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Abstract

Background: Small-Sided Games (SSG) are commonly adopted in football as an integrated training
approach that promotes concurrent improvements across players’ physical, technical, and tactical
domains. although numerous studies have examined their role in performance, the effects of specific
task constraints on tactical engagement remain only partially clarified.

Objective: This systematic review sought to determine how various SSG-related constraints—includ-
ing game format, pitch dimensions, age category, rule modifications, and coaching instructions—af-
fect football players’ tactical engagement.

Methods: Following PRISMA guidelines, an extensive search was conducted in Web of Science, Pub-
Med, and Scopus databases. From 305 retrieved records, 36 studies satisfied all inclusion criteria and
were analyzed in detail.

Results: Overall, the results show that smaller formats tend to stimulate individual tactical actions,
while larger formats promote coordinated collective behaviors. changes in pitch size influence how
players explore space and vary their tactical responses. task modifications, such as scoring rules or
visual cues, affect offensive width and defensive compactness. age and experience also play a role,
with more experienced players demonstrating more stable tactical patterns.

Discussion: In comparison with previous literature, these results align with earlier evidence high-
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lighting the sensitivity of tactical behavior to constraint manipulation, while extending current
knowledge by emphasizing the combined and interacting effects of multiple task variables. Conclu-
sion: Overall, this review suggests that SSG are an effective training tool for guiding tactical engage-
ment, while emphasizing the need for more robust and longitudinal research designs.
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Resumen

Antecedentes: Los juegos reducidos (SSGs) se emplean habitualmente en el fitbol como un en-
foque de entrenamiento integrado que favorece mejoras simultaneas en los dominios fisico, té-
cnico y tactico de los jugadores. Aunque numerosos estudios han examinado su papel en el ren-
dimiento, los efectos de las restricciones especificas de la tarea sobre el compromiso tactico
permanecen solo parcialmente esclarecidos.

Objetivo: Esta revision sistematica tuvo como objetivo determinar cdmo diferentes restric-
ciones asociadas a los SSGs —incluidos el formato de juego, las dimensiones del campo, la ca-
tegoria de edad, las modificaciones de las reglas y las instrucciones del entrenador— influyen
en el compromiso tactico de los futbolistas.

Métodos: Siguiendo las directrices PRISMA, se realizé una busqueda exhaustiva en las bases de
datos Web of Science, PubMed y Scopus. De los 305 registros identificados, 36 estudios cum-
plieron todos los criterios de inclusion y fueron analizados en detalle.

Resultados: En general, los resultados muestran que los formatos mas reducidos tienden a esti-
mular acciones tacticas individuales, mientras que los formatos mas amplios promueven com-
portamientos colectivos coordinados. Los cambios en el tamafio del campo influyen en la forma
en que los jugadores exploran el espacio y adaptan sus respuestas tacticas. Las modificaciones
de la tarea, como las reglas de puntuacidn o los estimulos visuales, afectan la amplitud ofensiva
y la compacidad defensiva. La edad y la experiencia también desempefian un papel, ya que los
jugadores mas experimentados presentan patrones tacticos mas estables.

Discusién: En comparacion con la literatura previa, estos resultados coinciden con evidencias
anteriores que destacan la sensibilidad del comportamiento tactico a la manipulacién de las
restricciones, a la vez que amplian el conocimiento actual al resaltar los efectos combinados e
interactivos de multiples variables de la tarea.

Conclusién: En conjunto, esta revision sugiere que los SSGs constituyen una herramienta de
entrenamiento eficaz para orientar el compromiso téctico, al tiempo que subraya la necesidad
de disefios de investigacion mas sélidos y longitudinales.

Palabras clave

Compromiso tictico; entrenamiento integrado; fitbol; juegos reducidos; restricciones de la ta-
rea.
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Introduction
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________|
Football is a complex team sport involving physiological, technical, and tactical dimensions that shape
both training and competition (Aguiar et al., 2012). Continuous interactions between teammates and
opponents create dynamic, unpredictable game contexts, requiring training environments that closely
mirror competitive demands (Parlebas, 2020). In response to this complexity, integrated training ap-
proaches have gained prominence by simultaneously engaging multiple performance dimensions
within ecologically valid tasks (Travassos et al., 2014).

Within integrated training, Small-Sided Games (SSGs) are among the most widely used methods in foot-
ball practice (Clemente, Afonso, et al., 2020). SSGs consist of modified game formats played with fewer
players and adapted pitch dimensions, allowing coaches to emphasize specific tactical and technical ob-
jectives while preserving key informational constraints of the formal game.

Although extensively applied, SSG design does not always align with intended training goals. Modifica-
tions in game format, pitch configuration, rules, or work-rest structure—commonly referred to as task
constraints—directly shape emergent player behaviors and technical-tactical responses (Clemente,
2014; Praga, Costa, et al,, 2016). Consequently, careful manipulation of these constraints is essential to
ensure that SSGs effectively target the desired training outcomes (Coutinho et al., 2019b; Machado, Ri-
beiro, et al., 2019b; Moreira et al., 2020).

Earlier investigations into SSGs primarily focused on physiological and physical outcomes, highlighting
their ability to induce both internal and external overload in players (Hill-Haas et al., 2011; Sarmento,
Clemente, Harper, et al., 2018; Chootsungnoen et al., 2025). Several systematic reviews have further
consolidated these results (Aguiar et al., 2012; Bujalance-Moreno et al.,, 2019; Halouani et al.,, 2014; Hill-
Haasetal, 2011; Muhyi et al,, 2025). More recently, however, attention has shifted towards their poten-
tial to foster technical and tactical behaviors (Clemente, Afonso, et al., 2020; Ometto et al., 2018; Sar-
mento, Clemente, Harper, et al., 2018). Indeed, SSGs provide a framework for exposing players to speci-
fic tactical problems and stimulating their adaptive capacities (Clemente, Chen, et al., 2018; Martone et
al,, 2017; Serra-Olivares et al., 2015).

