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Executive Summary

Spain's victory at the 2026 FIFA World Cup represented more than the success of a single national team.
During the same month, Spain also won the UEFA Men's Under-19 and Women's Under-19 European
Championships while remaining the reigning FIFA Women's World Cup champion. Taken together, these
achievements point to something more significant than an exceptional generation of players. They
suggest the presence of a football system capable of producing excellence consistently across teams,
competitions and generations.

This report argues that Spain's sustained success is rooted not in any single academy, coach or tactical
innovation, but in the alignment of institutions operating throughout its football development system.
Grassroots clubs, regional federations, professional academies, coach education programmes, reserve-
team structures, youth national teams and the Royal Spanish Football Federation each perform distinct
roles while contributing to a common objective.

The report contends that Spain's greatest competitive advantage is institutional. Rather than relying on
isolated centres of excellence, it has built an interconnected system that develops players, educates
coaches, generates knowledge and continually strengthens itself through shared learning and long-term
continuity.

CENTRAL LESSON

While the analysis focuses on Spanish football, its implications extend far beyond one country. For clubs,
federations, leagues and investors, the central lesson is clear: sustainable sporting success depends less on
producing exceptional individuals than on building institutions capable of producing excellence repeatedly.
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Introduction

BEYOND THE TROPHY
World Cups are won in weeks. Football ecosystems are built over decades.

On 19 July 2026, Spain defeated Argentina to win its second FIFA Men's World Cup. During the same
month, Spain also captured the UEFA Men's Under-19 and Women's Under-19 European Championships
while remaining the reigning FIFA Women's World Cup champion. For the first time in football history,
one nation simultaneously held both the men's and women's senior World Cup titles.

Viewed individually, each achievement is remarkable. Viewed collectively, they point to a broader

conclusion. Spain's success is unlikely to be explained by one exceptional generation of players or by the
influence of any single club or coach. Instead, it reflects the maturity of a football system that has evolved
over decades through sustained investment in coaching, player development and institutional continuity.

Much of the discussion surrounding Spanish football has focused on FC Barcelona and the influence of
Johan Cruyff's philosophy. Those contributions have been profound, but they tell only part of the story.
Over time, many of the principles associated with Spanish football have spread beyond individual clubs,
becoming embedded in coaching education, academy structures and the national-team pathway. The
result is not tactical uniformity but a shared football language that allows players and coaches from
different environments to integrate quickly within a common framework.

Spain's long-term success is best understood through the lens of institutional alignment. Rather than
examining clubs, academies, federations or coaches inisolation, we look at how they interact to form an
integrated football ecosystem capable of transforming potential into sustained performance.

Spain therefore offers more than a successful model of player development. It provides an example of
how institutions, working together over time, can create a durable competitive advantage. The World
Cup trophy is the most visible expression of that achievement. The ecosystem behind it is the report's
true subject.

9 Forma Football Group Strictly Private & Confidential 4
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1. Understanding Spain's Football Ecosystem

No single organisation produces elite footballers — Spain's strength lies in how its institutions interact.

THE SPANISH FOOTBALL ECOSYSTEM:

An Integrated System
ROYAL SPANISH

A connected ecosystem where shared purpose, aligned institutions FOOTBALL FEDERATION
and continuous knowledge exchange drive sustained success. (RFEF)
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and national coordination
NATIONAL TEAM
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COMPETITIONS & LEAGUES
High-quality, competitive
environments that drive
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_\@/_ CONTINUOUS KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE & INNOVATION

Learning — Development — Performance — Success — Investment — More Learning

Source: UEFA, RFEF

Exhibit — The Spanish football ecosystem: an integrated system. Source: UEFA, RFEF

Spain's success is best understood through the concept of a football ecosystem: an interconnected
network of institutions, relationships and developmental processes that collectively shape players,

coaches and teams over time.

Within this ecosystem, no single organisation is responsible for producing elite footballers. Grassroots
clubs introduce children to organised football. Regional federations coordinate competition and
development within their territories. Professional academies refine technical, tactical, physical and
psychological capabilities. Coach education programmes prepare the practitioners responsible for guiding
players throughout the pathway. Reserve-team football bridges the transition to the professional game,
while the Royal Spanish Football Federation (RFEF) integrates talent through successive national-team
age groups before players reach senior international football.

Each institution performs a distinct role. More importantly, each depends upon the effectiveness of the
others. Spain's strength therefore lies not simply in the quality of its individual organisations, but in the

way they interact.

Traditional explanations of football success often search for a single source of excellence: an outstanding
academy, an exceptional coach or a particularly talented generation of players. Spain suggests a different
perspective. Sustained success emerges when multiple institutions reinforce one another over extended

periods of time.

This systems-based view also helps explain Spain's ability to remain internationally competitive despite
continual changes in players, coaches and tactical trends. Individuals inevitably change. Institutions
evolve. The ecosystem provides the continuity that links one generation to the next.

More Than a Development Pathway

& rorma rootball Group Strictly Private & Confidential 5
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Player development is often described as a linear journey from grassroots football to the senior national
team. In reality, Spain's football system functions less as a pipeline than as an interconnected network.

