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Abstract: This study aimed to examine the impact of 5v5 small-sided games on the short-pass performance and engage-
ment of young football athletes aged 13 to 15. The study employed a one-group pretest and posttest design, consisting of 30 
young football athletes. Every participant in the study underwent a six-week intervention consisting of three sixty-minute 
sessions per week. Each session began with a warm-up, followed by a ten-minute passing technique drill and a thirty-minute 
small-sided game with new rules to engage all participants. The research data was analyzed using an independent sample 
t-test. The results showed a statistically significant improvement in short-pass performance following the intervention (t = 
-20.694, df = 29, p < 0.001). In addition, engagement levels showed a statistically significant increase (t = -13.861, df = 
29, p < 0.001) across all measured dimensions. These findings indicate that the 5 vs 5 small-sided games training program 
is effective in enhancing both short-pass performance and engagement.  In conclusion, small-sided games can serve as an 
effective and practical training strategy to simultaneously develop skill performance and engagement. Practically, coaches 
can incorporate 5 vs 5 small-sided games into training sessions to simultaneously enhance short-pass performance and 
increase athletes’ engagement.
Keywords: engagement, short pass, football, young athletes

Introduction
The ability to execute basic techniques is a crucial factor that needs to be considered in empowering the po-

tential of young football athletes. The first technique a young athlete needs to master is short passing skills. This 
technique is crucial because it determines accuracy, timing, and tactical success during both offensive and defensive 
play (Hakman et al., 2018). Young athletes who possess good short passing skills will demonstrate consistent perfor-
mance, quick decision-making, and the ability to adapt to various situations during training and matches (Wang et 
al., 2024). However, it is known that young athletes often struggle to execute consistent short passes under pressure, 
particularly in tight spaces or during critical moments that require quick decisions. 

Relevant research indicates that a team’s success is primarily determined by its mastery of passing skills (Tim 
& Ali, 2023). For young athletes, mastering short passing skills is crucial because it supports technical skills and 
tactical awareness in the game. The training program implemented by the coach is a significant factor in the level 
of short-passing mastery achieved by the athletes they coach. Traditional training programs are still predominantly 
implemented by coaches, thus failing to accommodate the real needs during matches. Traditional passing drills are 
generally done outside of an actual game, so they don’t really show what it’s like to be under pressure and how the 
game changes (Lindsay & Spittle, 2024). 

Young athletes usually already have some fundamental technical skills, but they don’t employ them consistently 
when the pressure is on. Athletes frequently fail to comprehend the game situation, make erroneous decisions, and 
lack precision in passing. Young athletes necessitate authentic game stimuli for the effective transfer of technical 
talents to a competitive environment. Therefore, conventional training models based on static drills are no longer 
adequate for the demands of the modern game. Thus, short-pass development must be designed through contextual 
training and close to real match situations (Clemente & Sarmento, 2020).

Small-sided games (SSG) are a training methodology empirically demonstrated to enhance the technical, tacti-
cal, physiological, and physical abilities of young athletes  (Clemente et al., 2021). The 5v5 SSG format offers high-
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intensity play, more touches of the ball, and more frequent game interactions (Clemente et al., 2022). A study by 
(Anwar et al., 2024) shown that a diminished number of players necessitates quicker and more precise short passes 
owing to the constricted playing area. This situation provides an ideal environment for developing short-passing 
skills. Coaches can change the size of the field, the number of players, and the regulations of the game to fit their 
needs. These modifications enable players to engage with the ball and one another more intensely, facilitating rapid 
decision-making and enhancing their ability to manage stress during training (Machado et al., 2024). 

Beyond technical aspects, player engagement in training also plays a crucial role (Zou et al., 2024). Engagement 
is a determining factor in successful learning because it influences an individual’s focus, effort, and persistence (Wan 
et al., 2025). The impact of low athlete engagement in training is reduced creativity, competitiveness, and decreased 
motivation, ultimately affecting the quality of performance (Jiang et al., 2025). SSG, including the 5v5 format, has 
been shown to increase player cognitive and emotional engagement by providing a realistic challenge, natural com-
petition, and a match-like rhythm (Yılmaz et al., 2025).