Nevertheless, despite a growing body of research, an imbalance persists: most studies continue to focus
on physiological loads, whereas the technical-tactical dimensions, particularly tactical engagement, re-
main underexplored (Francesco Sgro et al., 2018; Ometto et al., 2018). Tactical engagement refers to
players’ active involvement in collective tactical principles and shared decision-making during play. In
this review, it is distinguished from isolated tactical behaviors, individual actions, or outcome-based
tactical performance, as it emphasizes collective coordination and interaction dynamics. Tactical en-
gagement can be analyzed through observational methods or positional data, based on spatio-temporal
relationships within and between teams (Clemente, Sequeiros, et al., 2018; Memmert et al., 2017), allo-
wing the assessment of how SSG design influences team organization and coordination.

Thus, although SSGs represent an effective method for introducing and shaping tactical problems, their
precise role in fostering tactical engagement in football remains unclear. The present systematic review
aims to compile and analyze existing literature to determine how integrated training through small-
sided games influences players’ tactical engagement, and to provide coaches with practical guidelines
for designing tasks that meet technical-tactical objectives.

Method
'

This systematic review was conducted in accordance with the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines, which provide methodological standards for the plan-
ning, searching, and reporting of systematic reviews (Moher et al., 2010).

Study eligibility and inclusion criteria

The eligibility criteria for this systematic review were established using the PICO framework (Popula-
tion, Intervention, Comparator, Outcomes). The population consisted of football players of all ages, gen-
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ders, and competitive levels. The intervention focused on the use of small-sided games (SSGs) as an in-
tegrated training approach. The comparisons included different SSG configurations. The outcomes con-
cerned tactical indicators such as collective occupation of space, defensive organization, or transition
management. Based on this framework, the inclusion criteria were: (a) articles written in English; (b)
studies exclusively focused on football; (c) complete, peer-reviewed, and full-text articles; (d) studies
conducted in a competitive context; (e) interventions including training through SSGs; (f) outcomes re-
ported on tactical behavior. The exclusion criteria were: (a) studies conducted in educational rather
than competitive contexts; (b) articles not available in English; (c) studies not addressing tactical beha-
vior in football; (d) studies analyzing only physical performance; (e) articles lacking a scientific frame-
work (e.g., descriptive reports, opinion papers); (f) studies not presenting empirical findings; and (g)
other meta-analyses or systematic reviews.

Search strategy

The literature search was carried out across the Scopus and Web of Science databases, covering studies
published between 2015 and 2025. This time frame was selected to capture contemporary research
reflecting current analytical techniques, methodological approaches, and training frameworks in small-
sided game (SSG) research. To ensure completeness, an additional search was also conducted in Pub-
Med, and the reference lists of all selected articles were examined to identify any other potentially rele-
vant studies. Search queries were built by combining keywords and Boolean operators adapted to each
database, using the following string:

(“small-sided games” OR “SSG”) AND (“soccer” OR “football”) AND (“integrated physical preparation”
OR “integrated training”) AND (“tactical engagement” OR “tactical behavior” OR “decision-making” OR
“tactical decision” OR “tactical performance”).

All retrieved citations were exported into Zotero reference manager, which was used to organize the
results and automatically eliminate duplicates. The study selection procedure adhered to the PRISMA
guidelines. After duplicate removal, two reviewers independently screened the titles and abstracts to
exclude irrelevant records. Articles that appeared to meet the inclusion criteria were then examined in
full text for confirmation. Any disagreements between reviewers were discussed until a consensus was
achieved.

The complete selection process is illustrated in Figure 1 (PRISMA flow diagram), which outlines the total
number of records identified, excluded, and finally retained for analysis.

Methodological quality

The methodological quality and risk of bias of the included studies were examined using a 16-item che-
cKklist specifically developed and validated for research involving Small-Sided Games (SSGs) (Sarmento,
Anguera, et al.,, 2018; Sarmento, Clemente, Araujo, et al.,, 2018). This tool assesses several aspects of
methodological rigor and reporting quality. According to (Sarmento, Anguera, et al., 2018), the checklist
evaluates: (1) clarity of the study’s purpose; (2) adequacy and relevance of the background literature;
(3) suitability of the research design; (4-5) description and justification of the sample; (6) ethical con-
siderations and informed consent procedures; (7-8) definition and validity of outcome measures; (9)
detail of methodological procedures; (10) statistical significance of findings; (11) appropriateness of
data analysis; (12) practical relevance of the results; (13) reporting of participant drop-outs; (14) cohe-
rence between data and conclusions; (15) practical applications derived from findings; and (16) ackno-
wledgment of study limitations.

Each criterion in the checklist was rated using a binary scoring system (0 = not respected; 1 = respected).
For items referring to informed consent and participant drop-outs, a third option — “not applicable”
(NA) — was available when those elements were irrelevant to the study design.

The overall methodological quality score of each article was determined by dividing the number of ful-
filled criteria by the total number of applicable items.

Following the classification system proposed by (Sarmento, Clemente, Aradjo, et al,, 2018), studies were
categorized as: (1) low quality (< 50%), (2) good quality (51-75%), and (3) excellent quality (> 75%).

Data Extraction
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Data extraction was conducted using a standardized data collection sheet designed to maintain consis-
tency across all selected studies. The extracted information included general study characteristics such
as the author’s name, year of publication, sample size, participants’ age, and level of competition. Furt-
hermore, specific details concerning the interventions and measured outcomes were systematically re-
corded. These included: author and year, study objective, SSG format, pitch dimensions (m), work, ap-
plied rules, analyzed variables, and main results.