Development does not flow in a single direction. Clubs influence coaching education through evolving
methodologies. National-team coaches maintain close relationships with professional academies. Former
players become coaches, returning experience to the system that developed them. Success at
international level enhances the reputation of Spanish football, attracting further investment into
academies, coach education and infrastructure.

Rather than progressing through isolated stages, players, coaches and institutions participate in a
continuous cycle of learning and development.

Understanding this distinction is essential. Spain succeeds not because it possesses one exceptional

institution, but because it has created relationships that enable institutions to improve one another over
time.

9 Forma Football Group Strictly Private & Confidential 6
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2. A Shared Football Language

A common framework of principles — not a single playing style — gives Spain continuity without uniformity.

One of the defining characteristics of Spain's football ecosystem is not the existence of a single playing
style, but the presence of a shared football language. Across the country, clubs retain distinct identities,
tactical preferences and competitive objectives. Athletic Club's emphasis on physical intensity and local
talent differs from Villarreal's structured possession game, while Real Sociedad, Real Madrid, Real Betis,
Sevilla and FC Barcelona each possess their own football cultures and coaching methodologies. Yet
despite these differences, many Spanish clubs educate players according to a common set of underlying
principles that shape how the game is understood long before players reach professional football.

A shared football language is a common framework of football concepts, principles and terminology that
enables players, coaches and organisations to communicate, collaborate and develop consistently while
retaining their own tactical identities. It provides continuity without requiring uniformity.

Rather than prescribing how every team should play, this shared language establishes a common
developmental framework that extends across academies, coach education and the national-team
pathway. It enables diversity within a coherent football culture, allowing institutions to innovate while

remaining connected through a common understanding of the game.

The Evolution of a National Philosophy

Johan Cruyff — his principles, absorbed and adapted across Spanish football, evolved into a national developmental framework.

Spain's modern football identity has evolved over several decades through the interaction of clubs,
coaches and the Royal Spanish Football Federation (RFEF). While many observers associate this evolution
with Johan Cruyff's transformative period at FC Barcelona, the significance of his influence extends far
beyond the success of a single club. More importantly, the principles he championed were gradually
absorbed, adapted and disseminated throughout Spanish football.

Cruyff demonstrated that technical excellence, intelligent positioning and collective organisation could
provide the foundation for sustainable success. Coaches across Spain refined these ideas in different
ways, adapting them to their own competitive environments and player profiles. Over time, what began
as an influential club philosophy evolved into a broader national framework for player development.

The result is not a country in which every team plays identically. Rather, it is one in which players are
educated through broadly compatible developmental principles that facilitate progression between clubs
and into the national-team environment.

& rorma rootball Group Strictly Private & Confidential 7
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Principles Rather Than Systems

Spain's football identity is often reduced to possession football or tiki-taka. While possession remains an
important characteristic of many Spanish teams, defining the country's football culture through a single
tactical approach overlooks the broader developmental philosophy that underpins it.

Rather than teaching one system, Spanish player development is commonly built around several

complementary principles.

Technical Security

Players are encouraged from an early age to receive, control and distribute the ball confidently under
pressure. Technical quality is treated not as a specialist attribute but as a fundamental requirement for
every position on the pitch.

Positional Understanding

Young players learn to recognise space, maintain appropriate distances between teammates and
understand their responsibilities during different phases of play. This emphasis on spatial awareness
enables players to make effective decisions regardless of the tactical system employed by their team.

Collective Organisation

Spanish football traditionally prioritises coordinated team behaviour over individual improvisation.
Attacking movements, defensive transitions and pressing structures are understood as collective
responsibilities rather than isolated actions.

Decision-Making

Training environments frequently prioritise perception, anticipation and problem-solving. Players are
encouraged to interpret situations, recognise patterns and make effective decisions rather than simply
execute predetermined movements.

Proactive Football

Whether in possession or out of possession, Spanish teams generally seek to influence the game rather
than merely react to it. This proactive mindset is reflected in pressing behaviour, positional occupation,
ball circulation and a willingness to control matches through organisation as much as athleticism.

Diversity Within Unity

Perhaps the greatest strength of Spain's football culture is its ability to balance consistency with diversity.
Barcelona, Athletic Club, Villarreal, Real Sociedad, Real Madrid and many other clubs continue to develop
players through distinctive methodologies that reflect their own histories, resources and competitive
contexts.

Rather than weakening the national system, this diversity strengthens it. Different clubs solve
developmental challenges in different ways, creating multiple sources of innovation and learning. At the
same time, their shared developmental principles provide sufficient continuity for players to move
between clubs and national teams without requiring a fundamental change in their football education.

A common football language therefore does not limit creativity. It provides the platform that allows
creativity to flourish within a coherent national framework.

Continuity Across the Development Pathway

When players arrive in Spain's youth national teams, they do not begin learning an entirely new approach
to football. Although coaches introduce new tactical ideas and adapt to the characteristics of each

9 Forma Football Group Strictly Private & Confidential 8
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generation, many players already possess a common understanding of technical standards, positional
concepts and collective behaviours developed through their club environments.

