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Abstract

This study analysed the off-the-ball attacking tactical actions (OBATA) performed by 
goalscorers within a maximum of three seconds before receiving the final pass leading to 
open-play goals in the Spanish First Division during the 2024–2025 season. The sample 
comprised 694 open-play goals across all 360 matches. An observational study was con-
ducted using the ad hoc OBATA instrument, which demonstrated content validity and high 
inter- and intra-observer reliability (κ > 0.97). Movement behind the opponent (MBO) and 
body-oriented reception (BOR) were the predominant actions. Significant associations were 
found between the finishing zone and tactical action (V = 0.240, p < 0.001) and between 
the finishing zone and the number of touches (V = 0.179, p < 0.001). Within the penalty 
area, Zone 1 Right was associated with MBO and Zone 1 Left with movement alongside 
the opponent; both zones were associated with one-touch finishes. Goals scored from 
outside the penalty area were associated with BOR, two-touch sequences, and sequences 
involving more than three touches. OBATA were associated with the spatial context of 
finishing, indicating that different off-the-ball actions characterised goal-scoring sequences 
across finishing zones. These findings may inform the design of training tasks in youth foot-
ball incorporating specific off-the-ball movements in game situations preceding finishing, 
although the effectiveness of these applications remains to be established.

Keywords: soccer; observational methodology; performance analysis; tactical behaviour; 
goal scoring; finishing

1. Introduction
Performance analysis in football enables the identification of technical, tactical, and 

contextual factors associated with competitive performance [1–3]. Within attacking perfor-
mance, research has examined indicators such as goals, shots on target, passing patterns, 
and finishing characteristics [4,5]. However, the relatively low frequency of goals during 
matches highlights the limitations of relying exclusively on goals as indicators of attacking 
performance and supports the analysis of the offensive processes preceding them [6].

From the perspective of attacking performance, several studies have analysed the se-
quences preceding goals by examining attacking patterns such as build-up play, organised 
attacks, attacking transitions, and set pieces in national and international competitions [7,8]. 
These studies have contributed to a better understanding of the attacking processes associ-
ated with goal scoring; however, research has predominantly focused on actions involving 
the ball, including the assist and finishing action, as well as on the contextual characteristics 
of the attacking sequence.
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Consequently, the off-the-ball attacking tactical actions (OBATA) performed by the 
goalscorer before contacting the ball remain underexplored in the scientific literature. These 
movements may contribute to creating spatiotemporal advantages, disrupting defensive 
organisation, and establishing favourable conditions for finishing [6,9]. Therefore, their 
analysis may provide a more comprehensive understanding of the functional mechanisms 
underlying goal scoring in professional football.

Observational methodology is particularly appropriate for investigating these be-
haviours in real competitive contexts because it enables tactical actions to be systematically 
analysed while preserving the natural conditions in which they occur [10]. In this context, 
clearly defined observational categories and reliable coding procedures are essential for the 
systematic analysis of tactical behaviours [11].

Although validated observational instruments are available for analysing attacking 
performance in football, including REOFUT, VATOF, INDICOC, and CODITAG, they have 
focused primarily on assessing general attacking actions, goals, goal-scoring opportuni-
ties, or the technical and tactical behaviours involving the ball [6,12–14]. However, to 
our knowledge, no instrument has been specifically designed to categorise the off-the-ball 
attacking tactical actions performed by the goalscorer during sequences preceding a goal. 
This represents a methodological and conceptual gap in the analysis of goal-scoring be-
haviour. Therefore, the present study aimed to analyse the off-the-ball attacking tactical 
actions performed by goalscorers before goals scored from open play and examine their 
associations with finishing zone and number of touches during the 2024–2025 Spanish First 
Division season.

