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Abstract
Purpose. The small-sided games (SSGs) allow to work in specificity, in accordance with the characteristics of the soccer 
game, the physical, technical, tactical, and psychological aspects. This study intends to understand how and why coaches 
use the SSGs in the training process.
Methods. For this purpose, we applied a semi-structured interview. Two coaches were interviewed owing to their vast 
experience in high-performance training and youth training. The analysis was carried out through content analysis. We used 
categorization to group data with common characteristics. The category system was defined later.
Results. The results demonstrate that SSGs are an integral part of the training process, allowing work in the physical, 
technical, and tactical aspects. The coaches interviewed argue that SSGs are an important work strategy for the articulation 
of the players in the sector and inter-sector of the team, on the basis of the tactical principles that they see reproduced in 
the competition.
Conclusions. According to the interviewed coaches, SSGs are relevant as they may develop both tactical principles and 
physical capabilities. Applying such games during all the season allows to establish a direct relationship with specific moments 
that occur in official competitions.
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Introduction 

Soccer is characterized by complexity, variability, 
and unpredictability [1, 2]. The performance of the 
players and the team is a result of the training process, 
once it prepares them for the complex and dynamic 
requirements of the competition [3]. This competitive 
reality can be reproduced in training sessions by us-
ing specific tasks that aim at the possibility of inter-
actions and increase the frequency of technical ac-
tions and decision making [4, 5]. The use of specific 
exercises in the training session improves individual 
and the team’s collective performance [6]. Therefore, 
training exercises should stimulate perception-action 

cycles [7], as characteristic of the competition context, 
through manipulating practice areas (e.g., field width 
and length) and game objectives and rules (task con-
ditions) [8, 9]. Applying small-sided games (SSGs) 
allows to coordinate players at different moments of 
the game and promote tactical principles that guide the 
playing style of the team [10, 11].

However, for optimum performance of the players 
and the team it is necessary to maximize the technical, 
tactical, psychological, and physical factors [4, 12]. SSGs 
may replicate specific dynamics that occurs in an offi-
cial match, mainly considering network relationships 
and the specific effort regimens [13–15]. However, SSGs 
can be managed in different ways, depending on the 
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ultimate goal of the coach [10]. Specific task conditions 
(size of field, number of players, use of goalkeepers, 
modification of rules), training regimen (continuous or 
intermittent), or existence of verbal encouragement pro-
mote different responses in terms of physiological and 
physical load, technical skills, tactics, and decision 
making [13, 16, 17].

The purpose of this study was to use qualitative 
methodology to understand how and why coaches apply 
SSGs in the training process. Through a qualitative 
approach, Clemente et al. [18] also sought to recognize 
how coaches use their knowledge to develop SSGs. Our 
aim, through the interview, was to analyse the coaches’ 
perception of SSGs and their opinions about the im-
plications of such games for the soccer training con-
text [19].

Material and methods

Participants

The coaches participating in the research represent 
extensive training experience. Coach 1 has Level 3 
(UEFA A License) experience in high performance in 
senior teams and coach 2 has Level 2 (UEFA B License) 
training experience in young soccer top clubs. Both 
have developed their work in Portuguese clubs for over 
10 years. The study followed the standards for research 
in humans in accordance with the Declaration of Hel-
sinki [20].

Instruments

The information about the coaches’ perception of 
the use of SSGs in the training process was collected 

through a semi-structured interview with 12 ques-
tions (Table 1). The instrument allows to understand 
and interpret (how and why) the way coaches develop 
their professional activity [21], specifically in the use 
of SSGs in the training process.

The interview was submitted to a validation pro-
cess with the consideration of the procedures defined 
by Purdy [21] and Milistetd et al. [22] for the validity 
of construction and content. The questions of the in-
vestigation interview were created on the basis of the 
specific literature on SSGs. Later validation was carried 
out by a group of experts linked to the investigation 
into the SSGs and training of young and senior players. 
After some recommended corrections, the experts stated 
that the questions met the purpose of the study.

