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HIGHLIGHTS 
• Tactical competencies such as intelligence, 
creativity, and adaptability can give an 
individual and collective competitive 
advantage. 
• Intelligence and creativity complete one 
another as they lead players to find solutions to 
the play's problems in two different ways. 
• Competencies will solicit cognitive skills but 
will mainly arise if compatible possibilities are 
offered in the play. 
• Small-sided and conditioned games are ideal 
exercises to develop the competencies as long 
as they are configured accordingly. 
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SSCGs small-sided and conditioned
 games 
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BACKGROUND: Soccer is part of the team sports games category and is characterized by the cooperation and 
opposition interactions between players in the same space of play and time. Thus, players must adequately 
decide what action to perform despite the unpredictable, random, and varying nature of the environment of play. 
AIM: This paper explores tactical competencies that can be appreciated in the way players play and their 
functioning.  
METHOD: The argumentation is structured over a review of sixty articles in five languages, selected from the 
results in an online university library with topic-related keywords. The selected papers were analyzed to identify 
the most frequently reported concepts related to (i) tactics and action in the play; (ii) decision-making and 
associated cognitive mechanisms and skills; and (iii) the teaching-learning-training process.  
RESULTS: The results of this review sum the three following competencies: tactical intelligence, creativity, and 
co-adaptability. We argue that these competencies can be built through the play's practice and that coaches 
should seek to use them to the advantage of player’s development. Small-sided and conditioned games reflect a 
compatible opportunity to nurture the competencies as long as they are configured to solicit the competencies in 
an environment that promotes them.  
CONCLUSION: Tactical intelligence, creativity, and co-adaptability can be appreciated in the tactical behavior 
shown by performing players. For the same reason, those also should constitute more of the player’s 
development curriculum, therefore leading to players who have a competitive advantage. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Soccer is part of the team sports games category and is characterized by the 
cooperation and opposition interactions between players in the same space of play and 
time.1 Thus, players must adequately decide what action to perform despite the 
unpredictable, random, and varying nature of the environment of play.2,3 Moreover, players 
must perform actions in line with the objectives inherent to the play’s situations to reach 
positive results with their team. For this reason, the tactical dimension of the game is 
considered essential in the success of teams and players.4 Thus, according to various 
concepts presented in the literature, the idea of management through positioning and 
movement of players reflects the competencies that players and teams must develop to 
perform in the context of the play.5  

The challenge lies in making the best decisions and providing the most beneficial 
outcome for the play. Generally, tactical actions are qualified as both efficient and effective 
if their results are positive, and their execution are good.4 In fact, the efficiency and 
effectiveness of these actions portray how well players respond to situations in the play, 
which can reflect their competencies. 

According to Garganta and colleagues,6 competencies are skillsets and attitudes 
that help solve situations and the skills associated with the task at hand. For example, 
players must develop competencies associated with (1) the reading and interpretation of 
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emerging problems in the game and (2) the choice of the possibilities of actions.7,8 It was 
shown that such competencies bring more quality to individual and collective behavior in 
the play as much as they help players take advantage of the appropriate options and 
consequently give a clear advantage to the team.4 

These competencies have mainly been associated with cognitive skillsets. 
However, contemporary literature highlights the importance of actions that emerge in 
players' play and their involvement. Therefore, the key tactical competencies must be 
developed, focussing on individual progress as much as on the offered environment, or 
more specifically on the situations of play. The combination of the changes in both the 
individuals and the context throughout the long-term player development is sought to solicit 
the development of the play’s reading, problem-solving and adaptation. 

This review article aims to explore tactical intelligence, creativity, co-adaptability, 
and self-organization as tactical competencies that are increasingly associated with good 
decision-making in the play as well as to performing outcomes for teams. We have 
reviewed sixty scientific articles amongst the research results in scientific databases to 
identify the important elements of decision-making. Various searches in the Laval 
University article database were pursued using decision-making and tactics as primary 
keywords, in addition secondary keywords were used such as knowledge, learning, or 
development, in five languages. The selected articles were published between 2001 and 
2020 and covered a combination of, if not all,  some of the following topics: (i) tactics and 
action in the play; (ii) decision-making and associated cognitive mechanisms and skills; 
and (iii) teaching-learning-training process. We present our results as  a narrative review 
that discusses the competencies and qualities identified in the literature. 