As a result, national-team coaches spend less time establishing fundamental principles and more time
refining collective performance. The shared football language reduces the adjustment required as players
move through the development pathway, strengthening continuity between clubs and national teams
while allowing each institution to retain its own identity.

THE NATIONAL TEAM PATHWAY:

Developing Players. Building Teams.

A structured progression that creates continuity,
familiarity and shared understanding.

SENIOR

uis  _, @l — U NATIONAL TEAM
(14-15) f (18-19) (22+)

L %. i %. 222

IDENTIFY DEVELOP PERFORM PREPARE COMPETE
& DEVELOP & CHALLENGE & WIN FOR SENIOR & SUCCEED

Technical foundation Advanced tactical High-performance Bridge to senior Major tournaments
Tactical principles education environment football FIFA World Cup
First exposure to International European UEFA European UEFA European
international play competitions competitions Championship Championship

SAME COACHING PHILOSOPHY + SAME PRINCIPLES + STRONGER CONNECTIONS

Source: RFEF | Note: Age shown is the age range during the calendar year.

Exhibit — The national team pathway: developing players, building teams. Source: RFEF.

A shared football language allows independent clubs, academies and national teams to operate as parts
of a coherent development system. It reduces the costs of transition, accelerates learning and provides
continuity throughout the player pathway.

Yet language alone cannot develop players. Its effectiveness depends on the people responsible for
applying it every day. Those people are coaches.

@ Forma Football Group Strictly Private & Confidential )
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3. Coaching: Spain's Greatest Competitive Advantage

Not one academy or generation — the depth, quality and continuity of Spain's coaching workforce is the true
asset.

Spain's football ecosystem ultimately depends on the quality of the people responsible for developing
players every day. Facilities, academies and development programmes provide the structure, but coaches
determine how effectively that structure functions. Every training session, tactical discussion and
developmental decision shape the long-term quality of the system.

For this reason, Spain's greatest football asset is not a particular academy or generation of players. It is
the depth, quality and continuity of its coaching workforce.

Unlike countries that rely on a relatively small number of elite coaches, Spain has developed a broad
coaching culture that extends throughout the football pyramid. Thousands of qualified coaches work
across grassroots clubs, professional academies, reserve teams and national-team programmes, creating
an environment in which consistent learning occurs at every stage of a player's development.

SPAIN'S COACHING ADVANTAGE — DEPTH AT THE HIGHEST QUALIFICATION LEVELS

UEFA A + PRO

ERM QUALIFICATION HOLDERS  VELATIVE SCALE

Spain 15,423 . ]
Germany 6,934 D

France 3,308

Italy 2,281

England 1,395

Historical benchmark: holders of UEFA A and UEFA Pro qualifications, 2014.
Source: UEFA data reported in December 2014. Figures show qualification holders, not active coaches or all licensed coaches.

Coaching as a National System

Spain treats coaching as a national capability rather than an individual profession.

Coach education is supported by structured licensing pathways, practical training and continuous
professional development. While individual clubs retain responsibility for their own methodologies, the
broader education system provides a common foundation that prepares coaches to work within Spain's
football culture while adapting to the needs of their own organisations.

The result is not uniform coaching, but consistently high coaching quality. Coaches share a common
educational foundation while interpreting it according to their club's philosophy, competitive
environment and player profile. This balance between consistency and autonomy allows new ideas to
circulate throughout the system without requiring central direction.

Coaches as Multipliers

9 Forma Football Group Strictly Private & Confidential 10
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Every player works with numerous coaches during the course of a football career. Each contributes
technical knowledge, tactical understanding, psychological support and decision-making skills that
accumulate over years of development.

This creates a powerful multiplier effect. A highly qualified coach influences dozens of players each
season and, over an entire career, hundreds more. Many of those players later become coaches
themselves, transmitting both experience and knowledge to future generations.

Investment in coaching therefore producesreturns that extend well beyond individual teams or seasons.
By improving the quality of those responsible for player development, Spain continually strengthens the
capability of its entire football system.

Continuity Through Coaching

Players retire, coaches change clubs and tactical trends evolve. Coaching provides the continuity that
allows the system to adapt without losing its identity.

Experienced coaches mentor younger colleagues. Former players transition into coaching. Academies
become environments where methodologies are refined rather than repeatedly reinvented. Each
generation inherits established principles while contributing new ideas shaped by changing tactical
demands.

Excellence Through Diversity

Although Spanish coaches share a common football language, they do not coach in identical ways.
Barcelona, Athletic Club, Villarreal, Real Sociedad, Sevilla, Real Madrid and many other clubs interpret
shared developmental principles through their own histories, competitive objectives and player profiles.

Rather than weakening the system, this diversity strengthens it. Different coaching environments
generate experimentation, innovation and learning while remaining connected through a common
understanding of player development. Consistency therefore exists at the level of philosophy rather than
methodology.

9 Forma Football Group Strictly Private & Confidential 11
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4. Building Elite Players: A Distributed Development System

No single super-academy dominates — elite players emerge from a broad, distributed network of clubs.