Procedures

The present study design and objectives were pre-
sented to the coaches. After their acceptance to par-
ticipate in the investigation, the interviews were carried 
out, with a duration of ca. 30 minutes. The interviews 
were recorded through a mobile phone sound pickup 
and later transcribed in full to the word processor of 
Microsoft Word. According to Morse and McEvoy [23], 
interviews that are carried out in a face-to-face and 
individual way are the most valid form of data collec-
tion. The interviews were then returned to the coaches 
for validation. The transcript was considered concord-
ant with what had been said. With these procedures, 
we intended to guarantee the descriptive validity 
(registration of the interview with exactness) and inter-
pretative validity (confirmation of the interview transcrip-
tion by the participants) of the investigation [24].

Table 1. List of questions in the applied interview

1.	 How important is it to use SSGs in the training unit?
2.	What is the relevance of SSGs in the implementation of a game or training model?
3.	What are the key benefits of SSGs for you and for your athletes?
4.	What are the main limitations that SSGs impose on you and on your athletes?
5.	 In your view, do athletes in a training situation have a greater preference for SSGs or formal game conditions?
6.	What dimension do you prefer (technical, tactical, physical) in the use of SSGs?
7.	 When thinking about the development of physical skills, do you prefer analytical training or SSG forms?
8.	What are the constraints that you find most relevant in the construction of SSGs in order to achieve the objectives 

related to the tactical dimension?
9.	What are the conditions that favour the construction of SSGs?

10.	 At what point in the training unit do you use SSGs? And in what trainings of your microcycle?
11.	 Is the use of SSGs homogeneous throughout the microcycles of the sports season or does it assume greater 

preponderance in specific phases?
12.	To what extent do you think athletes make a transfer between the SSGs and the competitive game situation?
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Data analysis

The data underwent content analysis [25]. The cate-
gorical technique was used, and the information pro-
vided by the coaches with common characteristics 
was grouped in categories defined later [26, 27]. The 
categorization process was performed manually [18]. 
The inter-coder reliability was analysed by dividing 
the agreements on the combination of agreements and 
disagreements, with acceptable values being recorded 
(> 80%) [28].

Ethical approval
The research related to human use has been com-

plied with all the relevant national regulations, insti-
tutional policies and in accordance the tenets of the 
Helsinki Declaration, and has been approved by the 
authors’ institutional review board or equivalent com-
mittee.

Results and discussion

The results are relative to the coach with experi-
ence in high-performance senior soccer (coach 1) and 
the coach with experience in coaching young people 
at top clubs (coach 2). The information collected from 
the interviews was divided into four categories: (1) 
relevance of SSGs; (2) construction of SSGs; (3) SSGs 
and training periodization; (4) SSGs vs. competition 
(Table 2).

Relevance of SSGs

The interviewed coaches report great relevance that 
SSGs have in high-performance soccer and youth 
training.

‘It’s the thing I always have to do in my training, 
I attach a lot of importance to the repetition of the ex-
ecution of technical gestures: these games force you to 
think fast, there is more mobility, more tactical reading, 
and consequently more intensity’ (coach 1).

‘The SSGs are very important, I would say essential 
in my training process, they allow me to work the im-
portant aspects of the game in a micro way, in high in-
tensity regimes. I can improve the performance of the 
athletes’ (coach 2).

The use of SSGs and counterpoint with more tradi-
tional methodologies is to some degree controversial 
among coaches [29–32]. The new training methods 
aim to develop simultaneously the physical, technical, 
and tactical psychological aspects through a practice 
that is more ecological and contextualized with the char-

acteristics of the competition [33–35]. According to the 
ecological dynamics, intentional behaviour and deci-
sion making result from the interaction between the 
players and the competitive context, influenced by the 
information coming from the competition [9, 36, 37].

Regarding the relevance of SSGs, the interviewed 
coaches add that this training strategy is important for 
implementing the team’s game model, not forgetting 
the physical demands of the sport.

