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 Small-sided games (SSG) are popular in team sports training because they are thought to 

promote physiological, kinematic, and tactical benefits. Researchers in the football codes 

often use this as a rationale for conducting SSG-related investigations. However, the 

prevalence of SSG has not been scientifically documented in rugby union (RU). Therefore, 

the purpose of this study was to examine the prevalence of SSG in RU and develop 

understanding of how SSG are implemented in RU practice. An anonymous, multiple-choice 

electronic survey including a proposed consensus definition was dispersed globally through 

email and several social media platforms. The survey was launched and re-distributed six 

times at regular intervals over a one-year period. One hundred and fifteen responses were 

collected from various RU coaching strata. The respondents ratified the proposed 

definition, identifying SSG as modifiable methods representative of the full game, which 

can be used to target various training outcomes. Ninety-nine percent of survey participants 

used SSG. The largest cohort was characterised by ≥5 years of coaching experience (n = 

76; 66% of sample) in New Zealand (n = 89; 77%), fulfilling the role of head coach (n = 

61; 53%) to male RU players (n = 79; 69%). Eighty-five percent of coaches (n = 98; 85%) 

reported using SSG every 1 to 3 sessions. 3v3 (top 1) and 5v5 (top 3) were the most popular 

formats. These formats were used to improve technique (n = 30; 26%) and promote fun (n 

= 29; 25%). SSG are widespread and frequently used by New Zealand RU coaches through 

involving different numbers of players. RU staff have a uniform conceptual understanding 

of SSG. The implementation of SSG is related to coaching roles. Meaningful differences in 

the implementation of SSG are plausible in RU practice depending on playing levels, 

coaching experience, player sex, and geographic location.  
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1. Introduction  

Small-sided games (SSG) are modified versions of team sports, 

or non team sport-specific games, lauded and prescribed for their 

potential to concurrently enhance physiological, technical, 

tactical, as well as social qualities in a sport-specific manner 

(Aguiar et al., 2012; Davids et al., 2013; Fernández-Espínola et 

al., 2020; Gabbett et al., 2009a; Hammami et al., 2017; Kinnerk 

et al., 2018). Interest in SSG has increased in the last two decades 

as evidenced by the body of research examining SSG for general 

use and in specific sports. Rugby union (RU), however, remains 

understudied in this research area (Aguiar et al., 2012; Bujalance-

Moreno et al., 2018; Fernández-Espínola et al., 2020; Gabbett et 

al., 2009b; Halouani et al., 2014; Hammami et al., 2018; Harrison 

et al., 2015; Hill-Haas et al., 2011; Impellizzeri et al., 2006; 

Kinnerk et al., 2018; Sarmento et al., 2018).  

Researchers in a variety of sports, including basketball, 

lacrosse, handball, Gaelic football, volleyball, soccer, and RU and 

league have consistently alluded to the popularity of SSG in 

training practice. This notion of common practice-based use has 
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in fact generally served as a prelude to the scientific rationale for 

examining SSG outcomes (Abrantes et al., 2012; Belka et al., 

2017; Conte et al., 2017; Gabbett, 2008; Gabbett et al., 2010; 

Hauer et al., 2018; Mangan et al., 2019; Weakley et al., 2019). 

The evidence shows that SSG generally improve various fitness, 

skill, and tactical markers (Hammami et al., 2017; Kinnerk et al., 

2018). Yet the quantitative data available is not definitive on all 

accounts (Kinnerk et al., 2018), nor do SSG replicate match 

intensities in all contexts (Tee et al., 2016). Incorporating the 

specific performance context might mitigate the documented 

discrepancy between training and match demands (Campbell et 

al., 2018; Hartwig et al., 2011; Tee et al., 2016) in the pursuit of 

planned success (Tee et al., 2018).  

RU is a highly demanding, physical, tactical, and skill-based 

team sport, which taxes all energy systems and requires a 

complete and position-specific movement arsenal (Deutsch et al., 

2007; Duthie et al., 2003; Hogarth et al., 2016; McLean, 1992). 

