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SMALL SIDED GAMES

Small sided games are any game played

with less than eleven-a-side teams.

Eleven-a-side soccer is an adult game

devised by and for adults to play.  While

US Youth Soccer includes all age groups

up to U19, the U16 and older age groups

are allowed to play adult, as well as,

youth soccer.
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SMALL SIDED GAMES

Therefore, the U15 and younger age

groups are the ones that can and

should be involved in small-sided

games.  The objective of small-sided

games is a stair step approach for

young players to grow into the adult

game of 11 versus 11.
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SSG BENEFITS TO PLAYERS

Soccer games smaller than 11 versus 11 provide many critical

advantages to players including:

VThe ability to repeatedly contact the ball and 

the ability to repeatedly experience basic 

tactical problems.

VIn terms of player development, this ability to 

actively participate is directly related to fun 

and enjoyment and to the issues 

surrounding quality of play and the retention 

of players.
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SSG BENEFITS TO PLAYERS

VMakes it difficult for players to ñhideò in SSG, 

all players must attack and defend in order 

for their team to succeed (mobility).

VMore space + fewer numbers = less 

bunching.  Enhanced tactical awareness 

(positioning).  The game is less complicated 

and easier to understand.
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SSG BENEFITS TO PLAYERS

VPlayers under twelve are routinely structured 

into formal positions at ages when their 

spatial awareness and technical range do not 

lend themselves to a practical understanding 

of large group tactics.

VMore ñfunò and personal enjoyment; due to 

small fields and simplified rules.
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SSG BENEFITS TO PLAYERS

VMore playing time, which encourages 

maximum individual participation.

VMore individual involvement improves 

fitness.

VMore responsibility, every child has greater 

opportunities to score or stop the opponents 

from scoring, this builds their self-esteem 

and self-confidence.
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SSG BENEFITS TO PLAYERS

VMore freedom of expression; there are no 

positions; children will find their own 

position (U6 & U8).  A player can be a 

forward, midfielder and defender during the 

course of the game.  Children will migrate to 

areas of the field where they feel 

comfortable.  When they are older we will 

discover their best position.

VMore child-centered not coach controlled.
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SSG BENEFITS TO PLAYERS

VMore children will play.  For example five 

four-a-side fields can fit inside a full sized 

field.  This allows for 40 youngsters to play at 

the same time instead of 22.

VMore experience in all phases of the game. 

There is no hiding or dominant player 

hogging the ball.  Every child has to 

participate in all facets of the game, attack 

and defend.  The emphasis is on PLAYER 

DEVELOPMENT.
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EVIDENCE OF VALUE OF SSG

The move to SSG for preteen players is

based on educational research on the

way children learn.  Just as with their

academic education their soccer

education is progressive.  Empirical

studies have been conducted into the

improvement in the game environment

for children in SSG as opposed to the

adult version of soccer.
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EVIDENCE OF VALUE OF SSG

There is also evidence, from exercise

physiology studies, of improved

physical fitness due to the SSG

environment.  Anecdotal inquiry shows

psychologically children prefer the

SSG format.
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EVIDENCE OF VALUE OF SSG

ÁMathematical formula

ÁObservation analysis

ÁPhysiological data

ÁBiological stages of growth

ÁCognitive stages of growth

ÁSocial/Emotional stages of growth

ÁCOMMON SENSE
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Levels of Interaction
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Levels of Interaction              n(n-1)

Á2-players 2

Á3-players 6

Á4-players 12

Á5-players 20

Á6-players 30

Á7-players 42

Á8-players 56

Á9-players 72

Á10-players 90

Á11-players 110

Á12-players 132

Á13-players 156

Á14-players 182

Á16-players 240

Á18-players 306

Á20-players 380

Á22-players 462
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EVIDENCE OF VALUE OF SSG

VMathematical Formula

ðLevels (or lines) of interaction are the 

possible passing connections 

between players.  Each time another 

player enters the field of play the 

level of complexity of the game 

environment increases.  The 

interactions are tactical possibilities.
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LINES OF INTERACTION

ÁThe point of attach is the place on 

the field where the pass was 

initiated.