Results
|

Study identification and selection

In total, 305 studies were initially retrieved through the database searches. All references were impor-
ted into Zotero, which automatically detected and removed 72 duplicate records. Following this step,
the titles and abstracts of the remaining studies were screened, leading to the exclusion of 135 papers
that did not meet the review’s objectives. Subsequently, 56 full-text articles were also excluded after
detailed evaluation for noncompliance with the inclusion criteria. Additionally, nine relevant papers
were manually identified through PubMed searches based on thematic alignment. As a result, 36 studies
met all inclusion and exclusion criteria. They were retained for the final synthesis, yielding a combined
sample of 1,319 participants whose tactical behaviors were assessed across varying SSG formats. The
overall screening and selection procedure is depicted in the PRISMA flow diagram (Figure 1), illustrating
the number of records identified, excluded, and finally included in the review.

Figure 1. PRISMA Flowchart of the selected studies

Identification of new studies via databases and registers

g
g Records identified from: Records removed before screening:
g Databases (n = 305) > Duplicate records (n =78)
=
7}
=
Records screened o Records excluded
(n=227) (n=135)
Reports sought for retrieval
? Lp":;;;::;ﬁj (T:"_:;.'z lru.v ! Records not retrieved (n =0)
= =
&
Reports assessed for Reports excluded:
eligibility Not researching soccer (n =24)
(n=92) Does not report the tactical performance
(n=15)
Not examine the SSG (n=17)
L.

z
£l New studies included in
E review (n =36)

Study Characteristics Included Review

In this systematic review, the effects of integrated training through Small-Sided Games (SSGs) on pla-
yers’ tactical engagement were examined primarily through the manipulation of game constraints. After
a comprehensive and systematic analysis of the included studies, the main body of evidence was cate-
gorized into five thematic areas: (1) effects of different game formats, (2) effects of pitch dimension and
configuration, (3) effects of task-related modifications, (4) effects related to age and competitive level,
and (5) integrated effects combining multiple constraints.
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The studies analyzing small-sided game formats reported variations in spatial and tactical behaviors
depending on the number of players and the numerical relations. Larger formats were associated with
broader spatial distributions and more regular positioning, whereas smaller formats showed greater
variability and a higher prevalence of individual actions. The inclusion of floaters or numerical imbalan-
ces was associated with changes in adequate playing space and team spatial organization.

Studies focusing on pitch size and configuration have described differences in collective behavior linked
to playing-area dimensions and geometry. Larger pitches were associated with increased spatial disper-
sion and variability, while denser interactions characterized smaller or more constrained spaces. Pitch
orientation (elongated vs. wide) was also associated with distinct spatial distributions.

Research examining rule and task constraint modifications reported changes in team organization fo-
llowing adjustments to scoring systems, verbal instructions, and visual references. Differences were
described in spatial occupation, movement regularity, and play sequence characteristics depending on
the task objectives.

Studies addressing age and skill level consistently reported differences between player groups. Older or
more experienced players showed more stable spatial patterns, whereas younger players exhibited
greater variability. Competitive level was also associated with distinct responses to task constraints.

Finally, studies grouped under integrated effects reported alterations in collective coordination under
fatigue and differences in spatial organization associated with tactical formations. At the same time, ae-
robic capacity showed limited associations with tactical variables.

Table 1. Effects of different games formats on tactical engagement
Author / Pitch