Rugby competition is characterised by long-duration games (80 

minutes), consisting of repeated intermittent bouts of short-

duration high-intensity effort, interspersed with longer periods at 

lower intensity (Austin et al., 2011; Hogarth et al., 2016). The 

specific game demands consist of a multitude of activities 

including running, passing, tackling, mauling, kicking, jumping, 

and scrummaging (Deutsch et al., 2007).  

The body of knowledge regarding rugby union SSG (SSGRU) 

is still in its infancy, with only a limited number of studies 

focusing on the RU-specific population. Within this specific 

performance-context, the efficacy of SSGRU, their design and 

constraint-factors, and the influence of player characteristics and 

feedback on internal and external loading, have been investigated 

(Chadwick et al., 2019; Gamble, 2004; Kennett et al., 2012; 

Taylor et al., 2020; Tee et al., 2016; Vaz et al., 2015; Vaz et al., 

2016; Vaz et al., 2012; Weakley et al., 2019).  The scarcity and 

heterogeneity of these studies severely limits inferences about the 

RU population regarding SSG. The presupposition of widespread 

use, as a scientific rationale, is in line with that of other team 

sports. However, here too, scant evidence of SSGRU prevalence, 

or details of its usage in RU training practice are in fact available 

(Hogarth et al., 2016; Zanin et al., 2021). Moreover, Thomas and 

colleagues (2013) have shown that the on-field application of 

effective game-based training can be more challenging than the 

literature suggests; the inclusion of these training methods into 

practitioners’ arsenals might not be self-evident. Thomas et al. 

(2013) suggest anchoring SSG into coaches’ education through 

peer-based support, to ensure effective implementation (Thomas 

et al., 2013).  

Despite the potential application of SSG to specific 

performance contexts, and the claims made about the widespread 

use of SSG in RU, the lack of evidence regarding its actual 

practice-based prevalence and implementation impinge on an 

evaluation of SSGRU real-world efficacy. Clearly, evidence-based, 

effective application of SSG could provide important technical, 

tactical, and physical benefits, within specific performance 

contexts in RU. The purpose of this study was therefore to 

establish an understanding of the actual current application of 

these training forms to RU practice, and to identify differentiating 

factors within its implementation, as well as potential asynchrony 

with the literature. In so doing, optimisation can be sought for the 

application of SSGRU, relative to their specific performance 

contexts.  

2. Methods 

This study entails descriptive research regarding the prevalence 

and implementation of SSG within the population of RU 

practitioners through stratification of the sample (n = 115) into 

various cohorts (Table 3). To this end, a questionnaire was 

developed according to methodological good-practice procedures 

for the development of surveys (e-survey), provided by Portney 

and Watkins (2009), as outlined below (Portney & Watkins, 2009). 

2.1. Developmental procedure  

The delineation of the research question was addressed by 

drafting six guiding questions to help direct the setup of the 

investigation (Table 1). These guiding questions were 

complemented by six hypotheses (Table 2), capturing the 

expected study outcome(s). The translation to a questionnaire 

outline was bound to the options available in the Qualtrics Online 

Survey Software (Qualtrics, 2019). Portney and Watkins (2009) 

was consulted regarding the identification and selection process 

of instruments (Portney & Watkins, 2009).  

Qualtrics Survey Software was selected for methodological 

convenience and global reach. The design of the instrument was 

guided by the Qualtrics software workflow (Qualtrics, 2019). All 

preliminary drafts were presented to all co-authors for review and 

adjustments were made through discussion. Upon consensus, the 

pilot survey was presented to six peers, i.e., sport science 

researchers and coaches involved in RU, for testing and revisions. 

Feedback was incorporated to finalise the e-survey. 

 

 

Table 1: Guiding questions for formalising the research question 

Guiding questions 

1. How widely spread is the use of SSG in RU training practice? 

2. What are SSGRU generally used for in RU training practice? 

3. How frequently are SSG used in RU training practice? 

4. Which SSGRU formats are most popular? 

5. What are the specific conditioning goals SSGRU are used for in training practice? 

6. Is there a relationship between RU coaching characteristics and the interpretation and implementation of SSGRU? 
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Table 2: Research question hypotheses 

Hypotheses 

1. SSG are used on every level in RU training practice. 

2. SSG are used for multiple reasons, including match-specific conditioning, game skills development and fun experience/ 

motivation. 