ÁThe point of insertion is the place on 

the field where the pass finished.
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3 v 3
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3 VS 3

ÁBlack = 14 interactions (12/team plus 2 between 

1st & 2nd defender)

ÁGreen = 6 interactions

ÁBlue = 4 interactions

ÁPurple = 6 interactions

ÁTOTAL = 30

ÁSolid Lines = strongest interactions

ÁDotted Lines = secondary interactions

ÁCurved Lines = tertiary (reduced) interactions
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3 VS 3

Each player has 4-6 strong interactions, 0-4

intermediate interactions and 0-2 weak

interactions based on static relative

positions.  Players at the point of attach

have the most interactions (10) or options.

Obviously, to exploit individual differences

in the match-ups, players could and should

rotate through the scheme.
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4 v 4
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4 VS 4

ÁBlack = 26 interactions (12/team & 2 between 1st

attacker & defender)

ÁGreen = 8 interactions

ÁBlue = 6 interactions

ÁPurple = 8 interactions

ÁYellow = 8 interactions

ÁTOTAL = 56

ÁSolid Lines = strongest primary interactions

ÁDotted Lines = secondary interactions

ÁCurved Lines = tertiary (reduced) interactions
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4 VS 4

Each player has 6-8 strong interactions, 0-4

intermediate interactions and 2-8 weak

interactions based on static relative

positions.  Players at the point of attach

have the most interactions (14) or options.

Obviously, to exploit individual differences

in the match-ups, players could and should

rotate through the scheme.
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6 v 6
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6 VS 6

ÁBlack = 62 interactions (30 within each team, 2 

between 1st attacker & defender)

ÁGreen = 12 interactions

ÁBlue = 10 interactions

ÁPurple = 12 interactions

ÁYellow = 12 interactions

ÁRed = 12 interactions

ÁWhite = 12 interactions

ÁTOTAL = 132
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6 VS 6

ÁSolid Lines = strongest primary interactions

ÁDotted Lines = secondary interactions

ÁCurved Lines = tertiary (reduced) 

interactions

ÁCurved Dash-Dot Lines = quaternary (low 

likelihood) interactions
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6 VS 6

New (secondary) interactions have

appeared within the same team and new

interactions with low likelihood

(quaternary) interactions between

back row players of both teams.  Each

player has 8-10 strong interactions, 0-4

intermediate interactions and 4-12 weak

interactions based on static relative

positions.
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6 VS 6

Players at the point of attach have the

most interactions (14) or options.

Obviously, to exploit individual

differences in the match-ups, players

could and should rotate through the

scheme.
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8 v 8
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8 VS 8

ÁBlack = 114 interactions

ÁBlue = 14 interactions

ÁGreen = 16 interactions

ÁPurple = 16 interactions

ÁYellow = 16 interactions

ÁWhite = 16 interactions

ÁRed = 16 interactions

ÁDark Green = 16 interactions

ÁLime Green = 16 interactions

ÁTOTAL = 240
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EVIDENCE OF VALUE OF SSG

VObservation Analysis

ð The purpose of the following study, conducted by 

the California Youth Soccer Association ïSouth 

using SoftSport SecondLook software, was to 

collect data to compare the 4 vs. 4 game to the 8 

vs. 8 game for U8 players.
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Jackie - Player Performance - Total Passes

Blue Team  - No ñ2ò

Total Passes

Comparison

8 v 8 game (12)

(46)4 v 4 game

She lost the pass

to her teammates 

She initiated the pass

to her teammatesShe initiated the pass

to her teammates 

She competed the pass

to her teammates

Legend:

(5)

4 v 4 

game

8x8 

game
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Jackie - Player Performance - Total Passes
Blue Team  - No ñ2ò

Å

Å

Å

Å

Å

Å

Å

Å

Å

Å

Game GO IG SH IS CP LP TP CR IP CK

4  v  4 1 0 1 0 18 28 46 39% 42 0

8  v  8 1 0 1 9 3 9 12 25% 9 0

Head-to-Head Comparison
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Observations & Analysis