Sample Objective SSGs format . Work Rules Analyzed variables Results
year size (m)
Examine how Larger formats increased
10 changes in 2v2+ Gk, 28x21 Distances to team distances to centroids and
(Aguiar et participants format affect 3v3+ Gk, 35x26 3x6' /1" No offside and opponent  stabilized player positioning;
al, 2015) (aged tactical 4v4+ GK, 40x30 centroids; inter- smaller formats (2v2) caused
18years old) engagement 5v5+ Gk 44x34 centroid spacing more irregular and
unpredictable positioning.
partiiizpants Assess Impact Distances to Increasing player numbers
(Gongalves (aged 25.6 of format 4v3+ Gk centroid and expanded effective playing
etal, 2016) years old) changes on 4v3+2+ Gk, 40x30 1x3’ Standard  opponent; nearest- space and improved inter-
v tactical 4v3+4+ Gk opponent distance; L.
(amateur, . team coordination.
pro) engagement effective play space
In 4v3 situations, tactical
actions tended to concentrate
mainly in intermediate
offensive areas, whereas in
8 Investigate 4v7 scenarios, the
(Ric et al. participants  effects of 4v3+ Gk, Tactical actions, predominant actions shifted
2016) ’  (aged 26 formatchanges 4v5+ Gk, 40%30 1x3’ Standard  player interactions,  toward the middle and
years old on tactical 4v7+ Gk zone occupation deeper defensive zones.
pro) engagement Facing a larger number of
opponents also reduced
variability in players’
decisions and limited their
individual adaptability.
44 More opponents increased
participants defensive actions
(22 amateur Examine Standard rules; Defensive (contro!li.ng). and deF reased
(Torrents aged 23.1 format effects 4v3+ Gk, R scoreboard responses . waiting; numerical
etal, 2016) years old) on tactical 4v5+ Gl 40x30 1x3 reset after 2- (pressing, delaying, dls;ild.v.antage promote.d
(22 pro aged behavior 4v7+ Gk goal difference balance...) ﬂex1l_)111ty arjnd more fluid
25.6 years behavior; easier formats led
old) to more regular, less variable
play.
Absence of floaters increased
168 Assess how Tactical behaviors duels and use of
(Bach - using floaters Floaters (FUT-SAT), ball  penetration/concentration
Padilha et paruglpants modifies 3v3+ Gk’k 36x27 1x5’ positioned on  possession, goal principles; presence of
al, 2017) age 1612 tactical 3v3+2+ G the sidelines  attempts, fouls, floaters improved space
years o engagement corners, throw-ins utilization and ball
possession.
(Greco & 18 Examine 3v3, 36x27 1x4 No Gk; Social network 4v3 showed higher total
Moreira participants floater 3v3+2, Standard; metrics: links, density, clustering; 3v3
SHe, T
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Praga, aged 16.4  influence on 4v3 small goals; (connections, had higher centrality,
2017) years old tactical overall network prestige, page rank.
engagement cohesion...)
30 Examine
participants  temporary 4va+ Gk, One balanced . Younger players explored
200d 19.9 numerical Svd+ Gk game (4v4); Sector use, corridor more in short-term, older
(Canton et 5 ) - g , others changed entry, centroid players in long-term;
yearsold variations and 4v5+ GK, 45%40 1x5 L.
al, 2019) (N=15) theirimpacton 6v4+ Gk format each speed, team numerical imbalances
13 8_ ears tactilZal 4vr Gk' minute; offside  width/length influenced exploratory
©Y not applied behaviors.
old (N=15) engagement
Study
280 combined Team dispersion,
(Olthofet participants effects of 4v4+GK, 68x47 3-5 inter eII")sonal ’ Larger formats increased
al, 2019) pa ed 1132 7 format and 6v6+GK, 80x56 repetitions Standard distagce field team tactical measures and
v 5 ) pitch size on 8v8+GK 91x63 of 4-10’ - reduced variability.
years old tactical occupation
engagement
Compare 4v3: larger effective space
(Praca, 18 elite male tactical Penetration and ball circulation; 3v3+2:
Fol adco let layers, aged behaviorin — GK+3v3+GK, 36x27 2x4’ Standard offensive/defen,sive promoted longitudinal play
al g201'6) p {6 4’ (;g balanced vs. GK+4v3+GK unitv. balance and faster progression.
v Y unbalanced Y Distinct tactical behaviors
SSGs emerged per configuration.
40 if(f;cctiﬁf Modified rules led to more
(Garcia- articipants  plavers ial GK+7v7+GK 58x38 Technical-tactical diverse actions, increased
Angulo et pa ed Il)l 7 sri)zeyand' gitch GK+4—V4+GK’ 38x30 2x20’ / 10’ Not mentioned actions via team play, better alignment
al,, 2020) iars olld or; tactiI(J:al 38x20 observation with U-12 development, and
y behavior greater game continuity.
Table 2. Effects of configuration and pitch size on tactical engagement
AL;:;: / Sample Objective f(?rsrgz t Plt?r;;lze Work Rules Analyzed variables Results
Larger playing areas
increased the amount of
To examine functional space available to
how different From Scorin Free-movement each player, and introducing
(Silva et al 24 participantsrelative playing 6v6. Tv7 46.7x30.3 throu ‘E radius, relative  additional players promoted
2015) " aged14.5 areas per 8v8' 9v9, (118 m?) to  1x6’ centril area, spatial broader use of the pitch and
years old player affect ! 57.3x37.1 . variability, more exploratory movement
corridor; no GK
tactical (152 m?) ! numerical relations  patterns. Situations of
engagement numerical inferiority
generally remained stable
throughout play.
Investigate Two small Reduced individual space
10 participants influence of 36x28 oals per side: Team dispersion, increased player dispersion,
(Silva etal.,, : ed 1??6 individual 3v3, 4v4, (101-168 15’ g Ir)lo ’ separateness, team but no significant changes
2016) 5 ) space on 5v5 2 delay, coupling were observed in team
years old tactical m) goalkeepers; dynamics separateness or couplin;
no offside y p ping
engagement strength.
Assess tactical Scoring Pitch restrictions reduced
1mpac.t of differed Distance between measures of spatlgl
spacing between lavers exploration. No major
(Gongalves 19 participant conditions that 64x585 6x5'/ teams: 9- cogrd}i,nat{on differences were found in
s aged 25.1 are limited, 10v9+Gk 5 , player team L inter-player distances, but
etal, 2017) (197 m*)  3’rest timing, and
v years old (pro) adjacent, or aimed at goal; & . restricted-spacing led to
. measures of spatial S
unconstrained 10-player team exploration lower variability and
on tactical targeted P ’ increased longitudinal
engagement specific zones synchronization.
Stretch index, L/W, Larger pitches promoted
.14.1'8 .TO explore .the 40)(;30 (120 . Inter-team longer ball possession
(Olthof et  participants, impact of pitch m*) and ,  No offside on . . .
. . 4v4+Gk 1x4 ) distance, ratio phases and fewer transitions,
al, 2018)  aged 12.5 size on tactical 68x47 (320 smaller pitch . o
ears old engagement m?) defender spacing - as well as greater variability
y 8ag Gk, area in intra-team distances.
40 participants . .
(Coutinho, aged11.3 To anailg’:; how Regular, Efsfeztcl(\e/edpl;g;:g Greater team dispersion and
Gongalves,  years old P . 36x25 (90 , lateral, rotated, pace, ay dyadic distances were found
configuration 5v5+Gk > 1x6 X distances, . R
Santos, et (N=20), . m?) dynamic I in regular and differently
affects tactical longitudinal/lateral . . .
al,, 2019a) 13.3 years old layouts hronizati oriented configurations.
(N=20) engagement synchronization
- To assess the 40x30 and Length/width,  40x30 pitch improves team
20 participants  effect of
(Folgado et aced 141 altering pitch  4v4+Gk 30x40 3x6’/ No offside centroid distances, length and centroid distance,
al, 2019) iars olld shape (glepn th (150 m?> 3’ rest GK-defender whereas 30x40 m format
y VS wi dt}% each) spacing increased team width.
\\Lﬂ(é
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emphasis) on