Based on previous research on finishing and the creation of attacking advantages, 
three hypotheses were formulated: (H1) movement behind the opponent (MBO) and body-
oriented reception (BOR) would be the most frequent OBATA categories in the sequences 
preceding goals; (H2) OBATA would be significantly associated with finishing zone; and 
(H3) finishes from outside the penalty area would be associated with a greater number of 
touches and a higher prevalence of body-oriented reception.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Design

An observational methodology was used, as it is considered particularly suitable 
for studying behaviour in natural settings [10]. According to the observational design 
framework proposed by Anguera et al. [15], the study followed a nomothetic, point, and 
multidimensional (N/P/M) design: nomothetic (N), as multiple goal-scoring sequences 
were analysed; point (P), as it focused on a single season (2024–2025) from a cross-sectional 
perspective; and multidimensional (M), as several response dimensions related to the 
observed attacking tactical actions were recorded.

2.2. Sample
The initial sample comprised the 995 goals scored across the 360 matches played by the 

20 teams participating in the 2024–2025 season of the Spanish First Division. After applying 
the established inclusion and exclusion criteria, the final sample consisted of 694 goals scored 
from open-play situations. Each goal-scoring sequence constituted one observational unit. 
Only goals scored during open play were included, defined as situations in which the ball is 
in play and can be contested by either team [16]. The complete relevant sequence also had to 
be available, including at least three seconds of footage preceding the final pass received by 
the goalscorer, to identify the off-the-ball attacking tactical actions. All the actions analysed 
met this criterion, enabling the identification and coding of the off-the-ball attacking tactical 
actions preceding the finish. Goals resulting from set pieces—including penalties, corner 
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kicks, free kicks, and throw-ins—as well as own goals were excluded. All 360 matches were 
screened, although goalless matches naturally contributed to no observational units. The 
video footage was obtained from YouTube via the official LaLiga EA Sports channel, where 
highlights of all competition matches are publicly available. As this was a non-participant 
observational study based exclusively on publicly available video footage and involved 
no interaction with participants or collection of private information, ethical approval and 
individual informed consent were not required.

2.3. Procedure
LINCE PLUS software (version 3.2.5), an open-source tool that enables the coding, 

recording, quality control, and analysis of observational data, was used to code the goal 
sequences [17]. Data were collected using an ad hoc OBATA observational instrument, 
specifically designed to identify and record off-the-ball attacking tactical actions preceding 
goals scored during open play. Its development was informed by several previously vali-
dated observational instruments for analysing attacking performance in football, including 
REOFUT [12], INDICOC [6], VATOF [13], and CODITAG [14], as well as the work of 
Morillo-Baro et al. [9].

The final version of the OBATA instrument comprised five criteria and 23 categories 
that were exhaustive and mutually exclusive within each criterion (Table 1). The criteria 
were selected on the basis of their relevance to characterising the attacking context preceding 
the finish and were structured as follows: (a) finishing zone (Figure 1), (b) off-the-ball 
attacking tactical action, (c) number of touches, (d) match period, and (e) match status.

Table 1. Criteria, categories, and codes of the OBATA observational instrument.

Criterion Category Code

Finishing zone

Zone 1 Right Z1R
Zone 1 Left Z1L

Zone 2 Z2
Zone 3 Z3
Zone 4 Z4

Off-the-ball attacking tactical action

Body-oriented reception BOR
Movement behind the opponent MBO

Movement alongside the opponent MAO
Movement countering the opponent’s 

anticipation MCOA

Other actions OA

Number of touches

One touch OT
Two touches TT

Three touches 3T
More than three touches M3T

Match period

0–15 min MT15
16–30 min MT30

31–45+ min MT45
46–60 min MT60
61–75 min MT75

76–90+ min MT90

Match status
Winning WIN
Drawing DRAW
Losing LOS

Note. The 31–45+ and 76–90+ min categories include stoppage time. The categories within each 
criterion were exhaustive and mutually exclusive.
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Figure 1. Finishing zones. Note. Adapted from [9,17].