Jackie - Player Performance - Total Passes

Blue Team  - No ñ2ò

8 v 8 game

ÅShe was assigned to play as a attacking player (the data showed that she played 

mostly as a forward)
ÅShe had 12 total passes

ÅShe completed 3 passes with a completion rate of 25%

ÅShe intercepted 9 passes

ÅMost of her passes were forward (none into the penalty area)

4 v 4 game

ÅShe played all positions (according to the data shown in the small field)

ÅShe had 46 total passes (the highest in the game by both team players)

ÅNo positions were assigned (she moved on her own all over the field)

ÅShe completed 18 passes with a completion rate of 39%

ÅShe intercepted 42 passes

ÅMost of her passes were forward but some were in the lateral direction
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Jackie - Player Performance - Total Passes

Comparison of Jackieôs Performance

8 v 8 versus 4 v 4 game

ÅShe had almost 4 times more passes in the small game

ÅShe scored 1 goal and had 1 shot on goal in both games

ÅHer completion rate was up (from 25% to 35% in the small game))

ÅShe intercepted almost 5 times more balls from the opponent in the small 

game

ÅShe had 6 times more completed passes in the small game (from 3 to 18 

passes)
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Laura - Player Performance - Total Passes

Red Team  - No ñ4ò

Total Passes

Comparison

8x8 

game

4 v 4 

game

She lost the pass

to her opponent

She initiated the pass 

to her teammatesShe initiated the pass

to her teammates

She completed the  pass

to her teammates

Legend:

(8)

(31)4 v 4 game

8 v 8 game
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Laura - Player Performance - Total Passes
Red Team  - No ñ4ò

Game GO IG SH IS CP LP TP CR IP CK

4  v  4 2 0 3 0 10 21 31 32% 17 0

8  v  8 0 0 0 0 5 3 8 62% 5 0

Head-to-Head Comparison
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8 v 8 game

ÅShe was assigned to play as a defender (she did play mostly as a mid/left 

defender)

ÅShe had 8 total passes

ÅShe completed 5 passes with a completion rate of 62%

ÅOnly one pass went into the attacking half

ÅShe intercepted 5 passes

ÅMost of her passes were forward

4 v 4 game

ÅNo positions were assigned. (She moved on her own all over the field)

ÅShe played mid-field/ fwd (according to the data shown in the small field)

ÅShe had 31 total passes

ÅShe completed 10 passes with a completion rate of 32%

ÅShe intercepted 17 passes

ÅMost of her passes were forward but some were in the lateral direction

Observations & Analysis

Laura - Player Performance - Total Passes

Red Team  - No ñ4ò
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Comparison of Lauraôs Performance

8 v 8 versus 4 v 4 game

Å She had almost 4 times more passes in the small game

Å She scored 2 goals and 3 shots on the small game

Å She intercepted more than 3 times the ball from the opponent

Å Her completion rate was down (most of her lost passes were in the 

attacking ½)

Å She had 2 times more completed passes in the small game 

(10 versus 5 passes)

Laura - Player Performance - Total Passes

Red Team  - No ñ4ò
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Page - Player Performance - Total Passes

Blue Team  - No ñ12ò

Total Passes

Comparison

8 v 8 game (2)

4 v 4 game (28)

She lost the pass 

to her teammates

She initiated the pass

to her teammates
She completed the pass

to her teammates

4 v 4 

game

8x8

game

Legend:

(7)

She Initiated the pass

to her teammates
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Page - Player Performance - Total Passes
Blue Team  - No ñ12ò

Å

Å

Å

Å

Å

Game GO IG SH IS CP LP TP CR IP CK

4  v  4 2 0 5 0 10 18 28 36% 29 0

8  v  8 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 0% 2 0

Head-to-Head Comparison
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Observations & Analysis

Page - Player Performance - Total Passes
Blue Team  - No ñ12ò

8 v 8 game

ÅShe had 2 total passes and she lost both of them to the opponent

ÅShe was assigned to play as a defender

ÁHer completion rate = 0%

ÅShe intercepted 2 passes
4 v 4 game

ÅNo positions were assigned (She moved on her own all over the field)