tactical
behavior
. 32X223 (74 measure of spatial ~ Smaller pitches reduced
Study influence m), No corners; exploration and the  spatial exploration and
(Jara et al,, 3 goalkeepers, of pitch sizes 50x35 (175 3x8'/ o ! P SP ploratio
) 5v5+Gk 2 , unlimited ball area covered by ellipse areas, indicating more
2019) 24.5yearsold on GK tactical m*), 5’ rest -
supply standard or constrained movement
engagement 62x44 (273 . .
m2) predictive ellipses. patterns.
Table 3. Effects of various task-related modifications on tactical engagement
Author /year  Sample Objective SSGs .PltCh Work Rules Analyzed variables Results
format size (m)
To compare how Team The GK formats produced
distinct scoring 7 v 7 + Gk length/width, ball wider and longer team
o Small goals - )
24 male conditions (small 7v7 . possession %, structures during attack.
(Castellano , used in formats .
players (19.1 goals, gk, 7v7+Gk 40x25 1x6 . offensive sequence Teams were more stretched
etal, 2016) without GK; no . i .
+1.2yrs) floaters) affect + 2 neutral . duration, team  with GK, whereas closer inter-
: offside rule .
tactical players shape, team player distances occurred
organization separateness without GK.
Sessions with:
To examine the no instruction, Team Defensive guidance increased
16 semi- tactical impact of defensive length/width, ball ball recovery frequency and
(Bastia et al., professional p , instruction, or recoveries, passes reduced spatial dispersion;
coach 7v7+GK 62x50 1x5 . . .
2019) players (23.9 instructions offensive per possession, offensive cues produced more
+ 5.4 yrs) during pla instruction;  effective playing passes and greater team
g play standard rules area, expansion relative to control.
applied
To determine . . .
how different Continuous line markings
. Three marking Dyadic distances, enhanced synchronization and
. 10 youth external pitch , . . LY
(Coutinho et layers (13.7 markines 5v5+GK 30 x 25 3x 6"/ types: fulllines, effective space, technical involvement but
al,, 2020) p +y0 5 rs)- inﬂuenfe 3'rest dashed lines, longitudinal/lateral reduced overall effective
=Y . corner markers synchronization playing area and number of
collective asses
behavior p '
To evaluate the
effect of spatial e . .
(Coutinho, 12 references Corrgzl‘l;i(()igz.sno Stretch index, increilzzgﬂ(f;%irgr?;tigﬁari ty
Gongalves, participants d1V1d1n.g the field 6v6+GK 62 x 43 3’>< 6"/ (control) vs. dyadlc'dlstances, and inter-player variability,
Travassos, et aged 15.9 into 3'rest . occupied zones, .
. spatial o but slightly decreased team
al,, 2019b) yrs) corridors/sectors . synchronization N
S segmentation synchronization levels.
on coordination
patterns
Ball recovery/start, Smaller formats challenged
transition, younger players’ ball
To analvze the possession retention. 4 v 4 promoted
20 youth . y Three progress, offensive better tactical organization in
influence of rule . . .
(Machado, players: 13.5 and 3v3+ Gk 36x27; possession-  phase end, spatial ~ possession; 3 v 3 favored
Ribeiro, etal,, + 1.2 yrs (n = ) . 47.7x 1x10" basedand3 distribution, team  attacking effectiveness in
configuration 4v4+Gk . - . >
2019b) 10)and 16.3 variations on 29.5 progression-to- interaction progression tasks. Longer
yrs (n=10) tactical behaviors target SSGs patterns, passing Cha.uns occ.urred under
passes, possession-maintenance
touches, conditions.
shots
To compare two
game-based No significant difference
teaching 32 x 22 between conditions in decision
(Serra- 21 non-elite approaches— and Decision-making, or execution skills (p >.7/.2);
Olivares et participants representation 3v3 295 x 8’ Standard rules  skill execution, “watcher-player” behavior
al, 2015) (=10 yrs) and 1'5 tactical adaptation higher under representation +
exaggeration— exaggeration; both formats
on game promoted adaptable learning.
performance
To investigate . Rule changes notably modified
Ball possession . .
rule . offensive patterns; possession-
(Machado et 14 young manipulation duration, players oriented tasks encouraged
players (13.8 6v6+GK 52x32 30 Not specified  involved, passes . . .
al, 2016) £1.9 yrs) effects on er touch/player retention, while progression
L7y offensive p L p yer, tasks elicited forward, goal-
o ratio indices -
organization driven play.
20 To examine how Similar perceived effort across
rticipants varying the 2x (3 x formats; single-goal games
(Gonetetal,, p p number of goals PR RPE, TSAP, BTS  yielded more ball recoveries,
aged 21.2 . 5v5 20x25 4'/2" Standard rules L - -
2020) in SSG formats indices higher efficiency and
yrs; 13.yrs . rest) S
. influences performance indices. Goal-
experience , . .
players number manipulation allows
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technical-tactical adaptation of task demands to
actions and their objectives.
perceived level of

effort.