3. SSG are used more frequently with rising playing level. 

4. Mid-range SSG (5v5 – 9v9) are most frequently used.  

5. Match-specific aerobic conditioning is the main conditioning goal when applying SSG in RU training practice. 

6. Implementation and interpretation of SSG in RU will be dependent on coaches’ characteristics. 
 

 

 

The final survey consisted of 24 multiple-choice questions, in 

which click-to-select for pre-formulated absolute or categorical 

options,  drag-and-drop for top-x choice, sliding scale formats for 

percentages, and “Other” input boxes were provided, adhering to 

best-practice survey methodology (Portney & Watkins, 2009); 

ease of use (PC/smartphone), visual appeal, duration, and a 

uniform, yet non-identical ranking (randomisation) of available 

responses were built in. Multiple replies were possible for selected 

questions (e.g., top 5). The survey structure aimed at creating flow 

by first addressing simpler, participant-differentiating 

information, systematically followed by more topic-specific 

questions. Informed consent was integrated, and ethical approval 

was obtained through an institutional ethics committee 

(HREC[Health]2019#15). The survey concluded with an optional 

declaration of additional information. 

2.2. Dispersion  

RU coaching staff were selected as the target population, i.e., 

practitioners involved in the delivery of training to RU players. 

Initial dispersion was done on 07/08/2019, through email lists and 

social media (Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn) available from 

region coaches and staff involved in RU across a broad range of 

coaching levels. In addition, RU governing bodies, individual 

clubs, universities, and schools were randomly targeted via email 

in New Zealand, Australia, Argentina, South Africa, United 

Kingdom, mainland Europe, and Japan. These emails were re-

distributed six times on a regular basis over the course of one year.  

2.3. Analysis 

Qualtrics Online Software was used for data processing. Primary 

results were reported descriptively, based on a selection of outputs; 

absolute total (participants or choice) counts, and percentages of 

total survey sample size or relative to substrata. Mean ± SD were 

reported where appropriate. To identify any statistically 

significant relationships (ƿ ≤ 0.05), crosstabs were formed, and 

Pearson’s Chi-squared test (Chi2) was run and reported with 

degrees of freedom (Df). Cramér’s V Effect Size [ES] was 

included for practical interpretation of the results. A 95% 

confidence interval (CI) was also reported for within category-

comparison using the Wilson Score interval. For further analysis, 

including top one, two, and three sum choice count, and graphical 

outputs, data were exported to a Microsoft Excel 2016 spreadsheet.  

 

3. Results 

3.1. Definition 

The definition provided to the survey participants in order to 

establish an integral baseline understanding, referred to SSGRU as: 

“Any modified version of the full game of rugby (15 v 15), 

whereby through alteration of design variables like player 

number, playing area, time, and rules, a specific training outcome 

is pursued. The games should still be identifiable as rugby-related 

(rugby ball, contact, basic plays).” All but one survey respondent 

(99%) agreed entirely with this definition. A single coach (1%) 

agreed with the definition but felt that it needed to include 

reference to the “constraints-based” approach and “ecological 

dynamics”. 

3.2. Sample characteristics 

One test case and 115 responses (n = 115) were collected over a 

twelve-month period. Ninety-five respondents were still actively 

coaching. Eleven respondents coached on the international level, 

7 professionally (e.g., Super Rugby, Pro14), 19 at national level, 

34 locally, and 44 coached school teams.  Of these respondents, 

61 participants identified as head coach, 24 as strength and 

conditioning coaches, 19 as assistant coaches, and 2 as sport 

scientists. Nine identified as “other”, including a combination role, 

director of rugby, and school rugby coach. Mean coaching 

experience was 4.0 ± 1.2 years. Respondents had predominantly 

been active in New Zealand and Europe. A minority had coached 

in North and South America, Africa, Australia, or Asia. No 

responses were received from the Pacific islands (PI). One 

respondent coached on several continents. The sample 

distributions regarding coaching level and role, experience, 

location, and age-based target group are reported in Table 3. 