The five off-the-ball attacking tactical action categories of OBATA were operationally 
defined following expert review. Body-oriented reception (BOR) refers to adjustments in 
body position before receiving the ball, with the trunk and hips partially or fully oriented 
towards the attacking direction, facilitating subsequent progression, turning, dribbling, or 
finishing within a maximum of three touches. Movement behind the opponent (MBO) 
involves an attacking run initiated behind a nearby defender, who is positioned ahead of the 
attacker, allowing the attacker to receive the ball behind, in front of, or between defenders. 
Movement alongside the opponent (MAO) refers to movement alongside a defender or 
towards a goal while increasing, maintaining, or reducing interpersonal distance to facilitate 
the subsequent attacking action. Movement countering the opponent’s anticipation (MCOA) 
involves an initial movement that elicits an observable defensive response, followed by a 
change of direction to exploit the opposite space. Other actions (OA) include situations 
in which none of the four predefined off-the-ball tactical actions were identified, such as 
finishes following rebounds, defensive errors, or second-ball situations, including immediate 
dribbling after an unanticipated ball recovery without a preceding off-the-ball movement.
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Off-the-ball attacking tactical actions were identified within a maximum of three 
seconds before the final pass was received by the goalscorer. This observation window 
was established as an operational criterion considered sufficient to identify the goalscorer’s 
preceding off-the-ball action, rather than as a previously validated temporal threshold. 
When multiple actions occurred, only the predominant action was coded to ensure mutual 
exclusivity between categories.

The number of touches was defined as the total number of ball contacts made by the 
goalscorer during the final individual possession sequence, including the contact used to 
score. One-touch finishes (OT) involved a direct shot; two-touch finishes (TT) involved 
one preceding touch followed by the shot; three-touch finishes (3T) involved two preced-
ing touches followed by the shot; and finishes involving more than three touches (M3T) 
comprised at least four contacts, including the final shot.

Match status was classified according to the score immediately after the goal: winning 
(the scoring team took or extended its lead), drawing (the goal resulted in a level score), or 
losing (the scoring team remained behind).

Whereas existing observational instruments address broader aspects of attacking play, 
including the final attacking action, finishing location, contact surface, technical execution, 
or number of touches, OBATA specifically isolates the goalscorer’s predominant off-the-ball 
tactical behaviour before ball reception or contact within the sequence leading to the finish.

2.4. Data Quality Control
To develop and optimise the instrument, a pilot study was conducted by coding

152 goals scored during the FIFA Club World Cup. This process was used to assess the in-
strument’s applicability and its compliance with the fundamental criteria of exhaustiveness 
and mutual exclusivity (E/ME) [15]. Two expert coaches participated in the process, review-
ing and refining the preliminary version of the instrument after completing specific training. 
Although both competitions involve professional football, differences in competitive context 
may limit the transferability of the pilot findings.

Content validity was assessed using the Delphi method [18] by a panel of 10 experts 
with FIFA, UEFA, or CONMEBOL qualifications and recognised experience in performance 
analysis, observational methodology, or football coaching. To be eligible, experts were 
required to have at least five years of professional or research experience in one or more of 
these areas. Consensus was reached on all elements of the instrument after two rounds of 
review, and the suggested modifications were incorporated into the final version.

Finally, inter- and intra-observer reliability were assessed using Cohen’s kappa co-
efficient calculated with LINCE PLUS software. Inter-observer reliability was evaluated 
using 152 goals from the FIFA Club World Cup, independently coded by two observers. 
Intra-observer reliability was assessed using all 694 goals from the 2024–2025 Spanish First 
Division season, which were coded twice by the principal investigator, with two coding 
sessions separated by two weeks. Reliability was calculated separately for each of the 
five observational criteria. Inter-observer kappa values ranged from 0.94 to 1.00, whereas 
intra-observer values ranged from 0.93 to 1.00. The observers underwent specific training, 
including a review of the OBATA categories, practical coding sessions, and the resolution 
of coding discrepancies, and coded the sequences under standardised conditions. The 
overall Cohen’s kappa coefficient exceeded 0.97 for both inter- and intra-observer reliability, 
indicating “almost perfect” agreement according to Landis and Koch [19].
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2.5. Statistical Analyses
First, descriptive analyses were conducted by calculating the absolute and relative 