Elite players rarely emerge from a single institution. Their development reflects years of learning across
multiple environments, guided by different coaches, competitive experiences and developmental
challenges. While individual academies play a critical role, no single organisation is responsible for
producing an international footballer.

Spain recognises this reality. Rather than concentrating development within one dominant academy or
national training centre, it has built a distributed development system in which numerous clubs
contribute to the country's player pathway. Elite player production is therefore not the responsibility of
one institution, but the collective outcome of an interconnected network.

Beyond the Super Academy

Many successful football nations are closely associated with one or two iconic development institutions.
Ajax's De Toekomst, Sporting CP's Academia Cristiano Ronaldo and Clairefontaine in France have each
become synonymous with elite player production.

Spain presents a different model.

While several Spanish academies enjoy international recognition, no single institution dominates the
country's development system. Instead, elite players emerge from a broad network of professional clubs
distributed across the country, each contributing according to its own philosophy, competitive
environment and regional context.

This diversity reduces dependence on any individual academy. The success or decline of one institution
does not fundamentally weaken Spain's ability to produce talent because development capacity exists
across the wider system.

Distributed Excellence

A NETWORK OF EXCELLENCE: P———

Leading Academies Across Spain STRONG ACADEMIES

. - P — ’ DEVELOPING ACADEMIES
Spain’s elite academies are distributed across the country, Bilbao San Sebastidn

creating regional hubs of talent development. o
h’ 2

° ACADEMIES (Top Tier) & e
FC Barcelona La Masia
Real Madrid Ciudad Real Madrid Valladolid Zheagoun
Athletic Club Lezama
Real Sociedad Zubieta

Atlético de Madrid Academia Atleti Barcelona

Valencia CF Paterna ) 2y
RONG A 1E: Madrid %
@ Valencia

Villarreal CF Ciudad Deportiva José Manuel Llaneza Villarreal

Real Betis Ciudad Deportiva Luis del Sol

Sevilla FC Ciudad Deportiva José Ramén Cisneros
Cérdoba Murci

urcia

RC Celta A Madroa

RCD Espanyol DANI Jarque Sevilla

Real Zaragoza Ciudad Deportiva I é
CA Osasuna Tajonar

UD Las Palmas Ciudad Deportiva de Barranco Seco Las Palmas

Source: Club Websites, Laliga, RFEF
Note: Map includes representative locations of leading academy hubs.
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Exhibit — A network of excellence: leading academies across Spain. Source: Club Websites, Laliga, RFEF.

Spain's player development network includes clubs with very different histories, resources and identities.
FC Barcelona's emphasis on positional play differs from Athletic Club's unique recruitment model, while
Villarreal, Real Sociedad, Sevilla, Valencia and Real Madrid each have distinctive approaches to
developing young players.

These differences are not weaknesses. They represent multiple centres of excellence operating within a
common developmental framework.

Players therefore encounter a variety of coaching environments, competitive demands and
developmental experiences while remaining connected through shared football principles. The result is a
system capable of producing technically and tactically sophisticated players through multiple pathways
rather than a single institutional model.

Competition as a Development Mechanism

Competition between clubs plays animportant role in strengthening Spain's player development system.

Professional academies compete continuously to attract talented young players, recruit high-quality
coaches and improve their development programmes. This competition encourages innovation,
investment and continual refinement of coaching practices.

Importantly, these competitive dynamics occur within a shared football culture. Clubs seek competitive
advantages without abandoning the developmental principles that connect them to the wider system.
Innovation therefore strengthens the ecosystem rather than fragmenting it.

Multiple Pathways to Excellence

Elite footballers do not all follow the same developmental journey. Some progress steadily through the
academy of a single professional club before reaching the first team. Others move between academies,
experience loans, develop later physically or mature through reserve-team football before establishing
themselves at senior level.

Spain's development system accommodates these different trajectories rather than forcing players into a
single model. This flexibility increases the resilience of the entire system: talent is less likely to be lost
because development opportunities remain available across multiple institutions.

Individual Development Within a National System

Although player development takes place within individual clubs, those clubs operate as part of a broader
national ecosystem. Shared coaching principles, compatible developmental philosophies and regular
interaction between clubs and national teams create continuity throughout the player pathway while
preserving institutional independence.

This balance between local autonomyand national coherence enables Spain to combine innovation with
consistency. Clubs remain free to develop their own identities, yet collectively they contribute to a
system capable of producing elite players with remarkable regularity.

9 Forma Football Group Strictly Private & Confidential 13
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CASE STUDY:

FROM GRASSROOTS TO WORLD CHAMPION

The Rodri Pathway: A Product of the Spanish System

Rodri’s journey reflects the strength of Spain’s integrated ecosystem, where alignment,
continuity and development at every stage create world-class players.

SPAIN — A WORLD CHAMPION ECOSYSTEM

RODRI

Position: Defensive Midfielder
Born: 22 June 1996
Birthplace: Madrid, Spain
Caps: 60+

Debut: 2018

A CLEAR PATHWAY. A SHARED PHILOSOPHY. CONTINUOUS DEVELOPMENT.