Seventy-nine respondents coached male rugby union players 

(69%), whereas five coached female players (4%). The remaining 

31 respondents coached both sexes (27%). 

3.3. SSG prevalence  

No statistically significant relationships were found between 

frequency of SSG implementation in RU and playing level, 

coaching experience, player sex, or geographical location. Nor 

were any of the player age categories statistically significantly 

related to SSG frequency. There was however a strong 

relationship with staff role (Table 4). Eighty-five percent of 
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Table 3: Distribution of respondents by strata characteristics (n) 

Coaching 

level 

International Professional National Local School 

11 7 19 34 44 

Coaching 

position 

Head coach Assistant S&C Scientist Other 

61 19 24 2 9 

Experience 

(years) 
1 1-3 3-5 5-10 10 

2 16 21 22 54 

Geographic 

location 

NZ Aus Eur Asia Afr SA NA PI Multiple 

89 2 13 1 3 1 5 0 1 

Age target 

group 

U6 U8 U10 U12 U14 U16 U18 U21 Seniors 

7# 12# 22# 32# 25# 21# 39# 19# 39# 

Note: S&C = Strength and Conditioning coach; NZ = New Zealand; Aus = Australia; Eur = Europe; Afr = Africa; SA = South America; 

NA = North America; PI = Pacific islands; U(x) = Under (age group); # Of total ‘choice count’ (n = 216): multiple categories optional. 

 

 

respondents (n = 97) reported using SSG regularly to very often, 

i.e., every one to three sessions. Only one school-level coach 

reported to be a non-user; thus, 99% of respondents reported using 

SSG in RU (Figure 1). Most international coaches (55%) used 

SSG every two to three sessions. Of the professional coaches, 

equal numbers (43%) used SSG every session and every two to 

three sessions. Forty-two and 47% of national-level coaches 

reported use of SSG every session and every two to three training 

sessions, respectively. The majority (71%) of local practitioners 

used SSG every session. School rugby coaches mostly used these 

training forms every session (41%), or every two to three sessions 

(41%) (Figure 3). With 44% (CI [31-57%]), local-level coaches 

were significantly overrepresented within the cohort of most 

frequent SSG users, whereas they were underrepresented with 14% 

(CI [7-28%]), in regular SSG use (ƿ ≤ 0.01). 

Stratification by coaching experience for frequency of SSG 

implementation shows a practically meaningful ES (Table 4), 

indicating nuance between categories (Figure 4). Fifty-six percent 

of coaches with more than ten years of experience applied SSG 

every session, most often. In contrast, inexperienced coaches did 

not use SSG every session. Rather, they were inclined to a more 

moderate use. Often and regular SSG use thereafter rises with 

mounting experience, to 83% by ten years of experience. These 

most experienced coaches are statistically underrepresented (9% 

[CI: 2-38%]) for moderate frequency SSG use (≥1/5 sessions) (ƿ 

≤ 0.01), whilst those with 3 to 5 years of experience have 

significantly higher values (46% [CI: 21-72%]) than typical 

within this frequency category (ƿ ≤ 0.05). 

Differences are evident between specific staff; 61% [CI: 48-

72%] of head coaches applied SSG every single session, which is 

significantly more often than coaches in other roles (ƿ ≤ 0.01). 

Consequently, head coaches form 67% of the total amount of very 

frequent SSG users. This is compensated by an atypical low 

proportion of head coaches (28% [CI: 18-40%]) using SSG 

“regularly” (ƿ ≤ 0.05). The opposite was observed with strength 

and conditioning coaches [CI: 43-79%], 63% of which 

implemented SSG at least once per three training sessions, which 

is more than typical (ƿ ≤ 0.01). However, an atypically low value 

of 21% [CI: 9-41%] was found for every session-use (ƿ ≤ 0.01) 

within this role. Forty-two percent of assistant coaches used SSG 

training “very often” and 42% used it “regularly” [CI: 23-64%]. 