SSG has a favorable effect on both technical and psychological improvement. However, there is a gap in the 
literature regarding the specific impact of this approach on short-passing performance and athlete engagement. Re-
search investigating the impact of SSG on short passing and engagement among young athletes within a singular in-
tervention is evidently required. The research question, as defined above, is whether small-sided games can improve 
the short-pass performance and engagement of young football athletes. This study aims to investigate the impact of 
5v5 SSG on the short-passing performance and engagement of young football athletes.

Material And Methods 
This research employed an experimental method to investigate the effect of 5v5 SSG on short pass performance 

and engagement in young football athletes. The research design used a one-group pretest-posttest design, with a pre-
test to assess baseline levels before treatment and a posttest to determine levels after treatment (Capili & Anastasi, 
2024). This allowed for more accurate comparisons because it enabled comparisons between the before- and after-
treatment periods.

Participants 
Participants in this study were 30 young football athletes, selected using a purposive sampling technique (Camp-

bell et al., 2020). Sampling criteria included volunteering and actively participating in training for at least six months, 
as well as being between 13 and 15 years of age. No sports injuries, and obtaining parental/guardian permission. 
All participants underwent a six-week intervention, consisting of three 60-minute sessions per week. Each session 
consisted of a warm-up, a 10-minute passing technique drill, and a 30-minute main training session (5v5 SSG), with 
modified rules to increase engagement.

Instruments
The short-pass performance test used in this study was adapted from a wall-volley soccer skill test, which re-

quires players to perform repeated passes against a rebound surface (Johnson, 1962). The athlete waits behind the 
boundary line while holding the ball. The athlete kicks the ball against the backboard and bounces back towards him 
or the ball becomes uncontrollable. The athlete performs this movement as many times as possible within 39 seconds. 
The ball must be kicked from behind the boundary line using several kicking techniques learned in soccer. When the 
ball cannot be controlled, the athlete takes the spare ball that has been prepared, rather than chasing the uncontrolled 
ball. 

The athlete engagement questionnaire was used to assess athlete engagement before and after participating in 
the SSG. This instrument consists of 20 statements divided into four indicators: cognitive engagement, emotional/
affective engagement, behavioral engagement, and agentic engagement, which are widely recognized in the literature 
as core components of engagement (Reeve et al., 2025). Consists of five statements with a Likert scale (strongly dis-
agree to strongly agree). The mean corrected item–total correlation value was 0.52. The reliability analysis revealed 
a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.89. 
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Data analysis
Data normality was tested using the Shapiro–Wilk test, and data homogeneity was tested using the Levene test. 

A paired-sample t-test was subsequently conducted to determine whether the intervention resulted in a statistically 
significant difference between pre-test and post-test scores. 

RESULTS 
The results of this study are presented in several tables, which clearly demonstrate the improvement in athletes’ 

engagement and short-pass performance through the use of SSG training.

Table 1. Descriptive data on short pass performance
Test Mean Median Variance Std deviation Minimum Maximum 
Pre 28.43 29 18.94 4.35 22 36
Post 38.50 38 13.57 3.68 31 45

Based on the descriptive statistical data presented in Table 1, consistent positive developments in the short 
passing performance of athletes after receiving the SSG intervention can be identified. The pretest results showed an 
average score of 28.43 (SD = 4.35) with a score range of 22 to 36; most athletes fell into the moderate to low category. 
The posttest results showed a significant increase, with an average score of 38.5 (SD = 3.68) and a score range of 31 
to 45. This increase indicates that the athletes’ abilities have moved into the good and excellent categories. After par-
ticipating in the SSG training program, there was an increase in ability and performance consistency among athletes. 
This is indicated by a decrease in the variance value from 18.94 to 13.57.