ÅShe had 28 total passes ïmost of her passes were forward direction

ÅShe played mostly at mid-field/ fwd (according to the data shown in the small 

game)
Å She scored 2 goals and took 5 shots on goal

ÅShe intercepted 29 passes

ÅShe completed 10 passes with a completion rate of 36%



42

Á She had almost 14 times more passes in the small game

Á She scored 2 goals and 5 shots in the small game and 
none in the large game

Á She intercepted almost 15 times the ball from the 
opponent in the small game

Á Her completion rate was 36% in the small game and 0 in 
the large game

Á She went from no completed passes in the large game 
to 10 completed passes in the large game (from o to 10 
passes)

ÁMost of her passes were in the attacking half

Page - Player Performance - Total Passes
Blue Team  - No ñ12ò

Comparison of Pageôs Performance

8 v 8 versus 4 v 4 game
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Observational Analysis

ÁIn the 4 vs. 4 game on a smaller field, most of 
the players (88%) touched the ball 3-4 times 
more in several different categories such as: 
goals, shots on goal, completed and lost 
passes and total passes while still 
maintaining similar completion ratios of 31 
versus 35%.

Á When no positions were given to the players 
(the player's were free to move around the 
field) the results were that they were much 
more involved & subsequently touched the 
ball 3-4 times more.
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More Players Benefited

4 vs. 4

Á 14 of 16 players 

had over 19 passes 

Á Only 1 less than 12 

Á None less than 8

8 vs. 8

Á Only 3 of 16 

players had more 

than 12

Á None more than 18

Á 6 between 2-6
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

2-6 8-11 12-18 19-31 32-46

8v8

4v4

# of passes

# of 
players

20 minute games



45

Observational Analysis

Á In the 8 vs. 8 game, two or three players 

dominated the game in passes and dribbles.

ÁThe observation of the game was that the 4 

vs. 4 game flowed with little breaks 

compared to the 8 vs. 8 game which had 

many breaks due to restarts from goals, 

shots on goals, throw-ins and dribbles by 2-3 

dominating players.
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Observational Analysis

ÁBased on the oral survey, 88% of the players 
answered the oral survey questions #2 and #3 
(which game did you have more fun playing, 
on the small field or the bigger field?) & (which 
game allowed you to touch the ball more 8 vs. 
8 or 4 vs. 4?) in favor of the 4 vs. 4 small-sided 
game.

ÁThe individual Player Performance Analysis 
clearly illustrates a much more active involved 
player in the 4 vs. 4 game in comparison with 
that same player that seemed hidden and 
uninvolved in the 8 vs. 8 game.
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Touches per Game Study (U10 boys)

For U10 team

Å11 vs. 11
Å 22 touches in 60 minutes

Å Average (.37 touches per minute)

Å4 vs. 4 
Å 205 touches in 48 minutes

Å Average (4.3 touches per minute)

0

50

100

150

200

250

11v11 (60 minutes)

4v4 (48 minutes)
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Mini Soccer

What Game Format and Development Model is Best?

A Study by the Sports University of Cologne



49

The Study

ÁConducted by the German Football Association, in 

conjunction with Sports University of Cologne on 6-10 

year olds

Á1992 ï11 vs. 11 on 68 x 95 yard fields

Á1994 ï4 vs. 4 and 7 vs. 7 on 40 x 30 and 50 x 70 

yard fields respectively

Á1995 ï6 vs. 6 and 7 vs. 7 games on 40 x 36 yard 

and 36 x 55 yard fields respectively

Á2 x 5 yard wide goals used in all cases
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11 vs. 11 On Smaller Field

ÁHigh Lactate Levels - Over 4200 

yards covered in 50 minutes

ÁBall contacts - 38 average in 

midfield, only 20 on defense

ÁTactics and rules too complicated 

for this age group

ÁConclusion: Totally 

inappropriate for this age group, 

high danger of ñburnoutò!
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7 vs. 7 on Half Field (50x70 yards.)

ÁField is still too big for this age

ÁHard to distribute players evenly

ÁNo build up in midfield, goals are scored from long 

uncontrolled passes causing breakaways or mistakes 

by opponents

ÁNo attacking imagination used or learned

ÁConclusion: Better than 11 vs. 11 but still not the 

best format
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Physical Stresses 
Players cover 4236 yards in 25 minutes, compared to a 

professional Bundesliga player who covers only about 1000 yards 

more in the same period.