frequencies of all observed categories. Because Z3 had a low observed frequency, it was 
merged with Z2 before the inferential analyses to reduce sparse cell frequencies in the 
chi-square contingency tables. Z4 contained no observations and was excluded from these 
analyses. Associations between categorical variables were subsequently examined us-
ing contingency tables and Pearson’s chi-square tests. The significance level was set at 
p < 0.05 for all analyses. All expected cell frequencies were ≥5, satisfying the expected-
frequency assumption of Pearson’s chi-square tests. No adjustment for multiple comparisons
was applied.

The strength of the associations was estimated using Cramér’s V and interpreted ac-
cording to Cohen [20]. When statistically significant omnibus associations were identified, 
adjusted standardised residuals (ASRs) were examined to identify the cells contributing 
to these associations. Absolute ASR values equal to or greater than 1.96 were considered 
statistically significant at the nominal p < 0.05 level, without adjustment for multiple com-
parisons. Accordingly, cell-specific associations were interpreted as exploratory findings. 
All statistical analyses were performed using JASP software (version 0.19.5).

3. Results
Table 2 presents the frequency distribution of the OBATA categories. Movement behind 

the opponent (MBO) and body-oriented reception (BOR) were the most frequent actions, 
together accounting for 64.9% of the observations.

Table 2. Absolute and relative frequencies of off-the-ball attacking tactical actions (OBATA).

OBATA N %

MBO 231 33.3
BOR 219 31.6
OA 124 17.9

MAO 94 13.5
MCOA 26 3.7
Total 694 100.0

Note. MBO = movement behind the opponent; BOR = body-oriented reception; OA = other actions; 
MAO = movement alongside the opponent; MCOA = movement countering the opponent’s anticipation.

Figure 2 shows the percentage distribution of goals by finishing zone. Most goals 
(86%) were scored inside the penalty area, with a similar distribution between Z1R
and Z1L.

Figure 3 shows the percentage distribution of the number of touches before scoring. 
One-touch finishes (OT) predominated, accounting for 58.5% of the observations.

Regarding match period, the 76–90+ min interval accounted for the largest proportion 
of goals (24%), whereas the 0–15 min interval showed the lowest scoring frequency. In 
terms of match status, most goals (75%) resulted in the scoring team taking or extending 
the lead, whereas goals that resulted in a level score or left the scoring team trailing were 
less frequent.
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Figure 2. Relative frequencies (%) of goals by finishing zone. Note. Z1R = Zone 1 Right; Z1L = Zone 
1 Left; Z2 = outside the penalty area; Z3 and Z4 = wide channels outside the penalty area.

Figure 3. Percentage distribution of the number of touches before scoring. Note. OT = one touch;
TT = two touches; 3T = three touches; M3T = more than three touches.

Table 3 presents the results of the tests examining the associations between finishing 
zone (FZ) and off-the-ball attacking tactical actions (OBATA), number of touches (NT), 
match status (MS), and match period (MP). A statistically significant association was found 
between FZ and OBATA, χ2  (8, N = 694) = 80.182, p < 0.001, Cramér’s V = 0.240. Analysis 
of the adjusted standardised residuals (Table 4) revealed positive associations between 
Z1R and MBO (z = 2.35), Z1L and MAO (z = 2.86), Z2 and BOR (z = 5.37), and Z2 and
OA (z = 4.83).
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Table 3. Results of the association tests between the finishing zone and the study variables.

Association Between Categorical Variables N 𝛘2 df p Cramér’s V

FZ–OBATA 694 80.182 8 <0.001 0.240
FZ–NT 694 44.492 6 <0.001 0.179
FZ–MP 694 6.397 10 0.781 0.068
FZ–MS 694 9.721 4 0.045 0.084

Note. FZ = finishing zone; OBATA = off-the-ball attacking tactical actions; NT = number of touches; 
MP = match period; MS = match status; χ2  = Pearson’s chi-square statistic; df  = degrees of freedom; 
V = Cramér’s V.