 

 

 
 

Table 4: Relationship between population sample characteristics and SSG prevalence 

  Chi2 Df ƿ [ES] 

Playing level  21.00 16 0.179 0.214 Medium 

Coaching experience  21.60 16 0.157 0.217 Medium 

Staff role  49.00 16 <0.001* 0.326 Large 

Player sex  7.57 8 0.477 0.181 Medium 

Geographical location  23.60 28 0.700 0.227 Medium 

Player age U6 0.89 4 0.926 0.088 Small  

 U8 1.18 4 0.881 0.101 Small  

 U10 7.17 4 0.127 0.250 Medium 

 U12 1.99 4 0.737 0.132 Small 

 U14 5.31 4 0.257 0.215 Medium 

 U16 5.10 4 0.277 0.221 Medium 

 U18 1.94 4 0.747 0.130 Small  

 U21 3.60 4 0.463 0.177 Medium 

 Seniors 1.41 4 0.843 0.111 Small  

Note: *statistically significant relationship 
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Figure 1: SSG prevalence (% respondents) 

 

 

SSG formats were applied to all athlete age groups. One to 

two-thirds of coaches used SSG every training session within their 

respective target age group (Figure 5). Statistically different 

values were only seen in U10 coaches, who demonstrated 

disproportionately higher values for “seldom”, and lower values 

for “regular” SSG implementation than expected (ƿ ≤ 0.05). The 

lowest proportion of very often-users (36%) was found for U14 

coaches. SSG usage every one to three sessions seemed to fall 

from U10 to U14 (≤81%), when compared to 83 to 95% of 

coaches in other age categories. U21 coaches (95%) had the 

highest proportion of prevalent SSG users. In contrast, U10 and 

U14 (14% and 12%) coaches were most prone to never or barely 

apply SSG in training practice.  

Practically meaningful distributional differences were noted 

for SSG implementation to players of different sexes (Table 4); 

91% of respondents who worked with both male and female 

athletes implemented SSG at least once per three training sessions. 

In comparison, 84% of the cohort exclusively coaching males, and 

60% of those solely coaching females used SSG “very often” or 

“regularly”.  

No statistically significant differences were found for SSG 

prevalence in relation to geographic location. The following 

practical prevalence-ranking for SSG application (“very often” 

and “regular”, respectively) was observed for coaches active in; 

Africa (67% and 33%), Europe (54% and 46%), New Zealand (47% 

and 36%), North America (60% and 20%), and Australia (50% 

both). One survey participant active on several continents, and 

one in Asia, reported using SSG every two to three training 

sessions. Two of four coaches active in Australia, and two in 

South America declared having used SSG once every five 

sessions only. 

3.4. SSG Application 

The application of game-based training, in general, served 

multiple purposes according to RU staff (Figure 2). To pursue 

these aims using a single format, 3 v 3 was elected most frequently. 

Further in-depth questioning of participants showed 5 v 5, 3 v 3, 

and 7 v 7, in that order, to be preferred, when allowing for a top-

three choice. Skill development, general aerobic and specific 

match conditioning were identified training goals of SSG. In 

addition, 1 v 1 was most preferred in terms of skill development, 

whilst 10 v 10 was applied almost equally for general aerobic, 

specific match conditioning, and skill improvement. A detailed 

view on all game formats is available in Appendix 1. 

 

 

Figure 2:  SSG training purpose in RU (% respondents) 

 

4. Discussion 

The widespread use of SSG in RU practice is an accepted notion 

amongst researchers, whilst SSGRU-related research remains 

scarce. The evidence for this notion seems solely grounded in 

anecdote, at best referencing prior studies with similar statements. 

This study verifies these claims for the first time and maps out the 

practical application of SSG. The authors put forward, for the first 

time, a comprehensive RU-specific definition for SSG, which was 

virtually unanimously ratified by all participants.  

