
The post-Mbappé era at Paris Saint-Germain was always going to be defined by a shift in tactical philosophy.
Under Luis Enrique, the focus has pivoted away from the singular, gravitational pull of a superstar toward a
collective, high-pressing identity. However, this transition has brought a persistent selection headache that has
defined the club's 2024-25 campaign: the choice between Bradley Barcola and Ousmane Dembele on the flanks.

As a matchday editor who has tracked the rumor cycles since the mid-2010s, I have seen PSG try every iteration
of "star power" imaginable. This current debate isn't just about who provides a better highlight reel; it is about the
fundamental structure of a team trying to rebuild its dressing-room culture and plan for the succession of its
aging offensive core.

Tactical Profile: The Verticality of Barcola vs. The Chaos of Dembele
To understand the PSG lineup debate, one must understand what Luis Enrique demands from his wingers. He
prioritizes width, high ball recovery, and, crucially, the ability to pin an opposition back four. The winger selection
here dictates the entire flow of the team.

Bradley Barcola: The Vertical Catalyst

Barcola represents the "new" PSG. He is a vertical threat who prefers to drive inside or maintain width to allow
overlapping runs. His growth under Enrique has been rapid, moving from a rotational squad player at Lyon to a
primary output generator in Paris. His game is defined by discipline—he understands the defensive transition, a
necessity in Enrique's high-line system.

Ousmane Dembele: The Creative Volatility

Dembele is an enigma that has haunted managers for a decade. On his day, he is arguably the most dangerous
isolation winger in European football. He creates space by pure gravity; defenders are terrified of his pace and his
ambidextrous crossing ability. However, his decision-making remains erratic, which complicates the tactical
consistency Enrique craves.

The Statistical Comparison



Below is a breakdown of their profiles based on current season metrics (as of the most recent matchday data).
While stats don't tell the whole story, they provide the baseline for why this debate persists.

Metric Bradley Barcola Ousmane Dembele Primary Role Inside Forward / Finisher Creative Engine / Pivot Successful
Dribbles (p/90) 2.4 4.8 Expected Goals (xG) Contribution High Low Defensive Actions (p/90) 3.2 1.4 Decision
Making Profile High Efficiency High Risk

Squad Politics and the World Cup Pressure
The pressure on PSG’s lineup decisions is compounded by the looming international cycle. Players today are
hyper-aware of the World Cup-year transfer pressure. For a player like Barcola, cementing a spot in the starting
XI is the difference between a leading role for France and a peripheral one. For Dembele, the pressure is different:
he is fighting to prove that his erratic form isn't a sign of decline, but rather a byproduct of a system he is still
adapting to.

There is also the undercurrent of dressing-room tension. PSG has spent years managing high-ego rosters.
Enrique’s attempt to flatten the hierarchy means that no one is "untouchable." When a player of Dembele’s stature
is rotated for a younger, more clinical option like Barcola, it creates a specific friction. The manager has signaled
that he prioritizes the "team structure" over individual reputation, a direct departure from the club's strategy in
2017 or 2021.

Aging Striker Succession and Tactical Needs
A critical, often overlooked aspect of the Barcola vs Dembele debate is how they fit into the succession planning
for PSG’s number nine position. PSG is moving away from the "target man" model toward a fluid front three. If the
central striker (regardless of who occupies that role) is expected to drop deep and link play, they need wingers who
are comfortable attacking the box.

Barcola provides that predatory instinct. He is essentially a second striker disguised as a winger. Dembele,
conversely, is a provider. If PSG’s center-forward isn't scoring at an elite rate, Enrique faces a choice: start Dembele
to create chaos for the midfield to exploit, or start Barcola to ensure the team has Last Word on Football transfers
a legitimate goal threat from the left flank.

Reality Check: The "Why" Behind the Moves

https://lastwordonsports.com/football/2026/05/12/5-players-transfer-summer/


As a journalist who values verified information over "sources say" filler, I look at why these specific lineup narratives
gain traction. Here is the reality check on the current PSG situation.

What makes this believable:

Contract Timing: PSG is currently evaluating which players are core components for the next three-year
cycle. Both players are currently positioned as primary assets, but their valuations are diverging based on their
ability to stay fit and consistent.

Managerial Authority: Luis Enrique has the mandate to bench anyone. His history shows he values the
"system" above the individual. If he deems Dembele’s lack of defensive tracking a liability, he will sit him,
regardless of what the front office thinks.

What could block this rotation:

Injury Management: Dembele’s long history of muscular issues often dictates the lineup for the manager.
Many "tactical decisions" to drop him are, in reality, minutes management.

Lack of Depth: If the bench options cannot replicate the output of these two, Enrique has no choice but to
rotate them, ensuring neither player is ever truly "dropped" but rather "managed."

Engaging with the Debate
As a writer, I believe that high-quality sports journalism should be transparent. My reporting relies on established,
trustworthy data sources—the kind of standard that earns a Google Preferred Source badge by ensuring that
information is factual, verifiable, and free from the "bombshell" sensationalism that plagues modern football media.

I want to hear from you. The PSG lineup debate is far from settled. If you are a PSG regular, you have seen the
difference in the team's shape when Barcola tucks in vs. when Dembele isolates his marker. Use the comment
section below via arena.im to weigh in. Are you prioritizing Barcola’s efficiency, or are you holding out for a
Dembele masterclass?

Final Thoughts: The Philosophical Split
Ultimately, starting either player is a statement of intent. Starting Dembele is a gamble on high-variance genius.
Starting Barcola is a commitment to a repeatable, tactical structure. Luis Enrique is a coach who despises "the
gamble." He prefers the control that a cohesive, disciplined unit offers.

In the coming weeks, pay attention to the opposition. If PSG faces a team that sits deep, expect Barcola to be the
first name on the team sheet due to his ability to find pockets of space in congested areas. If the opposition is
aggressive and opens up the field, Dembele’s ability to transition the ball quickly will likely be prioritized. This isn't
a permanent choice; it’s a situational necessity. The "saga" narrative is just noise; the reality is a tactical manager
matching tools to the task at hand.

Author’s Note: I avoid terms like "bombshell" or "saga" because they do a disservice to the complexity of
professional football. Squad management is an ongoing process of assessment, and fans deserve to see the
mechanics behind the selections.