Table 4. Adjusted residual analysis according to the finishing zone and OBATA category.

Finishing 
Zone Statistic MBO BOR MAO MCOA OA

Z1R Observed frequency, n (%) 117 (38.0%) 87 (28.2%) 40 (13.0%) 13 (4.2%) 51 (16.6%)
Adjusted standardised residual (z) 2.35 −1.67 −0.38 0.59 −0.80

Z1L Observed frequency, n (%) 107 (36.9%) 79 (27.2%) 52 (17.9%) 13 (4.5%) 39 (13.4%)
Adjusted standardised residual (z) 1.71 −2.07 2.86 0.86 −2.57

Z2 Observed frequency, n (%) 7 (7.3%) 53 (55.2%) 2 (2.1%) 0 (0.0%) 34 (35.4%)
Adjusted standardised residual (z) −5.82 5.37 −3.53 −2.08 4.83

Note. For the inferential analyses, Z3 was merged with Z2 because of its low observed frequency; 
Z4 was excluded because it contained no observations. Adjusted standardised residuals with
|z| ≥ 1.96 were considered statistically significant (p < 0.05). Positive values indicate observed 
frequencies higher than expected, whereas negative values indicate observed frequencies lower than 
expected. Statistically significant residuals are shown in bold.

A statistically significant association was also observed between FZ and NT,
χ2  (6, N = 694) = 44.492, p < 0.001, Cramér’s V = 0.179. Adjusted standardised resid-
uals indicated that Z1R (z = 1.99) and Z1L (z = 2.39) were positively associated with OT, 
whereas Z2 was positively associated with TT (z = 3.14) and M3T (z = 4.23) and negatively 
associated with OT (z = −6.28) (Table 5).

Table 5. Adjusted residual analysis according to finishing zone and number of touches (NT).

Finishing 
Zone Statistic OT TT 3T M3T

Z1R Observed frequency, n (%) 193 (62.7%) 69 (22.4%) 25 (8.1%) 21 (6.8%)
Adjusted standardised residual (z) 1.99 −0.28 −1.00 −1.95

Z1L Observed frequency, n (%) 185 (63.8%) 56 (19.3%) 26 (9.0%) 23 (7.9%)
Adjusted standardised residual (z) 2.39 −1.91 −0.30 −0.99

Z2 Observed frequency, n (%) 28 (29.2%) 34 (35.4%) 14 (14.6%) 20 (20.8%)
Adjusted standardised residual (z) −6.28 3.14 1.89 4.23

Note. OT = one touch; TT = two touches; 3T = three touches; M3T = more than three touches. For the 
inferential analyses, Z3 was merged with Z2 because of its low observed frequency; Z4 was excluded 
because it contained no observations. Adjusted standardised residuals with |z| ≥ 1.96 were considered 
statistically significant (p < 0.05). Positive values indicate observed frequencies higher than expected, 
whereas negative values indicate observed frequencies lower than expected. Statistically significant 
residuals are shown in bold.

No statistically significant association was found between FZ and match period,
χ2  (10, N = 694) = 6.397, p = 0.781, Cramér’s V = 0.068. By contrast, a nominally sta-
tistically significant association with a very small effect size was found between FZ and 
match status, χ2  (4, N = 694) = 9.721, p = 0.045, Cramér’s V = 0.084.
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4. Discussion
The present study aimed to examine the off-the-ball attacking tactical actions (OBATA) 

performed by the goalscorer during the sequences preceding a goal and to assess their 
associations with the finishing zone and number of touches. For this purpose, a specific 
observational instrument was developed and subjected to content-validity and reliability 
procedures, enabling these behaviours to be identified and recorded in competitive match 
contexts. The main findings indicate that the OBATA performed before contact with the ball 
were not distributed independently of the finishing zone. Descriptively, movement behind 
the opponent (MBO) was the most frequent action, followed closely by body-oriented 
reception (BOR). These results indicate that both running in behind and positioning to 
receive the ball with an appropriate body orientation were frequently observed in goal-
scoring sequences, without establishing whether these actions increase the probability
of scoring.