Information was collected from coaches representing every 

level of play. Within the collected sample, school and local 

coaches accounted for over half the survey responses. This 

majority exemplifies the truism that more coaches are active on 

the lower levels of RU, as it is self-evident that more amateur than 

professional players participate throughout societal strata (World 

Rugby, 2020). The survey sample also shows RU staff are active 

worldwide, in line with RU’s global impact (World Rugby, 2020, 

2021). A disproportionate return of survey responses from New 

Zealand, and in the second instance European-based coaches, 

might reflect geographical differences. This perceived imbalance 

might be symptomatic of the smaller role RU plays in other parts 

of the world, relative to other sports (Biggest Global Sports: A 

statistics-based analysis of the world's most popular sports 2021; 

TOTALSPORTEK.COM, 2021). Absolute population, socio-

economic factors, and absolute numbers of participation (e.g., 

Pacific Island nations) could also play a role in the selective 

survey return. In contrast, when looking at the delivery across 

targeted age groups, coaching staff were more evenly distributed.  
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Figure 3: Playing level-dependent SSG use (% of substrata); significantly higher (*/**), lower (#/##) than typical (ƿ ≤ 0.05 / ƿ ≤ 0.01) 

 

 
Figure 4: Coaching experience-dependent SSG use; significantly higher (*/**), lower (#/##) than typical (ƿ ≤ 0.05 / ƿ ≤ 0.01) 

 

 

 
Figure 5: Age group-specific SSG use (% of substrata); significantly higher (*/**), lower (#/##) than typical (ƿ ≤ 0.05 / ƿ ≤ 0.01) 
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The results show SSGRU are an every session staple for almost 

half the respondents. Only a small minority of practitioners (6%) 

implemented these training forms infrequently. Despite there 

being no clear relationship, RU coaches seem to favour the use of 

SSG increasingly throughout their careers; more experienced 

coaches implement this method more often. This observation is 

consistent with the notion that novice coaches take time to grow 

into the use of SSG (Kinnerk et al., 2018). A mentorship-approach 

has consequently been proposed to optimise the integration of 

game-based training methods in starting coaches (Kinnerk et al., 

2018). As staff role strongly relates to SSG prevalence, it is of 

note that head coaches reported the highest amount of every 

session SSG use (61%), compared to other roles. This was also 

seen for practitioners operating on the local level (71%). As such, 

local-level and head coaches are the cohorts with the highest 

proportion of most frequent SSG use, within playing level and 

role-based stratification (44 and 67%, respectively). 

The proclivity of head coaches to use SSG more frequently 

might be related to a larger array of responsibilities compared to 

other staff, thus selecting a more generalised and game-minded 

approach. The level-dependency is hypothesised to be due to 

necessity, belief favouring potential efficiency, and motivational 

efficacy with amateur players. Additionally, on the local level, 

rugby staff specialisation would be less likely. Aside from locally 

operating coaches, and based on slightly lower frequency (i.e., 

minimally once per three sessions), SSG prevalence was similar 

across all levels. Regardless of player age, SSG were most often 

implemented every training session. A slight drop in sessional 

SSG-application with older players might indicate more practice 

is directed towards compartmentalised and specialised drills. In 

contrast, ‘fun experience’ might be emphasised more in youth RU. 

The higher degree of frequent SSG usage observed in coaches 

working with both sexes and males as compared to female players 

exclusively, is noteworthy. Practically meaningful differences 

might exist. More evidence is needed to establish potential 

statistical differences.   

Coaches indicated that this game-based training methodology 

is important to them for pursuing technical development and fun-

experiences, especially. Player motivation and enjoyment has 

been found to be superior when employing SSG (Kinnerk et al., 

2018). Greater engagement might consequently lead to better 

training outcomes. These training outcomes were identified to be 

differentially related to specific game formats (Appendix 1); the 

larger the game format, the more it was used for general and 

match-specific conditioning, whereas smaller game formats were 

employed for technical development. In view of the importance 

of the anaerobic component in rugby performance, practitioners 

need to consider repeated high-intensity efforts (Austin et al., 

2011; Duthie et al., 2003). To that end, coaches used large-sided 

games (LSG) less than SSG to target repeated sprint ability. It is 

furthermore remarkable that no specific format was reserved for 

recovery purposes. In general, the variety of SSGRU formats 

implemented seems to centre around 3-, 5-, and 7-a-side, 

complemented by individual settings (1 v 1) and LSG (10 v 10). 