‘For the implementation of your game model, the re-
duced games are decisive because if you have dynamic 
and intense players in your game, you can take advan-
tage of the use of games to evolve your model’ (coach 1).

‘With the accomplishment of the reduced games, 
I can work my model of game, with intensity, correcting 
and working the situations that I intend, always aiming 
to boost the abilities of athletes’ (coach 2).

The SSGs allow, through the manipulation of the 
conditioners of the exercise, to work the coordinated 
interaction between the players in the different moments 
of the game, considering the tactical principles of the 
team [10, 38].

One of the issues raised in the coaches’ discussion 
about the use of SSGs is realigned with their intensity. 
The coaches reveal that through SSGs, they can adapt 
the intensity to the characteristics of the competitive 
context. Although there are authors who point out 
that one of the limitations of SSGs is that they cannot 
guarantee the level of intensity required in the competi-
tive context [14, 15], researchers indicate that correct 
manipulation of the games (size of the field, number 
of players, use of goalkeepers, modification of rules) 
allows the adaptation of the intensity to the competi-
tive requirements, to achieve objectives of physiolog-
ical stimulation for the development of the players [5, 
13, 39], and, simultaneously, to work the technical and 
tactical aspects, as well as decision making [8, 15]. 
Another relevant question regarding the physiologi-
cal response of the players is the existence or absence 
of encouragement. The external motivation resulting 
from the coach’s supervision can increase the athlete’s 
acute response [13, 15, 16].

Still on the relevance of the SSGs, the coaches men-
tion that they evaluate the implementation of the coach’s 
ideas as well as work aspects as essential to the game.

‘It allows me to make sense if my ideas are well 
interpreted by the players. Here in these games, the 
athletes are able to work out aspects that are useful 
to them in the game, in an intense way and close to 
the rhythms adopted in the game’ (coach 1).

‘[…] decision-making ability, constant mobility, 
a lot of intensity and dynamics’ (coach 2).
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In this perspective, it is important for the coach to 
have a good knowledge of the game to master the main 
constraints that influence the behaviour in competi-
tion and give him the competence to create contexts 
that allow players to understand, experiment, explore 
their possibilities in relation to the ball, free space, com-
panions and opponents, as well as make effective de-
cisions [10, 36, 40].

Regarding the main aspects that need attention in 
the use of SSGs, the coaches refer to the questions con-
cerning the complexity and level of the athletes, as 
well as the importance for the players and team not to 
lose the notion of team size (width and depth) vs. play-
ing space in the competition.

‘The coach cannot only plan small games, he must give 
dimension to the team, he must have sensitivity’ (coach 1).

Table 2. Qualitative data on how and why coaches use SSGs

Categories Interview statements

Relevance of SSGs

‘It’s the thing I always have to do in my training, I attach a lot of importance to the repetition  
of the execution of technical gestures: these games force you to think fast, there is more mobility, 
more tactical reading, and consequently more intensity’ (coach 1)

‘The SSGs are very important, I would say essential in my training process, they allow me  
to work the important aspects of the game in a micro way, in high intensity regimes.  
I can improve the performance of the athletes’ (coach 2)

‘For the implementation of your game model, the reduced games are decisive because  
if you have dynamic and intense players in your game, you can take advantage of the use  
of games to evolve your model’ (coach 1)

‘With the accomplishment of the reduced games, I can work my model of game, with intensity, 
correcting and working the situations that I intend, always aiming to boost the abilities  
of athletes’ (coach 2)

‘It allows me to make sense if my ideas are well interpreted by the players. Here in these games, 
the athletes are able to work out aspects that are useful to them in the game, in an intense way 
and close to the rhythms adopted in the game’ (coach 1)

‘[…] decision-making ability, constant mobility, a lot of intensity and dynamics’ (coach 2)

‘The coach cannot only plan small games, he must give dimension to the team, he must have 
sensitivity’ (coach 1)

‘The criterion of the conditioners that are placed in the exercises, so that there is no risk  
that the objective of the exercise is lost owing to excessive complexity. It is essential  
to be aware of the level of athletes I have and the competitive reality’ (coach 2)