Lactate Levels in mmol/l - 11v11 

against 7v7

0
0.5

1
1.5

2
2.5

3
3.5

4

Mid 1st half End First

Half

Mid 2nd Half End 2nd Half

11v11 7v7
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4 vs. 4 on 40 x 30 (5 vs. 5 with GK)

Á Teaches all the building blocks - dribbling, shooting, passing 

and ball control followed by tackling and heading

Á Frequent 1 vs. 1 situations

Á Attack oriented game - frequency of shots much higher than 

any other game

Á Few opportunities for tactical mistakes, therefore accent is on 

technical training

Á 20 x 30 fields should be used for training

Á Conclusion: Provides the best vehicle for enjoyment and 

activity.  A must for players who do not have a high level of 

technical development.
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7 vs. 7 in Smaller (35 x 55) Field

ÁOptimal physical load on players

Á Teaches flexible attacking and defending

Á Lots of ball contact - less talented players are involved more

ÁMore opportunity to practice basic elements of good soccer

ÁMore opportunities to attack and defend

Á Conclusion: The ideal game for young players with good 

technical ability, but it must be used in conjunction with 4 

vs. 4 training and tournaments



55

Attacking Tactics in 7 vs. 7
Ideal Field vs. Half Field

Methods used to set up shots on Goal 

per 10 minutes- Ideal Field vs Half Field

0.00

1.00

2.00

3.00

4.00

5.00

6.00

7.00

Dribbling Crossing Passing Opp.

Error

30x55

1/2 Field
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Number of Ball Touches per Player

In 10 Minutes

Touches on the Ball Per 10 Minutes

0

2

4

6

8
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12

14

16

Ball Contacts

4v4

6v6

7v7 Ideal

7v7 Half

11v11
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Average Score at Half Time

Á7 vs. 7 in Ideal Field 7-6

Á7 vs. 7 in Half Field 4-2

Á11 vs. 11 Junior Field 2-1
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Training Objectives

üProvide maximum fun and enjoyment for 

the players

üChallenge players

üDevelop playing ability incrementally

üCreate opportunities for success, 

regardless of ability
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Developmental Considerations

ÁChildren like to compete with each other

ÁSkills need to be developed in playful environment

ÁPlayers canôt learn when game demands skills or tactics 

they havenôt yet learned

Á If they encounter the same situation many times over, 

they learn to deal with it

ÁComplicated rules, such as offside, detract from the ability 

to learn fundamentals

ÁCommonly accepted now that ages 8 to 12 are ideal for 

developing technique and coordination

Á In spite of this many coaches continue to implement adult 

rules and strategies, which hinder this development
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Coaching Considerations

ÁItôs not enough to merely substitute smaller games for 11 
vs. 11

ÁBasic concepts such as passing, control, dribbling and ball 
possession must be taught

ÁPlayers should not be forced into rigid positional 
responsibilities until they have mastered the basics

ÁDevelopment is a long term process and the playersô 
enjoyment should take precedence over that of the 
parents - games that teach soccer fundamentals may not 
be the most exciting to watch

ÁBy changing conditions and variations of the training 
games the coach can alter the playing style of the children
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Conclusions:

Á4 vs. 4 and 5 vs. 5 (with goalkeeper) training and 

tournament games are a must for technical and 

basic tactical development

Á7 vs. 7 in a 35 x 55 or 40 x 60 yard field provides 

the ideal game for players who have already 

acquired enough technical development to allow 

them to cope with more testing tactical decisions

Á4 vs. 4 MUST be used regularly in training and 

tournaments
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4 vs. 4 versus 8 vs. 8

Itôs all about Touches and Opportunitiesé.