The data cumulatively shows certain trends exist in training 

practice, and indicate that among RU coaches, SSG are perceived 

as multi-purposeful, in accordance with the literature (Bujalance-

Moreno et al., 2019; Davids & Araújo, 2010; Davids et al., 2013; 

Davids et al., 2012; Fernández-Espínola et al., 2020; Ford et al., 

2009; Gabbett et al., 2009a; Hammami et al., 2017; Harrison et 

al., 2015; Hoff et al., 2002; Kinnerk et al., 2018; Kirk & MacPhail, 

2002; Ward et al., 2007). Increases in technical skill and fun seem 

to be targeted primarily by coaches. 

This survey identified a wide range of participants. The 

collected demographics allowed for the classification into a 

variety of substrata, within which specific emphasis exist for SSG 

implementation. Experienced New Zealand-based head coaches 

were the most prevalent. Game-based training was predominantly 

used to improve technical skill and fun, and applied most 

commonly with (young) adult male RU players. This study 

provides evidence indicating that SSGRU are used frequently in 

New Zealand and likely in Europe. The results show that game-

based training is prevalent throughout the developmental pathway, 

on all levels of play. Therefore, we can affirm the plausible and 

frequent claims in the football codes literature, that to date have 

been anecdotal and empirically practice-based, yet scientifically 

unsubstantiated (Abrantes et al., 2012; Aguiar et al., 2013; Dellal 

et al., 2011; Fleay et al., 2018; Mangan et al., 2019; Owen et al., 

2012; Vaz et al., 2016). Considering the surge in research 

regarding SSG in the football codes (Bujalance-Moreno et al., 

2019; Fernández-Espínola et al., 2020; Hammami et al., 2017; 

Hill-Haas et al., 2011; Reilly & Gilbourne, 2003; Sarmento et al., 

2018), a factual perspective on practice-based SSGRU usage is 

indispensable. To our knowledge, this survey is the first to 

quantify SSG prevalence in RU.  

5. Conclusion 

This study identified the use of SSG by rugby union practitioners. 

To the authors’ knowledge, this is the first survey investigating 

the application of SSG in rugby union training practice. Rugby 

union staff agreed with the proposed definition of SSG and 

provided evidence of its use. SSG are prevalent throughout age 

groups and playing levels in New Zealand rugby union. The use 

of SSG with various target groups is differentiated by 

practitioners’ characteristics. SSG implementation is dependent 

on staff role and practically meaningful differences might exist 

for playing levels, coaching experience, player sex, and 

geographic location; head coaches and coaches in local 

competitions implement SSG most frequently. Skill enhancement 

and enjoyment are important reasons for which practitioners 

apply SSG, which commonly incorporate between three to seven 

players a side. To optimise rugby union training, a larger body of 

evidence is required for establishing a more definitive evidence-

based perspective on the existing differences in SSG application.  

6. Key points 

Point 1 – RU coaches interpret SSG similarly and are adherent to 

RU-specificity when implementing SSG. 

Point 2 – SSG are used across all levels of play and age groups in 

RU-practice. 

Point 3 – Skill and fun are important drivers for the use of SSG 

and differences in SSG-implementation are cohort-

dependent. 
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7. Limitations 

Despite extensive exposure through several electronic platforms, 

a disproportionate proportion of survey responses was from New 

Zealand, and in the second instance Europe. Consequently, the 

findings may not generalise beyond those geographic cohorts. 

Furthermore, the range of respondents within strata might not 

fully represent experience, role, target group, or playing level. 

This should be considered when interpreting the results, making 

inferences, and extrapolating.  
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Appendix 1: Differentiated training goals for coaches’ top-five SSG formats preference (% SSG-specific choice) 
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