Table 4. Effects of age and competitive level on tactical engagement

N SSGs Pitch Analyzed
Author /year  Sample Objective format _size (m) Work Rules variables Results
Older players displayed greater
39 To examine age- longitudinal spacing and
(Olthof et al participants related 6x6'/ Stretch index, higher lateral stretch indices,
2015) ” (15.4yrs,n= differencesin 4v4+GK 40 x 30 15’ rest No offside  Inter- L/W ratio, while their length-to-width
23;17.4yrs,n collective ' Team distance, ratios were lower, suggesting
=16) tactical behavior more compact yet wider
structures.
36 -
participants To explore how . . Older participants .
(152+04 age influences No offside; Stretch index,  demonstrated greater pitch
(Barnabé et yrS; 1.6 §+-O 5 & spatial 6v6+GK 60x33 1x8' goalkeepers Team dispersion and spatial stability
al, 2016) rs: 17'4 N 0'5 occupation and limited to two  width/length, during attacks, indicating more
y 1"5- n _'12' coogdination touches Surface area, coordinated and balanced
ger’ gr;up) tactical organization.
Phases of play
48 covlr‘r?bifliiisz ;f}é its (recovery, Players with higher tactical
participants transition, proficiency showed greater
(Machado, of age and
Barreira e’t (13.1+1.5 expertise on 3v3+Gk 47.7x 1x10' Offside rule development, offensive fluidity, effectiveness,
al 2019'3) yrs,n=24; indipvidual and 4v4+Gk 295 omitted finalization), balland exploratory play behaviors
v 16.9 £ 0.1yrs, collective possession, compared with less
n =24) actions touches, passes, experienced peers.
shots
78 players .
divided b Somatic No global performance
maturatio}rll To compare maturation differences were found
(Reis & level (13.2 + tactical (distance from  between groups (p =.75).
Almeida 1.1 vrs r.1—_ performance GK+6v3 36x27 1x4' Standard PHV); tactical =~ However, post-PHV players
2020) i 45'_ 1{,; 0’+ 0_8 across different ~ + GK behavior via  executed penetrations more
;s n.—_23: maturational FUT-SAT efficiently (p =.01), while pre-
1?5’ 7 0_8 yr's stages PHV players displayed higher
.n_= 1'0) ’ tactical variability.
To evaluate how External load Numerical imbalance
20 male varying player 4v6 (GPS, ZEPP modulated internal and
(Nunes et al participants numbers affect 4v5 4x4) s stem), internal external loads but not overall
? (223 yrs; internal load, 4v4  30x25 Standard y ’ tactical efficiency. Reduced-
2020) 4’ rest load (Borg .
12.1yrs external 4v3 scale), tactical player scenarios led to greater
experience) demands, and 4v2 in di,c ators tactical adaptability and
tactical actions variability.
U14 players performed more
36 youth  To analyze the 3. Game principles Ofi/(\erri)tslzgvc\/?rleeria%i\(zzczt(ﬁ1)
. players (13.1 effect of total ’ , (FUT-SAT); team . . se .
(Moreira et . 3v3+1 36x27; 4x4"/ - . dispersion. Enlarging relative
£0.6yrs,n=  and relative . , Standard interactions . .
al,, 2020) 18: 143 + 0.7 plaving area on (two pitch 40 x 29 4'rest (Social Network area increased offensive
;s n. ~ _18) tgctji/calgbehavior sizes) Analysis) coverage, while smaller spaces
yrs,n= y enhanced offensive unity and
player interconnection.
48 players Older groups covered larger
(U13=139+ ,[Te(;rcr?;r;gi:; effective areas (p <.001), with
(Clemente, 0.3 yrs; U15 = . 3x(4x Spatial metrics greater centroid distances and
dynamics across GK+4v 4
Castillo, et al,, 15.7 + 0.5 yrs; awe categories in  + GK 30x20 4'/3' Standard (GPSWIMU higher stretch indices,
2020) U18=18.4+ gsmall-gsided rest) PRO) reflecting more dispersed and
0.8yrs;n=16 formats coordinated spatial
per group) organization.
Table 5. Integrated effects on tactical engagement
Au;:;rr / Sample Objective f(?f:; " sizlet?nln) Work Rules Analyzed variables Results
Space occupation
}Tgme/\;flieliliz index, longitudinal  Players under mental fatigue
12 youth fatigue and lateral player ~ demonstrated reduced dyadic
(Coutinho et participants . 3x6'/ . synchronization, team synchronization compared
al,2017)  aged 15.9 léglﬁfcrtlicve: 6v6+GR62x43 5 o Notspecified length and width, with control conditions,
yrs) tactical collective spread, and suggesting impaired tactical
behavior contraction/expansion coordination.
speed.
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The 3-1-2 structure

encouraged broader and more
To explore how

(Gonzalez- tactical Two Team length. height expansive team organization
Rodenas et 18 players - , formations: 2- - 8L, NCIBE - ieh greater width and height,
formations 7v7+GK 65x50 5x2 width, stretch index, .
al, 2024) aged 17.9yrs . 3-1vs3-3 while the 2-3-1 setup resulted
affect collective surface area .
o 3-1-2vs 3-3 in shorter team length and a
organization .
more compact defensive
arrangement.
Muscular fatigue disrupted
To assess how inter-player regularity and
mental and Dyadic distances, increased synchronized
. 10 youth ' . o )
(Coutinho et lavers ased muscular 5 v 5+ GK 30 x 25 3x6"/ Not specified stretch index, longitudinal movement time,
al, 2018) play 5 fatigue affect 3’ rest P longitudinal/lateral ~ whereas both muscular and
13.7 yrs ; o . .
tactical synchronization = mental fatigue reduced dyadic
coordination spacing relative to control
conditions.
To determine - . . .
the impact of Offensive and Variations in aer<.)b.1c capacity
. , . - produced only trivial to small
(Praga etal 18 aerobic Zx4'/ defensive actions effects on tactical efficiency
7 participants capacity 3v3+GK36x27 4/ Standard (FUT-SAT), team
2019) \ ) and networKk structure,
aged 16.4 yrs differences on rest network density, S L .
. . : indicating minimal influence
tactical clustering metrics . .
- on collective behavior.
organization

Methodological Quality

Using the SSG research quality assessment questionnaire (Sarmento, Anguera, et al., 2018), only one
study obtained a perfect score of 100%. No study scored below 75%, with the lowest score recorded at
75%. Among the 36 evaluated articles, 35 (97.2%) were classified as being of excellent quality. The main
potential limitations observed across the included studies were the lack of explicit acknowledgment of
study limitations and the absence of justification for sample size selection.

Discussion

. ______________________________________________________________________|
The primary objective of this systematic review was to examine how integrated training through Small-
Sided Games (SSGs) affects tactical engagement among football players. Unlike previous reviews, the
present study focuses specifically on tactical engagement as an emergent collective construct, integra-
ting multiple task constraints rather than treating them as isolated variables. The analysis revealed that
all investigated SSG formats generated distinct variations in tactical behavior, reflected in the growing
number of studies and the relatively large aggregated samples. Overall, these outcomes offer valuable
insights for coaches, supporting the design, planning, and adaptation of SSGs according to players’ spe-
cific developmental needs and targeted training goals.

The overall methodological quality of the included studies was high, with 97.23% rated as excellent,
reinforcing the reliability of the present synthesis. However, it is possible that the evaluation checklist
used—although validated—did not sufficiently penalize certain methodological aspects, such as the jus-
tification of sample size, a recurrent weakness identified in several studies.