Passes: +135% or 585 more passes in 4v4 games

Shots Taken: +260% or 481 more shots in 4v4 games

Goals Scored: +500% or 301 more goals in 4v4 games

1v1ôs: +225% or 525 more 1v1ôs in 4v4 games

Tricks, Turns and Moves: +280% or 436 more tricks, turns 

and moves

These data were collected in a 2002-2003 study conducted for Manchester United 

Football Club by Dr. Rick Fernoglio, a lecturer in Exercise Science at Manchester 

Metropolitan University.  Fifteen (15) 4v4 and 8v8 games were videotaped and 

analyzed for the study.  This study was reported on page 6 of the March 2004 edition 

of Success in Soccer magazine.
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Conclusions:

Á7 vs. 7 in half field and 11 vs. 11 are totally 
inappropriate for players under 12 years of 
age as they encourage Kick and Run Soccer

ÁKick and Run Soccer does not develop the 
building blocks - close control, passing, 
dribbling and ball possession
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BIOLOGICAL STAGES

Á Infancy and toddler ages span from birth 

to approximately 5-years-old

ÁChildhood extends from the age of 5 to 

15

ÁThe average age for the beginning of 

pubescence in girls is 10 years with a 

range from 7-14; for boys, age 12 with a 

range from 9-16

ÁThe general range for adolescence is 15 

to 23 years of age
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Ages 4 to 9 Childhood Ages 10-14 

Puberty

Ages 15 to 23 

Adolescence

Ages 24 to 35 Adulthood

Mostly technical 

repetitions, 

psychologically friendly 

and positive, simple 

combinations, decision 

making activities.  

Individual basic skills 

with an emphasis on 

keeping ball possession.  

Lots of balance and 

coordination exercises.

More combinations on 

offense and defense.  

Many decision making 

environments.  

Psychologically positive 

with correction.  

Advanced competitive 

skills against match 

opponents.  Tactically 

work on the roles of 

attack and defense and 

the basic principles of 

play.  Exercises should 

focus on endurance, 

flexibility and speed.

Tactical application of 

ball skills.  Intense 

fitness training now 

becomes a part of the 

training routine.  Much 

of the focus of training 

is now on group and 

team tactics.  Fitness 

training with an 

emphasis on speed, 

flexibility, strength and 

stamina.

Soccer is now either a 

recreational activity or a 

job.  Consequently 

training will reflect this 

reality.

MATCHES MATCHES MATCHES MATCHES

Matches of 3- to 6-a-

side.  No leagues or 

standings!  No 

tournaments ïfestivals 

instead.  Many fun and 

competitive games.

Matches of 8- to 11-a-

side.  Selection (try-

outs) should not begin 

until the U13 age group.  

Less emphasis on the 

match results and more 

emphasis on playersô 

performances.

11-a-side matches with a 

strong emphasis on 

combination play.  

Matches should be used 

as a learning 

opportunity to execute 

new tactical concepts 

and team formations.

Play to win!
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COGNITIVE GROWTH

0    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    10     11    12

Years

Sensory-Motor

Pre-Operational

Concrete Operational 

Formal Operational 
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SOCIAL/EMOTIONAL GROWTH

Á4- to 8-years-old

ð From self-centered to playmates & sharing

ð Developing a conscience

Á8- to 10-years-old

ð Developing a conscience

ð Begin to initiate activities on their own

Á10- to 12-years-old

ð Developing a sense of self-worth

ð Gender social roles coming to the fore
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SOCIAL/EMOTIONAL GROWTH

ÁPiaget's Stages in Consciousness of Rules

0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12

Years

ÁProduct of Mutual Consent

ÁSacred, Untouchable

ÁNot Coercive
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SOCIAL/EMOTIONAL GROWTH

ÁPiaget's Stages in the Practice of Rules

0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12

ÁCodification

ÁCooperation

ÁEgocentric

ÁMotor
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IMPLEMENTATION OF SSG

Logistical Issues

V FIELD AVAILABILITY

V Markings and size

V REFEREES

V No need for them in the U6 & U8 matches

V Training for novice referees in the U10 & U12 matches

V COACHES

V Field Coordinators

V Facilitators

V ROSTER SIZE

V Less structured óteamsô for U6 & U8 é players show up and play

V GOALS

V Cones or corner flags in lieu of or in addition to regular goals
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IMPLEMENTATION OF SSG

ÁDiagram of the dual field layout:
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A1

A2

B2

B1

A1

A2

B1

B2

1st Half

2nd Half

Only need to 
switch one of the 
teams at half time
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IMPLEMENTATION OF SSG
Maximizing Current Field Availability