To the best of our knowledge, few studies have specifically analysed the off-the-ball 
tactical actions performed by the goalscorer during the sequences preceding a goal. In 
this respect, the present study provides a complementary perspective on the existing lit-
erature, which has traditionally focused on variables related to possession, passing, and 
finishing. The findings are consistent with previous research showing that most goals 
in elite football are scored from inside the penalty area [21,22]. Beyond this descriptive 
tendency, the significant association between OBATA and the finishing zone indicates that 
off-the-ball actions were related to the spatial context in which goals were ultimately scored, 
although this relationship was not deterministic. This finding is particularly relevant in a 
competitive context characterised by uncertainty, continuous interactions among players, 
and interdependent behaviours that are difficult to isolate under real match conditions [4].

The analysis of the adjusted residuals identified specific associations between certain 
OBATA categories and finishing zones. Movement behind the opponent (MBO) was signif-
icantly associated with Zone 1 Right (Z1R), whereas movement alongside the opponent 
(MAO) was significantly associated with Zone 1 Left (Z1L). These results suggest that the 
distribution of off-the-ball movements observed before ball reception differed across finish-
ing zones. Specifically, runs in behind may enable goalscorers to exploit space beyond the 
defensive line, consistent with previous research highlighting the importance of movements 
behind the defensive line and into the gaps between defenders to disrupt the opposition’s 
last line and create finishing opportunities [7,22]. Movement alongside an opponent, by 
contrast, may facilitate access to finishing areas while maintaining a favourable position 
relative to the defender. Nevertheless, because variables such as attacking direction, foot 
dominance, and defensive configuration were not examined, the associations with the right 
and left finishing zones should be interpreted cautiously. From an applied perspective, 
these findings may inform the design of training tasks that incorporate runs behind and 
movements alongside defenders across different finishing zones. For example, coaches 
could design small-sided games with constraints encouraging movement behind a defender 
(MBO) before finishing, or structured drills involving movement alongside a defender 
(MAO) followed by a final pass and shot. These tasks could provide repeated opportunities 
to practice the observed actions under defensive opposition, without assuming that their 
effectiveness in improving scoring performance has been demonstrated.

Furthermore, the association between Zone 2 (outside the penalty area) and body-
oriented reception (BOR) was the strongest positive association identified in the inferential 
analysis. This pattern suggests that successful attacking sequences culminating in finishes 
from outside the penalty area may involve more elaborate technical and tactical preparation, 
characterised by positional adjustments that facilitate receiving the ball with an open body 
orientation and subsequently executing the finish. The greater-than-expected frequency 
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of body-oriented receptions in Zone 2 may reflect differences in the technical preparation 
observed before goals scored from outside the penalty area. Unlike finishes performed 
close to the goal, where time pressure may favour one-touch actions, situations occurring 
farther from the goal may allow or require additional actions to orient the body and prepare 
the ball before the shot. In this context, body-oriented reception may provide a functional 
orientation for the subsequent finishing action. These findings are compatible with the 
principles of positional play described by Seirul·lo [23], according to which players’ body 
orientation shapes their possibilities for interacting with the surrounding environment. 
Moreover, the lower frequency of MBO in this zone suggests that runs behind were less 
characteristic of attacking sequences ending in goals from outside the penalty area. This 
interpretation is consistent with the spatial patterns of attacking play discussed by González-
Ródenas et al. [24], although the present findings do not allow conclusions regarding the 
relative effectiveness of these actions.