We hypothesize that, in addition to optimizing the decisional process in the play, 
the tactical competencies influence the tactical behavior of players. Also, they help 
practitioners to identify the competencies in the performance on the field when scouting 
and training. Therefore,suggestions and clarifications in this matter may also provide more 
guidelines for soccer development. Pursuing the aim to provide experts' intuitive, 
experiential and explicit perspectives in focused topics about the cognitive approach to 
decision-making in team sports,9 we opted for a narrative review that revisits the 
theoretical framework of decision-making and pinpoints emerging hints of the influence 
exercise by the specific context of play on the decisional process on the development of 
intelligence, creativity, and co-adaptability. 

 
KEY TACTICAL COMPETENCIES IN TEAM SPORTS GAMES 

Regarding tactics the aimed outcome of decisions is the intention of actions – often 
referred as “what to do”.10 The choice of the action could be based on the reading of the 
play through the recognition of patterns.11,12 Competencies could also embed abilities 
helping players accurately and adequately process the perceived information so that the 
decision brings efficient outcomes. That is the perceived information from the environment 
like score, time, strength, and weaknesses.13 The play is the context that encompasses the 
most repeated stimuli and demand to read and decide “what to do”. 

The idea of using the game itself to fuel tactical competencies reinforces the 
dominance of tactics regardless of the level of complexity of the organization that the 
coach wants to achieve.14,15 More importantly, modifying the game also brings players to 
implicitly develop and adapt to different degrees of freedom while training under the 
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game's variants.16,17 In brief, we use small-sided and conditioned games (SSCGs) as one 
of the most representative alternatives to stimulate tactical competencies since they offer 
repetition despite the unpredictability,  variability, and randomness nature of the play.18 
Exposing players to a higher experience of practice activities involving decision making 
facilitates the transfer of skillsets and learning to the formal game.19 Whether it is to 
structure a whole team or improve a player’s individual capability, these games also 
provide the most relevant, significative, and representative stimuli to develop 
competencies, especially the tactical ones. When linked throughout the cooperation of 
competent players, these assets will give teams a competitive advantage that will be 
reflected in better synchrony, organization, and probably a better outcome.  

This section covers three competencies that are often mentioned and described in 
the literature about decision-making and team sports performance. These competencies 
are explored to illustrate how they help players execute efficient and effective tactical 
actions, taking various examples of experts’ performances. Tactical intelligence, creativity, 
and co-adaptability can always be associated with general abilities demonstrated in the 
play as players are acquiring skills, developing their own identity and strengths through the 
experience of various situations of play. However, in this review, the selected 
competencies were reviewed assuming they encompass the skills that are solicited during 
the decisional process and, consequently, observed in the players’ movement and 
positioning. Given the dominance of the game’s tactical nature, these competencies can 
give consistency in respect to both the choice and execution of action inclusively in a very 
competitive environment. 

 
Tactical intelligence 

Intelligence is mostly associated with problem solving.10 Reasoning, planning, 
understanding, learning, and adapting to different contexts are all demonstrated through 
intelligent solutions, in and out of the sport context. These are all processes required by 
individuals in general as they face obstacles, and they are all developed through 
adolescence. Intelligence is relevant in team sports since problems are referred to as 
situations of play and must be solved performing better positioning and movement. To 
perform intelligently, individuals must then rely on the ability to read the play and interpret it 
first to identify the exact problem to solve and have the right intention when choosing the 
action that should solve the problem.8,20 

As intelligence is often associated with knowledge, the belief that players could 
decide better if they knew more could incentivize coaches to teach more.19 Still, according 
to these authors, intelligence also refers to the quality of information used to make the 
decisions. In such a case, the information that should be captured from the play, under 
time pressure, is still mainly frugal.21,22 Plus, knowledge will rather be built in the form of 
implicit experience of the play23,24 and habits ("habitus")25 that allow players to perform 
efficiently, effectively, but mostly instantaneously. Accordingly, technical skillsets are also 
an important condition for tactical decisions since knowing-how allows better players to 
make decisions that others would not have the confidence to execute successfully. Hence, 
it is likely that young players resort to technical resources and skills learned through drills 
or that they have been rehearsing by themselves since they feel more immediately 
effective to them.26 In sum, intelligence does build on knowledge but still has to match the 
play’s ecological reality and the functioning of decision-making. For this reason, 
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intelligence will arise with the ongoing and repeated experience of the specific context and 
its constraints, without pulling the tasks out of it. 