To facilitate interpretation, the discussion is structured according to the thematic categories emerging
from the reviewed studies.

Effects of Different Small-Sided Game Formats on Tactical Engagement

The evidence synthesized in this review confirms that Small-Sided Game (SSG) formats act as decisive
constraints shaping collective tactical engagement rather than neutral training conditions. Across the
included studies, increasing the number of players within SSGs consistently led to more organized co-
llective structures, characterized by greater spatial dispersion, more stable inter-player distances, and
clearer team organization patterns (Aguiar et al.,, 2015; Olthof et al., 2019; Garcia-Angulo et al., 2020).
These adaptations suggest that larger formats better support the emergence of coordinated spacing and
positional balance, which are essential for reproducing match-related collective dynamics.

NI
683

St



2026 (Febrero), Retos, 75, 675-690 ISSN: 1579-1726, eISSN: 1988-2041 https://recyt.fecyt.es/index.php/retos/index

Conversely, smaller formats were repeatedly associated with higher positional variability and less pre-
dictable movement patterns (Aguiar et al.,, 2015; Ric et al,, 2016). Rather than being a limitation, this
instability may represent a functional stimulus for tactical learning, as it increases individual involve-
ment in decision-making and problem-solving. Such formats appear particularly appropriate for targe-
ting individual tactical engagement, especially in younger or less experienced players, where explora-
tion and adaptability are key developmental objectives (Garcia-Angulo et al., 2020; Canton et al., 2019).

Several studies further highlighted that numerical imbalance constitutes a powerful modifier of tactical
engagement by reshaping collective priorities. Underloaded teams tended to adopt more compact de-
fensive organizations, emphasizing collective protection and spatial control, while overloaded teams
were encouraged to circulate the ball and exploit available space (Gongalves et al., 2016; Praca, Folgado,
et al,, 2016; Ric et al., 2016; Torrents et al., 2016). These findings align with ecological perspectives,
indicating that tactical engagement emerges as an adaptive response to altered informational constrai-
nts rather than as a fixed behavioral pattern. Importantly, age and experience moderated these effects,
with more experienced players displaying greater tactical stability and coherence when facing numeri-
cal constraints (Canton et al., 2019).

The inclusion of support players (floaters) also emerged as a relevant methodological strategy. Studies
showed that floaters facilitate offensive continuity, increase spatial occupation, and strengthen interac-
tion networks without excessively increasing task complexity (Bach Padilha et al., 2017; Greco & Mo-
reira Pracga, 2017). This suggests that floaters can be effectively used to enhance collective tactical en-
gagement while maintaining high levels of participation across players.

Taken together, these findings indicate that SSG format manipulation should be deliberately aligned
with specific tactical learning objectives. Smaller formats appear more suitable for stimulating indivi-
dual engagement and adaptive behaviors, whereas larger and numerically balanced formats favor colle-
ctive organization and spatial stability. Rather than seeking an optimal format, coaches should strategi-
cally combine player numbers, numerical relations, and support roles to guide the emergence of tar-
geted collective tactical behaviors.

Effects of Pitch Size and Configuration on Tactical Engagement

Variations in pitch size and configuration clearly shape how teams organize collectively and explore
space during SSGs. Increasing the relative area per player generally enhances spatial exploration and
team organizational variability, whereas higher player density tends to constrain these behaviors (Silva
et al,, 2015; Silva et al,, 2016). Larger surfaces also encourage more elaborate ball circulation, longer
possessions, and reduced transitional play, reflecting a more structured tactical organization (Olthof et
al,, 2018). In contrast, altering pitch shape—without changing total area—modulates the direction of
collective dispersion, with elongated pitches facilitating vertical expansion and wider pitches promoting
lateral spread (Folgado et al., 2019).

Specific spatial configurations further demonstrate that unrestricted or reoriented pitches increase dis-
persion and inter-player distances, supporting more efficient use of space, whereas restricted layouts
reduce exploratory behavior and impose more rigid movement patterns (Coutinho, Gongalves, Travas-
sos, et al., 2019b; Gongalves et al.,, 2017).

Goalkeepers also appear particularly sensitive to pitch size, as smaller surfaces limit their exploratory
range and anticipatory actions, while larger ones expand their tactical involvement in defensive space
management (Jara et al., 2019).

Overall, larger pitches and greater relative space per player promote richer tactical expression—longer
possessions, higher variability, and broader collective structures—while smaller or constrained spaces
prioritize compactness and proximity. Pitch dimensions, shape, and imposed spatial restrictions thus
emerge as key variables for coaches seeking to fine-tune team behavior during SSGs.

Effects of Task Rule Modifications on Tactical Engagement

Adjusting task rules in SSGs clearly shapes how teams organize offensively and defensively. Changes in
scoring formats, such as the presence or absence of a goalkeeper or the number of scoring targets, mo-
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dify how teams occupy space: more traditional scoring conditions tend to promote broader team struc-
tures, whereas alternative targets or floaters often compress the effective playing area and alter spacing
dynamics (Castellano et al., 2016; Gonet et al., 2020).

The primary objective imposed by the rules—whether prioritizing ball retention or goal progression—
also influences attacking dynamics. Possession-focused tasks typically generate longer passing sequen-
ces and greater collective involvement, while rules emphasizing forward progression encourage more
direct and vertical play, especially in small formats with high interaction density (Machado, Ribeiro, et
al,, 2019b; Machado et al., 2016). Even pedagogical constraints designed for youth training, such as re-
presentation or exaggeration, appear to support similar adaptive tactical tendencies despite limited dif-
ferences in decision-making metrics (Serra-Olivares et al., 2015).

Verbal instructions from coaches act as an immediate lever for adjusting collective behavior. Defensive
cues tend to promote compactness and ball recovery. In contrast, offensive guidance encourages greater
dispersion and more passing, demonstrating how simple verbal constraints can shift perception-action
couplings during play (Bastia et al., 2019). Visual field markings also modulate tactical behavior by
structuring movement patterns. While such references enhance longitudinal or lateral synchronization,
they may simultaneously restrict creativity by reducing effective playing space or limiting the variability
of interactions (Coutinho et al., 2020; Coutinho, Goncalves, Travassos, et al., 2019b).