Regarding the number of touches, the results revealed a significant association between 
finishing zone and the number of touches taken before scoring (Cramér’s V = 0.179). Specif-
ically, the areas inside the penalty area (Z1R and Z1L) were significantly associated with 
one-touch finishes (OT). This result is consistent with the descriptive findings, according 
to which this type of finish accounted for more than half of all the goals analysed. One 
possible explanation lies in the spatiotemporal constraints characterising areas close to the 
goal. The limited space in areas close to the goal may favour the immediate execution of 
the shot, making one-touch finishing particularly relevant in these contexts. By contrast, 
finishes from Z2 were significantly associated with both two-touch sequences and sequences 
involving more than three touches, which may reflect differences in technical preparation, 
including oriented first touches or ball carrying before attempting the shot. Overall, these 
results indicate that finishing actions were associated with different spatiotemporal contexts 
according to their location relative to the goal. This pattern is consistent with the findings 
of Çobanoğlu [25], and the performance indicators described by Sánchez-López et al. [14], 
and Bamplekis et al. [16].

One of the main limitations of this study is that the analysis focused exclusively on the 
actions performed by the goalscorer, without specifically considering the dynamic interac-
tions with teammates, opponents, and the surrounding environment. Furthermore, only 
attacking sequences that culminated in goals were analysed. The absence of a comparison 
with unsuccessful attacking sequences prevents us from determining whether the identi-
fied actions increase scoring probability or distinguish goal-scoring sequences from those 
that do not result in a goal. Accordingly, the observed associations should be interpreted 
as descriptive relationships rather than evidence of tactical effectiveness, superiority, or 
causality. In addition, the analysis was restricted to a single professional league and season, 
which may limit the generalisability of the observed patterns to other competitive contexts. 
Moreover, the potential clustering of goals within matches or teams was not accounted for 
in the statistical analyses, which may have affected the precision of the inferential results. 
Furthermore, players’ dominant foot, playing position, attacking direction (right or left), 
and the origin of the final pass were not considered in the analysis. These factors may 
influence the observed distribution of goals between Z1R and Z1L and should therefore be 
considered when interpreting the observed associations. Additionally, combining finishing 
zones Z2 and Z3 due to the low frequency of goals in Z3 reduced the spatial specificity of 
the analysis and prevented the identification of potential differences between these zones. 
Although all included sequences provided sufficient footage to identify and code the pre-
ceding tactical action, the use of publicly available match highlights may have restricted 
the observation of additional off-the-ball movements outside the camera frame. Moreover, 
the scarcity of research specifically examining the off-the-ball attacking tactical actions 
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preceding a goal limited the possibility of comparing the present findings with those of 
previous studies. Future research should incorporate temporal variables to identify the 
onset and end of off-the-ball actions, examine the relationships among the final pass, the 
preceding action, and the finish, and further investigate the spatial interaction patterns 
between the goalscorer and their direct opponent. Comparative analyses across leagues, 
seasons, and competitive levels would also help determine the extent to which the observed 
patterns are context-specific or generalisable across professional football. These approaches 
would contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the attacking performance 
associated with goal scoring.

5. Conclusions
The present study shows that the off-the-ball attacking tactical actions performed 

by the goalscorer during open play were not distributed independently of the finishing 
zone. During the 2024–2025 Spanish LaLiga season, movement behind the opponent 
(MBO) and body-oriented reception (BOR) were the most frequent actions in the sequences 
preceding a goal. The results showed that MBO was associated with Zone 1 Right (Z1R), 
whereas movement alongside the opponent (MAO) was associated with Zone 1 Left (Z1L). 
These areas close to the goal were also associated with one-touch finishes. By contrast, 
Zone 2 (outside the penalty area) was associated with BOR and with both two-touch 
sequences and sequences involving more than three touches. These findings indicate that 
body-oriented reception and sequences involving multiple touches were more frequently 
observed than expected among goals scored from outside the penalty area. Finally, this 
study provides a specific observational instrument for analysing off-the-ball attacking 
tactical actions preceding a goal. The instrument demonstrated content validity and high 
inter- and intra-observer reliability, supporting its potential use in applied and observational 
research. In addition, the findings may inform the design of representative training tasks 
incorporating off-the-ball actions within different spatial finishing contexts, although the 
effectiveness of these applications remains to be evaluated.
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