Intelligence also spans factors and processes associated with performance. 
Considered as a factor affecting cognition and decision-making,27,28 emotions should be 
controlled to help attention and perceptual-cognitive perform the most effective as possible 
to solve problems through training.29 This type of training can help control players’ 
impulsive decisions and stick to an agreed game model and strategy.30 In line with this 
enhancement, emotional intelligence should be developed through higher performance 
training programs as more sources of influence may affect performance, such as the 
feedback provided by spectators and medias.31 

In practical terms, players must test out, experiment with consequences, and learn 
from decisions in a wide variety of representative games to broaden the span of possible 
solutions. This should ultimately help them make their own decisions in formal games. 
Through this variability, they discover which solutions are relevant and appropriate to 
situations, constraints, stakes, or even states of their body and mind, all being different 
variables that they could experiment through their pathway. Just as any skill, time and 
repetitions can transform abilities and solutions in competencies as long as they are put to 
practice in an environment that allows and promotes them. Along with training, solutions 
can be refined with feedback or exchanges to refine them and transfer them back into the 
play.32 

 
Creativity 

Creativity involves all characteristics of intelligence and the ability to execute novel 
and innovative movements to reach the objective of the game. 33,34 For this reason, 
creativity is increasingly identified as one important quality to develop yet from a young 
age, through holistic approaches to develop thinking abilities for a review, see.35 As 
illustrated by the authors of the review, creativity allows the player to exploit more available 
possibilities in an unpredictable and varying environment, employing convergent and 
divergent thinking. The authors support the development of both modes as a blend that will 
potentialize physical literacy and the experience of a wide range of situations.  

In a study about tactical knowledge, it was observed that older players would 
perform better the actions associated with converging and diverging thinking compared to 
younger players.36 Assuming that older players do have more experience, it is possible that 
they have accumulated more resources to show creativity when appropriate. These age 
aspects are in line with specialization ages identified in the review once creativity is seen 
as a competency observed in players judged as experts.35 To reach such discernment, 
authors also argue that players should be allowed to use a freer creativity through naïve 
free-play and deliberate play and expand their range of skills, which is the case of the 
famous street football.37 

Creativity is associated with knowledge and cognitive and technical skills since 
they reflect the necessary experience to make divergent or convergent decisions. With 
respect to cognitivist theories, these decisions will also depend on their ability to recall 
previous experiences and explore more possibilities of action depending on what has 
resulted in before.10. On the other hand, exploring new possibilities will also depend on 
their availability. Thus, creativity will be manifested in environments rich in stimuli and 
variability but are not necessarily bound with too many rules. Favoring and stimulating 
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learning/training activities like SSCGs based on a few broad rules can provide a dose of 
freedom, as long as they are designed accordingly.  

This reinforces the use of SSCGs as practical activities to develop creativity.38 As 
long as their design provides the appropriate challenges and the needed 
representativeness to overcome competition’s difficulties throughout progression, SSCGs 
can be considered a viable, representative environment to develop competencies. In such 
an environment, players should be able to develop their creative side if promoted, 
encouraged to do so, or should stick to expected actions and their immediate results. 
Nevertheless, given the non-linear nature of learning pathways, players will develop skills 
according to their experience but should pull out most of the environment if creativity is 
valorized. 

 
Co-adaptation and self-organization 

Since the play involves more than one player, competencies can also consist of 
shared resources that help players play together in synchronicity. Accordingly, concepts of 
shared resources pinpoint how competencies can serve players individually but also the 
connection between players.17 However, another perspective on the phenomenon can be 
explored to explain players’organization, such as taking advantage of shared opportunities 
and the flexible application of play principles.39,40 Such concepts portray how tactical 
actions can be performed according to the positioning of teammates and opponents. The 
growing interest for adaptiveness and auto-organization reinforces the importance of 
possibilities of play in environments that require to coordinate actions with teammates and 
opponents, yet from a young age for a review, see.41 