Taken together, these findings show that task-rule manipulations substantially influence tactical en-
gagement. Scoring modalities and target numbers reshape team geometry; objective-oriented rules mo-
dulate offensive rhythm and intent; verbal cues redirect collective focus; and visual markers refine coor-
dination but may limit emergent flexibility. For coaches, these constraints constitute powerful tools for
steering tactical behavior toward specific learning goals.

Effects of Age and Competitive Level on tactical engagement

Age and competitive experience clearly shape how players organize collectively during SSGs. Older pla-
yers tend to use space more efficiently, displaying greater dispersion, broader lateral occupation, and
more stable collective structures—patterns that reflect their superior ability to manage width, circulate
the ball, and maintain balanced attack-defense organization (Olthof et al., 2015; Barnabé et al., 2016;
Clemente, Castillo, et al., 2020). Biological maturation reinforces this trend: more mature players adopt
more effective offensive actions, whereas less mature ones show higher variability and less stability in
collective behaviors (Reis & Almeida, 2020).

Tactical skill level further differentiates players’ ability to coordinate collectively. More tactically com-
petent players tend to produce smoother attacking interactions, greater offensive efficiency, and more
exploratory behaviors, highlighting how expertise amplifies the tactical benefits associated with age
(Machado, Barreira, et al., 2019a). Similarly, slight age-category differences can already influence colle-
ctive engagement: older youth players show more efficient offensive coverage and better structural or-
ganization, particularly when spatial constraints are adjusted to their developmental stage (Moreira et
al,, 2020).

Competitive level also plays an important role in modulating emergent behavior. Although comparisons
across playing levels are limited, evidence suggests that experience and expertise enhance players’
adaptability to constraints such as numerical imbalances. At the same time, maturation alone does not
fully explain performance differences (Nunes et al., 2020).

Overall, older, more mature, and more tactically skilled players tend to display greater spatial control,
more stable collective patterns, and higher tactical efficiency. Younger or less experienced players, while
often more variable and more vertical in their behavior, exhibit distinct exploratory tendencies. These
findings highlight the need to tailor SSG constraints—formats, space, rules, and task demands—to pla-
yers’ developmental stage, maturation, and competitive background.

Other Integrated Effects

Beyond traditional manipulations of format, pitch size, and rules, several studies examined additional
factors that influence collective engagement in SSGs. Fatigue emerged as a consistent disruptor of tacti-
cal coordination, as both mental and muscular fatigue were shown to impair players’ ability to maintain
stable collective patterns, reduce synchronization, and alter interpersonal distances—highlighting the
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sensitivity of collective behavior to cognitive and physical load (Coutinho et al., 2017; Coutinho et al,,
2018). Physical fitness, however, does not appear to exert the same influence. Differences in aerobic
capacity produced only minimal effects on tactical actions and interaction networks, suggesting that
collective behaviors in SSGs depend more on contextual and tactical demands than on isolated physio-
logical qualities (Praca et al., 2019). Tactical formations also proved to be a decisive structural factor.
Different positional structures modified teams’ spatial occupation, attacking expansion, defensive com-
pactness, and even the organization of the opposing team, reinforcing the idea that collective dynamics
are highly sensitive to the organizational frameworks imposed during play (Gonzalez-Rodenas et al.,
2024).

Overall, these findings show that integrated factors, such as fatigue and tactical formations, shape coor-
dination and spatial structure in ways that extend beyond classical task constraints, underscoring the
need for coaches to consider these variables when designing training environments carefully.

Limitations, Practical Implications, and Future Research Directions

Despite the richness of the findings, several limitations should be acknowledged. From a methodological
standpoint, the included studies generally involved relatively small samples, often drawn from specific
age categories or competition levels, which may limit the generalizability of the conclusions. Moreover,
the lack of longitudinal studies restricts understanding of the long-term effects of SSGs on tactical en-
gagement. In addition, limiting inclusion to English-language publications may have resulted in the ex-
clusion of relevant studies published in other languages. Furthermore, the high heterogeneity of study
protocols prevented the performance of a quantitative meta-analysis. Compared with other systematic
reviews focusing on physical load or technical performance, our findings similarly emphasize the im-
portance of contextual and tactical constraints but more precisely highlight the impact of manipulating
small-sided game constraints (formats, rules, and pitch configurations) on spatial organization and co-
llective engagement.

These results provide concrete practical implications for coaches: manipulating game formats, pitch size
and configuration, task rules, and verbal instructions—as well as using “floater” players or visual refe-
rence markers—represents an effective lever for modulating tactical behaviors and balancing collective
performance with individual participation. Considering players’ age, biological maturation, and skill le-
vel allows coaches to tailor constraints to maximize learning and tactical involvement.

For future research, it would be relevant to conduct randomized controlled trials comparing different
SSG formats on variables such as space occupation, movement regularity, offensive creativity, and de-
fensive synchronization over extended periods to assess long-term effects. Comparative studies across
competitive levels and age categories also help better understand the evolution of tactical behavior and
guide tailored recommendations for player development. Finally, integrating combined physical, tech-
nical, and tactical data could provide a more holistic and accurate assessment of collective engagement
during small-sided games.

Conclusions
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________|
This systematic review aimed to analyze the influence of small-sided games (SSGs) on football players’
tactical engagement. The results demonstrate that SSGs represent a highly adaptable tactical tool, in
which constraints related to format, pitch size, rules, and coach instructions predictably influence both
individual and collective behaviors. These findings confirm that SSGs can be strategically employed to
develop tailored tactical principles for players’ profiles and training objectives. Finally, future re-
search—including controlled trials and the integration of physical, technical, and tactical measures—is
required to deepen understanding of collective adaptations and to optimize integrated training approa-
ches in football.
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