‘My intention is to give priority to all dimensions’ (coach 2)

‘The technical and physical dimension are more present in games without goal.  
The tactical dimension is more present in games with goal’ (coach 1)

Construction of SSGs

‘I give importance to all; if you want more intensity, you will have to reduce space, pay attention 
to the number of players, but the one that gives more importance is the number of touches  
in the ball’ (coach 1)

‘[…] it depends on the number of players and the space, I look at the tactical issues to work on’ 
(coach 2)

SSGs and training 
periodization

‘[…] I apply from the first day of the pre-season until the end of the season […]’ (coach 2)

SSGs vs. competition

‘[…] players become more dynamic. If the coach applies SSGs in exaggeration,  
he runs the risk of lack of dimension of the game; otherwise the transfer is great’ (coach 1)

‘I think the transfer is done in a natural way, it always depends on what you work and how 
you work the situations of reduced and conditioned game. Players will have the chance to be 
confronted with countless situations, and they will have to give the answer and thus develop 
their abilities. This will be reflected in the quality of the athletes, so the quality of the game  
will increase’ (coach 2)

SSG – small-sided game



G. Alves, F.M. Clemente, P.M. Sousa, V. Pinheiro, F.J.L. Dos Santos, Small-sided games in the training process

HUMAN MOVEMENT

121Human Movement, Vol. 18, No 5, 2017, SPECIAL ISSUE (SCIENCE IN SOCCER) 
humanmovement.pl

‘The criterion of the conditioners that are placed in 
the exercises, so that there is no risk that the objective 
of the exercise is lost owing to excessive complexity. It 
is essential to be aware of the level of athletes I have 
and the competitive reality’ (coach 2).

As for the training factors that coaches most favour 
in SSGs, coach 2 refers to the control of physical, tech-
nical, tactical, and psychological aspects.

‘My intention is to give priority to all dimensions.’
However, coach 1 mentions an important issue re-

garding the objectives of the exercise and the potential 
use of goal.

‘The technical and physical dimension are more 
present in games without goal. The tactical dimension 
is more present in games with goal.’

The question of the potential use of goalkeepers in 
the SSGs, indicated by coach 1, has an influence on 
the intensity of the exercise [15, 16, 41]. In SSGs with 
the use of goalkeepers, players in the defensive process 
have a greater concern in the defence of their goal, and 
in the offensive process they perform the attack at the 
opponent’s goal more safely [13, 16], which is further 
promoted in the tactical aspects of the game.

Construction of SSGs

Regarding the construction of SSGs, the coaches 
interviewed warn of some conditioning factors they 
have in mind.

‘I give importance to all; if you want more intensity, 
you will have to reduce space, pay attention to the num-
ber of players, but the one that gives more importance 
is the number of touches in the ball’ (coach 1).

‘[…] it depends on the number of players and the 
space, I look at the tactical issues to work on’ (coach 2).

In the construction of SSGs, the coaches manipulate 
the conditions of the field size, the number of players, 
the use of goalkeepers, and the modification of rules 
and training regime to achieve specific objectives of 
training [15, 16]. According to Clemente et al. [13], there 
are constraints that can be considered in the construc-
tion of SSGs (dimensions of goals, definition of specific 
zones, limitation of the number of touches in the ball) 
to work the physical, technical, and tactical aspects.

The size of the field should be considered in the 
construction of SSGs as it influences the game intensity 
and the motor response of the players. Larger fields in-
crease the intensity of exercise, as opposed to smaller 
fields. However, the size of the field and the time of the 
exercise should be determined by the type of goal that 
the trainer intends to achieve [42].

The tactical work is increased by manipulating 

the size and shape of the field, introducing additional 
players, and using float players in the side corridors 
[6, 11, 43]. More specific technical skills occur with 
the increase of the number of players [44]; however, 
a smaller number of players allows a more effective 
technical training [16]. SSGs with fewer players pro-
mote increased exercise intensity [13, 45]. Katis and 
Kellis [5] report that 3 × 3 SSGs favour physical and 
technical work, while 6 × 6 ones are better for tacti-
cal development.