Recent practical propositions in the field of training put forward the use of 
constraints and appropriate design of context in the play to leave room for more 
adaptation.42,43,44 Thus, by changing manipulating constraints and changing 
games’parameters, coaches can vary the complexity and the difficulty of the tasks while 
maintaining the core functionality of the game and the room to apply principles of play.45 In 
addition, making it more difficult – or easier – for players to succeed, also allow them to 
explore self-organization and co-adaptation to new play situations. As players and groups 
of players will experiment with problems, they have to regulate their decisions concerning 
teammates, synchronize through principles, and auto-organize. Such tasks are identified 
as a required collective capability before tackling the game model, given that its constraints 
stem from guidelines rather than from the play itself.41 

Ultimately, the ability to co-adapt to the situations of play and to changing 
teammates/opponents translates in competency when players are constantly required to 
read, decide and adapt, and when they can rely on principles while deciding what to do 
and to solve situations. Even if they have short-term results, pre-determined schemes and 
directives should rather limit the span of solutions and consequently hold players’ long-
term development. 

 
IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

For all the reasons evoked earlier, tactical intelligence and creativity can be useful 
to players as they respectively reflect the ability to solve a problem and to find an unusual 
solution.10 In more detail, the intelligent player masters more technical-tactical solutions 
and can choose the best one. In contrast, the creative player shows flexibility and 



BJMB	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Special Issue:		
Brazilian	Journal	of	Motor	Behavior																													Cognitive and Ecological Approaches to Sports Skills	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Petiot, Silva, 
Ometto 2020 VOL.14 N.5 https://doi.org/10.20338/bjmb.v14i5.199 

  
162 of 166 

 

variability in the solutions he chooses to execute.46 On its end, co-adaptability helps 
players complete one another without necessarily having rehearsed movements or 
combinations before.44 

As performing players seek to find solutions in all contexts and games, developing 
players should be directed to build their experience of the play around the three 
competencies since such qualities should lead them to adapt to the situation-problems and 
solve them efficiently and effectively. Tactical problems, referred to as situation-problems, 
are repeatedly found in SSCGs. The purpose of playing small-scaled games is to 
repeatedly expose players to particular situations and conditions that reflect key aspects of 
competitive performance.47,48 Thus, these games are commonly utilized and 
recommended as representative exercises, and their usage is reported in more studies in 
contemporary literature to nurture tactical competencies.18  

Nevertheless, these tactical competencies are developed through the repeated 
experience of situation-problems as long as they vary and are adequately designed. 
Players will also develop these key qualities to respond to higher demands of 
performance. They need to find new solutions when facing the changing nature of the play 
and its arising problems in increasing competition levels. When conceived as the task at 
hand, solving tactical problems requires highly developed competencies such as the ones 
explored in this paper and the associated activities to develop them.  

Whilst using a SSCG tournament, Silva and his collaborators4 found that the first-
ranked teams performed more offensive tactical actions and were more efficient at 
performing them than second-and third-ranked teams. In addition to being more proactive 
as they created the play, winners were also more effective in offensive and defensive 
actions, giving their own team an advantage in more situation-problems. In respect with 
the competencies that help take over opponents, the authors suggest that this performing 
behavior was a demonstration of giving an accurate reading of the play situations. As a 
result, the players of the same team in SSCGs would then decide and perform better 
individually as much as they would have shown a better collective readiness to co-adapt 
and organize themselves.49 In addition to intelligence and creativity, co-adaptability 
becomes an important competency to develop to enhance tactical behavior. 

In conclusion, coaches can then use SSCGs to propose situation-problems of play 
to solicit problem-solving repeatedly with the objective to mold players’ tactical behavior or 
instill qualities in their play. Such activities can also help scouts identify talent or prospect 
recruits to competitive squads, just as it can help direct the program curriculum. Literature 
increasingly shows that SSCGs can stimulate the development of performing players, 
including the key competencies that will help them perform in a wider span of situation-
problems in the play throughout their career. Players that show all qualities in addition to 
intelligence, creativity, and co-adaptability will more probably be performing in more 
different places than other players. With the interest of development being the end-
product, this paper shows the importance and potential of leading more players to build 
around such qualities in a long-term player development ideology. 
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