Table 2. Tests of Normality
Shapiro-Wilk

statistic df Sig.
Pre .944 30 .115
Post .969 30 .507

Table 2 shows the results of the normality test using the Shapiro-Wilk test. Before starting the parametric analy-
sis, this test is needed to ensure that the data meet the assumptions of a normal distribution. The results of the test 
show that the pretest has a statistical value of 0.944 with df of 30 and a significance value of p of 0.115. In contrast, 
the posttest has a statistical value of 0.969 with df = 30 and a significance value of p = 0.507. Both the pretest and 
posttest measurements have a normal distribution, as indicated by the significance values, which are above the alpha 
threshold of 0.05. These results indicate that the data meet one of the main requirements for the success of the paired 
sample t-test.

Table 3. Test of Homogeneity of Variances
Levene Statistic df1 df2 Sig.
1.662 1 58 .208

Table 3 presents the results of the Levene test for homogeneity of variance, applied to the short pass perfor-
mance data. This test is conducted to ensure that the variance between the two data groups (pretest and posttest) is 
the same or homogeneous. The test results show a Levene statistic value of 1.662 with degrees of freedom of 1 (df1) 
and 58 (df2), respectively, and a significance value of p of 0.208. There is no significant variance between the pretest 
and posttest data, as indicated by a significance value greater than 0.05. Therefore, the variance in both data groups is 
homogeneous. Thus, the data meet the requirements for analysis using a paired sample t-test. Therefore, the variance 
in both data groups is homogeneous. Thus, the data meet the criteria for analysis using a paired sample t-test.

Table 4. Paired Sample t-test
t df Sig. (2-tailed)
- 20.694 29 .000
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Paired test results, a sample t-test to determine the difference in short pass performance between the pretest and 
posttest, are shown in Table 4. The results of the analysis show a t-value of -20.694, with degrees of freedom is 29, 
and the significance value (2-tailed) is 0.000. These results statistically demonstrate that the 5 v 5 format SSG training 
program is efficacious in improving short-pass performance in young athletes.

Table 5. Descriptive data on athlete engagement
Test Mean Median Variance Std deviation Minimum Maximum 
Pre 68.9 68 17.33 4.16 62 79
Post 77.8 77.5 24.85 4.96 70 88

Table 5 presents descriptive statistics of athlete engagement before and after participating in the SSG training 
program. With a mean of 68.9 and a median of 68, pretest measures revealed a comparatively symmetrical distribu-
tion of data. Athletes’ levels of engagement varied quite uniformly, with a variation of 17.33 and a standard deviation 
of 4.16. Posttest results showed an increase, with a minimum score of 62 and a maximum of 79, indicating that the 
athletes’ initial engagement level fell within the good category. After six weeks of the SSG intervention, posttest re-
sults showed an increase with a mean of 77.8 and a median of 77.5. The variance increased to 24.85 and the standard 
deviation to 4.96, indicating greater variation among athletes in the program. Engagement levels changed from the 
better to very good category, with a minimum score of 70 and a maximum score of 88.

Table 6. Tests of Normality
Shapiro-Wilk

statistic df Sig.
Pre .960 30 .304
Post .961 30 .335

Table 6 shows the results of the normality test using the Shapiro-Wilk test for athlete engagement data. The 
data were tested to meet the normal distribution assumption required for parametric analysis. The results showed that 
the pretest statistical value was 0.960 with df = 30 and sig 0.304. The posttest statistical value was 0.961 with a df = 
30 and sig.= 0.335. Athlete engagement data in the pretest and posttest measurements were normally distributed, as 
indicated by two significance values above the alpha threshold of 0.05. These results indicate that the data meet the 
requirements for paired sample t-test analysis and validate the use of parametric tests.