GRASSROOTS YOUTH DEVELOPMENT
(6-12) (12-18)

Rayo Vallecano Atlético de Madrid
Academy Academy
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a values-driven and tactically within
environment in a high-performance

Madrid. youth system.

KEY TAKEAWAY Rodri's 1 develelopment
was is the result of a coherent

ecosystem that provides:

000
»

Source: Club Websites, Laliga, REEF
Note: Ages reflect the player's age range during the period at each stage.

Case Study — From grassroots to world champion: the Rodri pathway. Source: Club Websites, LalLiga, RFEF.

Forma Football Group
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5. Building Elite Teams: The National Team Pathway

Nations that produce exceptional players do not automatically produce exceptional teams — Spain treats
youth national teams as development, not reward.

Developing outstanding footballers is only one objective of a successful football system. International
football is ultimately decided by teams rather than individuals. Nations capable of producing exceptional
players do not necessarily produce exceptional national teams. The challenge lies in transforming
individual talent into collective performance.

Spain's football ecosystem addresses this challenge through a national-team pathway that extends well
beyond tournament preparation. Rather than treating youth national teams as rewards for outstanding
players, Spain uses them as developmental environments where individuals learn to perform collectively
within a shared football framework.

The national-team pathway therefore represents the final stage of player development rather than the
beginning of international competition.

Beyond Talent Identification

Youth national teams are often viewed primarily as mechanisms for identifying the country's most
talented players. While selection remains important, Spain's approach extends considerably further.

International camps and tournaments provide opportunities to reinforce technical standards, deepen
tactical understanding and expose players to increasingly demanding competitive environments. They
also allow coaches to observe how players adapt to new teammates, different roles and higher levels of
pressure.

National teams do not simply recognise talent. They continue developing it.

Continuity Across Age Groups

One of the defining characteristics of Spain's national-team pathway is continuity. Players progress
through successive age groups while remaining familiar with many of the principles introduced during
earlier stages of development. Coaching staff naturally adapt their tactical approach to the characteristics
of each generation, but the underlying football language remains remarkably consistent.

This continuity reduces the disruption often associated with international football. Rather than
repeatedly introducing entirely new concepts, coaches are able to build upon knowledge players have
already acquired through their clubs and previous national-team experiences.

From Individuals to Teams

Elite teams require more than technical quality. Successful international football depends upon shared
understanding, coordinated decision-making and collective behaviour under pressure.

Because many Spanish players arrive with compatible football educations, national-team coaches can
devote more time to developing relationships between players rather than establishing fundamental
principles from the beginning.

The objective is not simply to assemble the country's best footballers. It is to develop teams capable of
functioning as coherent tactical units within limited preparation time.

9 Forma Football Group Strictly Private & Confidential 15



@ FORMA FOOTBALL GROUP SPAIN — A WORLD CHAMPION ECOSYSTEM

Tournament Experience as Development

International tournaments provide learning opportunities that cannot be replicated within club football.
Players experience unfamiliar opponents, compressed competition schedules, increased psychological
pressure and the responsibility of representing their country. These experiences accelerate personal and
tactical development regardless of tournament outcomes.

Repeated participation across youth international competitions also strengthens the relationships that
later underpin senior national teams. Players develop trust, communication and collective habits over
many years rather than during a few weeks of senior preparation.

A Collective Identity

Perhaps the greatest achievement of Spain's national-team pathway is the creation of a collective identity
that extends beyond any individual generation.

Players entering the senior national team do not inherit only tactical ideas. They inherit expectations,
behaviours and standards that have been reinforced throughout years of international experience.

This institutional continuity allows Spain to adapt tactically while maintaining a recognisable football
identity. Individual quality remains essential, but collective identity ultimately determines how effectively
that quality is expressed.

_EXHIBIT 14 W
THE SPANISH PLAYER DEVELOPMENT JOURNEY W e

Right time.
A Clear, Integrated Pathway from Grassroots to the National Team Right opportunity.

Spain's success is built on a structured, player-centered pathway that prioritizes long-term development,
education and opportunity at every stage.
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This is not luck. It is a system.

Source: RFEF, Laliga, UEFA, Club Websites

Exhibit — The Spanish player development journey: a clear, integrated pathway from grassroots to the national team. Source: RFEF, Laliga,
UEFA, Club Websites.
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6. Beyond Player Development: Spain as a Football Knowledge Ecosystem

Elite football systems don't just develop players — they develop, retain and continually refine knowledge.

KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE NETWORK:

Sharing Insights. Elevating Standards.

Spain’s institutions are connected through a culture of collaboration and continuous
learning, ensuring knowledge flows both ways at every level of the game.
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RFEF & feedback
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+ Develops coaching curriculum
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Ty

COACH EDUCATION
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environments learnings

« Participate in technical working groups Delivers continuous education
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[ ACADEMIES & YOUTH SYSTEMS
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Exhibit — Knowledge exchange network: sharing insights, elevating standards. Source: RFEF, Laliga, UEFA.

