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Abstract

Purpose: The aim of this study was to compare the effects of short-term training based on
small-sided games with traditional skill-based training on selected physical fitness indicators
among novice Iraqi youth football players.

Methodology: The research employed a quasi-experimental method using a pre-test—
post-test design with control and experimental groups. The statistical population consisted
of children aged 10 to 12 years in Baghdad. A total of 45 participants were selected
voluntarily and based on inclusion and exclusion criteria through convenience sampling.
The participants were randomly assigned into three groups of 15 (one control group and
two experimental groups). The tests included the 27.5-meter sprint test (speed), the 4X9
meter shuttle run (agility), the Sargent jump test (vertical jump/power), the Wells sit-and-
reach test (flexibility), and the one-leg standing test (balance; also referred to as the Stork
test). The intervention protocol consisted of training programs lasting 10 weeks, with
sessions held four times per week, each lasting 60 minutes. Univariate analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA) was used for data analysis. All statistical operations were conducted using SPSS
version 25, with a significance level set at p < .05.

Findings: The results indicated that novice football players who received short-term small-
sided games-based training showed significantly better balance, power, speed, and
flexibility than those who received traditional skill-based training (p < .001). However,
there was no statistically significant difference between the groups in agility (p = 1.00).
Conclusion: It can be concluded that short-term training based on small-sided games was
more effective than traditional skill-based training in all variables except agility.
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

Football is a dynamic and demanding sport characterized by intermittent high- and low-intensity activities, such as sprinting, jumping,
and tackling, interspersed with walking or jogging for recovery (Stolen etal., 2005). To perform effectively, players must develop several
physical fitness attributes including speed, agility, balance, flexibility, and power (Reilly, 2005). In recent years, coaches and sports
scientists have placed growing emphasis on training modalities that replicate match conditions while promoting both physical and technical
development. Among these, small-sided games (SSG) have attracted attention due to their potential to simultaneously improve aerobic

and anaerobic fitness, technical skills, and tactical awareness (Dellal et al., 2012; Iacono et al., 2021).

Evidence suggests that SSGs, especially when played with fewer players and on smaller fields, demand higher physiological exertion,
reflected in elevated heart rates and blood lactate levels (K6klii et al., 2011; Halouani et al., 2017). These physiological markers are
indicative of high-intensity effort, which is beneficial for developing the cardiovascular and muscular systems relevant to football
performance (Hammami et al., 2018). SSGs have also been shown to contribute to improvements in jump height, peak power, and
aerobic conditioning (Los Arcos et al., 2015; Radziminski et al., 2013).

Parallel to the use of SSGs, skill-based training (SBT) has also proven effective, particularly when performed at maximal intensities. This
method emphasizes technical refinement while simultancously challenging physical capacity, especially in young and developing athletes
(Gabbett, 2008; Sii, 2015). For example, maximal-intensity skill drills have been linked to notable improvements in sprint performance

and agility in youth athletes (Gabbett, 2008).

Although both SSG and SBT approaches have been widely researched, few studies directly compare their relative effectiveness across
multiple physical fitness domains in novice players. Given that both methods can be employed in youth development contexts,
understanding their differential impact is critical. This study aimed to compare the effects of a 10-week SSG-based training program with
a traditional SBT program on selected physical fitness indicators (balance, power, speed, flexibility, and agility) among novice Iraqi youth

football players.
Methods and Materials

This quasi-experimental study employed a pre-test—post-test design with control and experimental groups. Participants included 45
volunteer male football novices aged 10 to 12 from Baghdad, Iraq. They were randomly assigned to one of three groups: small-sided

games training (SSG), skill-based training (SBT), or a control group, with 15 individuals in each.

Pre- and post-intervention assessments were conducted using standard physical fitness tests: the 27.5-meter sprint test for speed, the 4X9
meter shuttle run for agility, the Sargent jump test for vertical power, the Wells sit-and-reach test for flexibility, and the one-leg standing

(Stork) test for balance. The intervention lasted 10 weeks, with training sessions held four times per wecek for 60 minutes each.

The SSG group engaged in football-specific games with reduced player numbers and constrained field sizes, designed to simulate real
match conditions and promote high physical and tactical engagement. The SBT group participated in technical drills with maximal effort,
emphasizing passing, shooting, and dribbling under supervised, progressive intensities. The control group maintained their regular

physical education routine.

Data analysis was performed using SPSS v25. Univariate analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was applied to control for pre-test scores and

determine post-intervention differences among the groups. Statistical significance was setat p < .05.
Findings

The demographic analysis showed no significant differences in age, height, weight, or BMI across the three groups, confirming group

equivalence at baseline.

After the intervention, significant differences emerged among the groups in balance, power, speed, and flexibility. The SSG group

outperformed both the SBT and control groups in balance, with statistically significant differences (p < .001). Similarly, in terms of



power, both experimental groups improved significantly compared to the control, but the SSG group showed greater gains than the SBT
group (p < .001).

Speed also improved significantly in the SSG group relative to both the SBT and control groups (p < .001), indicating the superior efficacy
of game-based training in enhancing sprint capacity. Flexibility followed the same trend, with the SSG group displaying significantly higher
gains compared to the SBT and control groups (p < .001). The SBT group, while showing moderate improvements, did not reach

statistical significance over the control in flexibility.

However, agility did not show a statistically significant difference between the SSG and SBT groups (p = 1.00), although the SSG group
significantly outperformed the control group (p < .05). These findings indicate that while both training interventions are beneficial, SSG
may offer more comprehensive improvements across multiple domains of physical fitness.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study highlighted the relative effectiveness of small-sided games versus traditional skill-based training in improving specific physical
fitness indicators in novice youth football players. The findings suggest that the SSG approach was superior in enhancing balance, speed,
power, and flexibility compared to SBT, with agility being the only domain where no significant difference was observed between the

two experimental groups .

The superiority of SSG can be attributed to its dynamic, game-like structure that mimics match intensity and variability. These
characteristics likely led to greater neuromuscular adaptations and motor learning in balance and coordination-related tasks. Furthermore,
the elevated cardiovascular and muscular demands of SSG likely played a critical role in developing speed and power more effectively
than isolated technical drills.

Although SBT also yielded positive effects, particularly in power and to a lesser extent in agility, its more repetitive and less dynamic
nature may have limited its impact across multiple physical domains. The lack of significant improvement in flexibility and balance in the

SBT group suggests that game-based movement variability may be a key factor in fostering comprehensive physical development.

Interestingly, agility remained relatively unchanged across groups, which may reflect the complexity of this attribute, requiring more
targeted neuromuscular coordination, reaction time, and directional changes that may not be fully addressed in ecither training model

within a short timeframe.

These results have important implications for youth football development programs. Coaches secking to optimize physical fitness gains in
young athletes may benefit from incorporating more small-sided game formats into their training regimes. Not only do these games

improve physical performance, but they also maintain player motivation and engagement through their competitive and enjoyable nature.

However, it is worth noting that the generalizability of these findings is limited by the relatively small sample size and the specificity of
the population studied. Future research could expand upon this work by incorporating larger, more diverse samples and exploring the

iong-term retention of fitness gains from each training modality.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that short-term, small-sided games-based training is more effective than traditional skill-based
training in improving balance, speed, power, and flexibility in novice youth football players. Coaches and practitioners are encouraged
to leverage SSGs not only to enhance physical development but also to cultivate tactical and technical proficiency in a holistic manner.

These findings support the integration of SSGs as a foundational component of training curricula for young athletes.
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