In the construction of SSGs, the modification of the 
rules allows to create constraints to stimulate the phys-
ical, technical, and tactical aspects [4, 15]. Modifying 
the directionality of the game influences the intensity 
of the exercise. When the objective is to maintain pos-
session of the ball or to finish in mini-goals, the exer-
cise is more intense than SSGs with the use of goal-
keepers. The use of mini-goals is a good strategy for the 
coach to work tactically without losing intensity [38]. 
As for the number of touches on the ball, the inten-
sity of the exercise also plays a role. Touches limitation 
increases exercise intensity compared with the num-
ber of free touches [12].

SSGs and training periodization

With reference to the periodization of training and 
the use of SSGs, the interviewed coaches agree with 
what was mentioned by coach 2:

‘[…] I apply from the first day of the pre-season 
until the end of the season […].’

Training periodization, considering SSGs, allows 
the development of the physical capacities and, con-
comitantly, the technical and tactical aspects [46].

Clemente et al. [13] present a proposal of training 
periodization with the use of SSGs. The authors note 
that in the pre-season, coaches should plan low levels 
of intensity, promoting aerobic work through 6 × 6, 7 × 7, 
and 8 × 8 games. As the competitive period approaches, 
high-intensity aerobic work gains importance through 
3 × 3 and 4 × 4 games. During the season, aerobic 
work maintains, and anaerobic work gains relevance 
in schemes of intermittent effort.

SSGs vs. competition

Regarding the transfer between the application of 
SSGs and the competition, the coaches indicate:

‘[…] players become more dynamic. If the coach 
applies SSGs in exaggeration, he runs the risk of lack 
of dimension of the game; otherwise the transfer is 
great’ (coach 1).
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‘I think the transfer is done in a natural way, it 
always depends on what you work and how you work the 
situations of reduced and conditioned game. Players will 
have the chance to be confronted with countless situ-
ations, and they will have to give the answer and thus 
develop their abilities. This will be reflected in the 
quality of the athletes, so the quality of the game will 
increase’ (coach 2).

The coaches interviewed agree that there is a trade-
off between the use of SSGs in the training process 
and competition. It is essential for them to construct 
training exercises that develop the players’ understand-
ing and ability to quickly respond to the demands of 
the game [33]. It is important that training recreates 
situations close to the competitive reality for players 
and team to experience them, since knowledge and 
memory are important in information processing [9, 
40]. SSGs are an important strategy for coaches to 
develop individual and collective performance in solv-
ing game situations on the basis of team coordination, 
game moments, and tactical principles of team play 
[6, 10, 38].

Limitations

One limitation that can be pointed out in our inves-
tigation is related to the number of coaches interviewed. 
However, unlike in quantitative research, where rep-
resentative sampling questions are important to gener-
alize the results, in qualitative research the key criterion 
for sample selection is not its statistical representa-
tiveness but theoretical relevance [47]. Therefore, two 
coaches with considerable experience in working 
with teams in the context of high-income seniors and 
young players from top clubs were interviewed. Future 
investigations should consider the possibility of increas-
ing the sample of coaches interviewed in different 
contexts.

Also recommended for future investigations is the 
use of mixed methods [48] since they allow to under-
stand how and why coaches apply the SSGs in the train-
ing process and to verify if they do it effectively or how 
they proceed in training.

Conclusions

The study aimed to characterize the importance of 
SSGs in the soccer training process. The interviewed 
coaches considered SSGs significant for simultane-
ous work in the physical, technical, and tactical dimen-
sions. In the coaches’ opinion, SSGs allow to develop 
individual decision making and work out the playing 
style of the team with the consideration of the team 

model. It was also reported by both coaches that SSGs 
allowed to transfer tactical principles to an official com-
petition. This leads the coaches to decide to include 
SSGs in the planning during the periodization of the 
training.
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