Every training session, match, coaching decision and player interaction generates experience. The
distinguishing characteristic of high-performing football systems is not simply their ability to create this
knowledge, but their ability to retain it, refine it and apply it across successive generations.

Spain's football ecosystem demonstrates this capability. While players remain its most visible output, the
system continuously produces coaches, methodologies, technical expertise and institutional learning that
strengthen football development over time. Player development is therefore only one outcome of a
much broader process of knowledge creation.

Knowledge as a Strategic Asset

In many industries, knowledge is recognised as one of an organisation's most valuable assets. Football is
no different.

Every academy, professional club and national team accumulates insights into coaching methodology,
talent identification, physical preparation, tactical development and performance analysis. The long-term
value of these experiences depends on whether they remain isolated within individual organisations or
contribute to wider institutional learning.

Spain benefits because football knowledge rarely remains confined to a single club. Coaches change
organisations, former players become coaches, technical staff collaborate through formal and informal
networks, and coach education programmes continually incorporate new ideas and practical experience.

Knowledge therefore becomes cumulative rather than temporary.

A Learning System
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Spain's football ecosystem functions as a learning system rather than a collection of independent
organisations. Individual clubs experiment with new coaching methods, tactical approaches and
development practices. Some innovations remain specific to their own environment. Others spread
gradually as coaches move between clubs, participate in education programmes or contribute to broader
professional networks.

Learning therefore occurs simultaneously at multiple levels: individual coaches improve, clubs refine their
methodologies, and the wider football ecosystem benefits from the continual exchange of ideas.
Innovation is not directed by one institution — it emerges through the interaction of many.

Beyond Individual Expertise

One of the defining characteristics of mature institutions is that important knowledge survives the
departure of individuals. Outstanding coaches inevitably retire, sporting directors change and players
move abroad — yet successful football systems continue evolving because knowledge has become
embedded within institutions rather than remaining dependent upon individuals.

Spain demonstrates this institutional resilience. Development philosophies, coaching principles and
educational practices are continually refined without requiring each generation to begin again. That
institutional memory allows Spanish football to adapt while preserving continuity.

Exporting Football Knowledge

The influence of Spain's football ecosystem extends beyond its national borders. Spanish coaches,
sporting directors, analysts and technical experts now work throughout Europe, the Middle East, North
America, Asia and Latin America. Clubs increasingly recruit Spanish football professionals not only
because of their technical expertise, but because they bring experience of operating within an integrated
development system.

This international demand reflects the export of knowledge rather than simply the export of talent. Spain
therefore generates value in two ways: it develops elite footballers, and it also develops football
expertise capable of strengthening organisations around the world.

Institutional Capability

The cumulative effect of continuous learning, knowledge sharing and institutional memory is the
development of institutional capability. This capability cannot be measured simply by counting academy
graduates or international trophies. It is reflected in the system's ability to continue producing high-
quality coaches, players and ideas despite continual changes in personnel.

Spain's greatest football asset is therefore not a stadium, an academy or even a generation of exceptional
players. It is a football ecosystem capable of continually producing knowledge.
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7. Sustaining Excellence

Sustained success is embedded in institutions, not individuals — the system renews itself rather than
repeating the past.

Football success is often explained through exceptional generations of players, visionary coaches or
favourable circumstances. While each can influence short-term performance, they rarely explain
sustained success over decades.

Long-term excellence depends upon something more durable: institutions capable of continually
renewing themselves. Spain's football ecosystem demonstrates this principle. Individual players retire,
coaches change clubs, tactical trends evolve and organisational leadership changes. Yet the system
continues producing elite players, coaches and teams because its competitive strength is embedded
within institutions rather than individuals.

Renewal Rather Than Replication

No successful generation can simply be repeated. Each group of players possesses different technical
qualities, personalities and tactical characteristics. Attempting to reproduce previous teams inevitably
limits future development.

Spain's approach has instead been to preserve developmental principles while allowing each generation
to express them differently. The football language remains recognisable. The players do not. This
distinction allows continuity without rigidity.

Resilience Through Diversity

Distributed player development also strengthens long-term resilience. Because excellence exists across
numerous clubs, regions and coaching environments, the system does not become dependent upon one
academy, one tactical philosophy or one generation of coaches.

Individual organisations experience periods of success and decline. The ecosystem continues evolving.
Institutional resilience therefore emerges from decentralisation rather than central control.

Continuous Adaptation

Football evolves continuously. Rule changes, tactical innovation, sports science, performance analysis and
changing player profiles constantly reshape the game. Successful football systems therefore cannot
depend upon static methodologies.

Spain's strength lies in combining continuity with adaptation. Shared principles provide stability; learning
provides evolution. Rather than choosing between tradition and innovation, the ecosystem continually
integrates both.

Beyond Tournament Cycles

International football often judges nations according to individual tournaments. World Cups and
European Championships inevitably shape public perception, but institutional development follows a
different timescale — academy graduates require years to reach elite level, coaches accumulate
experience over decades, and development philosophies mature through continual refinement.

