THE ICON IN WEEK 1 & WEEK 8

CASE STUDY
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THE ICON CAN BE USED TO IMPROVE FITNESS LEVELS WORKING 
AT A HIGH INTENSITY, WHICH LEADS TO IMPROVING THE 
TRANSPORT OF OXYGEN AND BLOOD FLOW WITHIN THE 
MUSCLES. 

THE ICON OFFERS COMPLETE VARIATION IN HELPING IMPROVE 
A NUMBER OF DIFFERENT ASPECTS ASSOCIATED WITH A PASS. IT 
IMPROVES ACCURACY, FOOTWORK, FIRST TOUCH AND PLAYING 
OFF BOTH FEET. 

THE ICON CAN BE USED TO TRAIN LACTATE THRESHOLD. 
THIS WILL LEAD TO BEING ABLE TO COMPETE AT A HIGHER 
INTENSITY. 

A PLAYERS REACTIONS WILL BE IMPROVED, REACTING TO 
WHERE THE TARGETS ARE AND HOW THE BALL RETURNS 
TOWARDS THE PLAYER. 

THE ICON IMPROVES HOW A PLAYER RECEIVES A BALL 
IMPROVING TOUCH BUT ALSO BEING ABLE TO TURN ON THE 
BALL AT DIFFERENT ANGLES. 

PSYCHOLOGICAL FACTORS ARE ALSO TRAINED WHEN USING 
THE ICON. THE MIND IS CONSTANTLY BEING WORKED THROUGH 
HAVING TO CONCENTRATE, MAKE DECISIONS, BE AWARE OF 
TARGETS AND TO MOTIVATE THEMSELVES TO DO WELL. 

To summarise, training in the ICON does not only 
improve your technical ability, but also provide 
you with a game realistic scenario which tests 
your fitness and mentality to match standards. 
The ICON, in short training mode durations of one 
or two minutes, will emulate a full-90 minute 
match by raising your heart rate and increasing 
your lactate threshold. Furthermore, the ICON 
will test your technical and mental ability when 
the body becomes tired, which will improve the 
overall standards of the player.

SUMMARY
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