Spain's sustained success reflects decades of cumulative institutional investment rather than isolated
tournament outcomes.
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Competitive Advantage as an Institutional Outcome

Competitive advantage is often treated as something organisations seek directly. Spain demonstrates the
opposite: competitive advantage emerges naturally when institutions consistently develop people,
generate knowledge, encourage learning and renew themselves over time. Elite players, elite teams and
international success all become an outcome.

The true source of competitive advantage is the ecosystem itself.

THE VIRTUOUS CYCLE OF COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE:

Sustained Success Through a Reinforcing Ecosystem

Spain’s football ecosystem operates as a virtuous cycle, where each element reinforces
the others—driving a continuous process of improvement and long-term success.

@  CLEAR VISION & ALIGNMENT

@ CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT A A shared playing model and

The cycle generates feedback and long-term vision align all
innovation, ensuring evolution and stakeholders around a
adaptation to future challenges. common purpose.

@ COACH & PLAYER DEVELOPMENT

4

o]
W SUSTAINED il produce technically excellent,
rong national teams and players
excel on the international stage, INTERNATIONAL - 0 intelligent players.
enhancing reputation and influence. SUCCESS 6
© e

Clubs and academies develop

e STRONGER CONNECTIONS ) and produce a consistent flow
, of talented players.

High-quality coaching education

INTERNATIONAL COMPETITIVENESS and player development pathways

Success generates resources,

visibility and partnerships that

strengthen the entire ecosystem.
Talented players and strong coaching
enable competitive clubs and leagues
that raise standards and performance.

A SELF-REINFORCIOG SYSTEM THAT BUILDS EXCELLENCE, GENERATES SUCCESS, AND SECURES THE FUTURE.
Vision. Education. Development. Competition. Connection. Success. Improvement.

Source: RFEF, Laliga, UEFA

Exhibit — The virtuous cycle of competitive advantage: sustained success through a reinforcing ecosystem. Source: RFEF, Laliga, UEFA.
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8. Lessons for Football Leaders

Spain's success cannot be copied outright — but its underlying principles are widely applicable.

Spain's football ecosystem offers valuable lessons, but its success cannot simply be copied. Every country
operates within different cultural traditions, governance structures, financial resources and competitive
environments. Attempting to replicate Spain's institutions or playing style without considering these
differences is unlikely to produce lasting results.

The greater value of Spain's experience lies in the principles that underpin its success. While institutions
may differ, the characteristics of high-performing football systems are widely applicable.

Think in Systems, Not Programmes

Football development is often approached through isolated initiatives: a new academy, an updated
coaching course or an investment in facilities. These investments can be valuable, but their impact is
limited if they are not connected within a coherent system.

Spain demonstrates that long-term success depends less on individual programmes than on the
relationships between them. Football leaders should therefore prioritise strengthening connections
between institutions as much as improving individual institutions themselves.

Invest in Coaches Before Facilities

Modern facilities are important, but buildings do not develop players. People do. Spain's experience
illustrates that sustained player development depends primarily on the quality of coaches and the
systems that support them. Infrastructure provides the environment; coaches determine how effectively
that environment is used.

Encourage Diversity Within a Shared Framework

High-performing football systems do not require identical clubs or uniform methodologies. Spain's
ecosystem succeeds because different organisations pursue excellence in different ways while remaining
connected through shared developmental principles.

Football leaders should resist the temptation to standardise every aspect of player development.
Innovation often emerges from institutional diversity. The objective should be alignment around common
principles rather than conformity in everyday practice.

Build Institutions That Learn

Sustainable success requires more than producing talented players — it requires producing knowledge.
Every club, academy and federation should create mechanisms for capturing experience, sharing best
practices and continually refining its approach to development.

Learning should become an institutional process rather than depending upon exceptional individuals.
When organisations learn systematically, improvement becomes continuous rather than episodic.

Measure Long-Term Capability

Football often evaluates success through short-term results. While competition remains essential, long-
term capability is a more reliable indicator of institutional health. Football leaders should ask broader
questions:
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— Is coaching quality improving?
— Are more players progressing successfully through development pathways?
— Are institutions collaborating more effectively?
— Is knowledge being retained when experienced staff leave?

These indicators reveal whether a football system is becoming stronger, regardless of individual
tournament outcomes.
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The Ecosystem Behind the Trophy

When Spain lifted the 2026 FIFA World Cup, the moment was celebrated as the triumph of an exceptional
national team. Around the world, attention naturally focused on the players, the coach and the matches
that defined the tournament.

Yet trophies are the final expression of a much longer story.

Long before the final whistle, thousands of coaches had planned training sessions, clubs had invested in
young players, educators had developed future coaches, and institutions had refined the structures that
supported football development across the country. Every player who stood on the podium represented
years of learning within an ecosystem that had been built, strengthened and renewed over decades.

That ecosystem, not any single player, coach or club, is the true subject of this report.

Spain's success demonstrates that sustained excellence is rarely the product of isolated initiatives or
exceptional individuals. It emerges when institutions work together, knowledge is continually shared,
coaching is valued, and development is viewed as a long-term national endeavour rather than a series of
short-term projects.

The lessons extend far beyond Spain and beyond football. Every club, federation and league faces
different challenges, but all must answer the same fundamental question: how do we build a system that
becomes stronger with every generation?

There is no universal blueprint. Every football nation must develop solutions that reflect its own culture,
history and competitive environment. What can be replicated is not Spain's playing style or organisational
structure, but the underlying principles that have enabled its football ecosystem to evolve, adapt and
sustain excellence over time.

CLOSING THOUGHT

World Cups are won over a few weeks. Football ecosystems are built over decades. The trophy may capture
the world's attention, but it is the ecosystem behind it that determines whether success becomes an isolated
achievement or the foundation for the next generation.
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A. Appendices

SPAIN — A WORLD CHAMPION ECOSYSTEM

About This Report

This report examines the institutional foundations of Spain's football success following the country's

victory at the 2026 FIFA World Cup. Rather than focusing on tactical analysis or individual players, it

explores how the interaction of clubs, federations, academies, coaching structures and national teams

has created a sustainable football ecosystem.

The analysis draws upon publicly available sources including UEFA, FIFA, the Royal Spanish Football

Federation (RFEF), LaLiga, club publications, academic research and expert commentary. It also
incorporates insights from contemporary analyses of Spain's 2026 World Cup victory and the evolution of

Spanish football philosophy.

The objective is not to present Spain as a model to be replicated in its entirety, but to identify the
institutional principles that have contributed to its sustained competitive advantage and that may be

relevant to football leaders in other contexts.

Terminology

Throughout this report, the term football ecosystem refers to the interconnected institutions,

relationships and processes that collectively support football development and performance. Related

concepts such as institutional alignment, shared football language and football knowledge ecosystem are

used consistently to distinguish different dimensions of Spain's long-term competitive advantage.

KEY CONCEPTS

Concept

Football Ecosystem

Institutional
Alignment

Shared Football
Language

Football Knowledge
Ecosystem

Player Development
Pathway

Institutional Capital

References

@ Forma Football Group

Definition

The complete network of institutions,
relationships and processes that collectively
produce football success.

The coordination of independent football
institutions around shared long-term objectives
and development principles.

A common set of football principles that enables
continuity across clubs, academies and national
teams while allowing tactical diversity.

The processes through which football knowledge
is created, shared and continuously refined across
the ecosystem.

The progression of players from grassroots
football to the senior national team.

The accumulated knowledge, governance

structures, relationships and capabilities
embedded within football institutions.

Strictly Private & Confidential

Role in the Report

The overarching analytical
framework.

Explains why the ecosystem
functions effectively.

The mechanism that connects
institutions.

Explains how learning
becomes self-reinforcing.

Illustrates how talent moves
through the ecosystem.

Explains how competitive
advantage is sustained across
generations.
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RESEARCH NOTE

This report draws upon official publications from football governing bodies, club documentation, academic
research in strategy and organizational theory, industry analyses, and contemporary football commentary.
The analytical framework presented in this report represents the author's interpretation of these sources and
applies them to the study of Spain's football ecosystem.

OFFICIAL FOOTBALL ORGANISATIONS
— FIFA — FIFA World Cup Qatar 2022™ Technical Report

— FIFA — Official reports and tournament documentation relating to the FIFA World Cup 2026™
— UEFA — UEFA Coach Education Convention

— UEFA — The European Club Talent and Competition Landscape

— UEFA — European Club Finance and Investment Landscape

— Real Federacién Espafiola de Futbol (RFEF) — Coaching education and technical development
publications

— LaLiga — Annual Economic Report

— LaLiga — Grassroots and Academy Development publications

CLUB PUBLICATIONS
— Athletic Club — Academy philosophy and Lezama publications

— FC Barcelona — La Masia methodology and club publications
— Real Sociedad — Zubieta academy publications

— Sevilla FC — Academy development publications

— Valencia CF — Academy publications

— Villarreal CF — Youth development methodology

ACADEMIC LITERATURE
— Adner, R. (2017). Ecosystem as Structure: An Actionable Construct for Strategy.

— Barney, J. B. (1991). Firm Resources and Sustained Competitive Advantage.

— Moore, J. F. (1993). Predators and Prey: A New Ecology of Competition.

— North, D. C. (1990). Institutions, Institutional Change and Economic Performance.
— Porter, M. E. (1985). Competitive Advantage.

— Scott, W. R. (2014). Institutions and Organizations.

— Argyris, C., & Schon, D. A. Organizational Learning Il.

— Nonaka, I., & Takeuchi, H. The Knowledge-Creating Company.

— Senge, P. M. The Fifth Discipline.

FOOTBALL RESEARCH & INDUSTRY REPORTS
— CIES Football Observatory

— Deloitte — Football Money League
— Football Benchmark (KPMG)

— UEFA Benchmarking Reports

MEDIA & COMMENTARY
— ESPN — Coverage of Spain's 2026 FIFA World Cup victory
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— Lahm, P. — The Guardian article on Spain's football philosophy

— Additional official FIFA and UEFA tournament coverage
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