Table 7. Test of Homogeneity of Variances

Levene Statistic df1 df2 Sig.
.680 1 58 .413

Table 7 presents the results of Levene’s test for homogeneity of variance, applied to the athlete engagement data. 
This is a crucial assumption in parametric statistical analysis, and the purpose of this test is to verify that the variance 
between the pretest and posttest data groups is homogeneous. A significance value significantly greater than 0.05 
indicates that there is no significant variance between the pretest and posttest athlete engagement data. Therefore, it 
can be concluded that the variance in both data groups is homogeneous, which meets the assumption of homogeneity 
and validates the use of the paired-sample t-test for further analysis.

Table 8. Paired Sample t-test
t df Sig. (2-tailed)
- 13.861 29 .000

 Table 8 showed that the 5 vs 5 format SSG training program is effective in increasing athletes’ cognitive, emo-
tional, behavioral, and agentic engagement during the training process. The 5v5 SSG intervention makes a statisti-
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cally significant and valuable difference in the development of young football athletes. The SSG training program can 
be an effective strategy for training young athletes. 

Discussion
The findings of this study underscore the importance of implementing 5v5 SSG to improve short pass perfor-

mance and engagement in young soccer athletes aged 13-15 years. The 5v5 SSG structure increases ball-touch inten-
sity, speed of decision-making, and technical quality, making the implementation of the 5v5 SSG structure effective 
in improving short pass in young football athletes (Anwar et al., 2024). With a smaller field and fewer players, players 
engage more frequently in actions such as receiving, controlling, and passing the ball (Halouani et al., 2019). This 
leads to natural repetition, which significantly improves the quality of short passes. According to other studies, SSG 
has a significantly higher level of player interaction compared to conventional training methods (Clemente, 2025). 
Ultimately, this leads to improvements in technical abilities such as passing speed and accuracy (Gunawan & Rah-
man, 2023).

Additionally, the 5v5 SSG structure creates more tangible time and space pressure, forcing players to scan, 
control the ball, and pass in a shorter amount of time. These limited conditions help players understand the game 
situation and choose fast, progressive, or safe passing paths (Xu et al., 2024). Players must also maintain proper body 
orientation to enable effective ball control and a quality first touch. It has been shown that good ball control under 
pressure is crucial for improving the quality of short passes (Coutinho et al., 2023).

From a tactical perspective, the 5v5 game has small interaction patterns such as triangles, walls pass, and sup-
porting play. These patterns teach players how to open up space, maintain distance, and create effective passing lanes 
(Zlojutro et al., 2023). The abilities of players who frequently face situations like this improve when they use short 
passes to maintain the rhythm of the game. In addition, because the entire team interacts with each other at closer 
range, communication between players improves, which results in more coordination in short ball play (Sarmento et 
al., 2018).

Overall, the 5 vs 5 SSG structure creates a training environment full of technical and tactical pressure, while 
remaining relevant to real-life match situations. SSG is an excellent technique for improving short passing skills in 
young football athletes due to its high intensity, technical repetition, game pressure, and quick decision-making (Fer-
raz et al., 2025). Empirical evidence shows that SSG improves technique and accelerates skill transfer from training 
to matches (Sgrò et al., 2018). Therefore, implementing 5 vs 5 is an effective and proven method for improving short 
passing performance in youth athlete training.

Because this game format creates an active, intense, and meaningful learning environment, the implementation 
of SSG has been shown to increase player engagement in young soccer athletes (Pop et al., 2022). Each player in an 
SSG has more opportunities to participate in technical actions such as passing, dribbling, shooting, moving without 
the ball, and making tactical decisions (Clemente et al., 2021). The increased physical, cognitive, and emotional en-
gagement during training is directly influenced by the higher frequency of activity (Fernandez-Espinola et al., 2020). 
SSG ensures that almost all players are involved in the game at all times, unlike 11 vs. 11 games, which tend to make 
some players less active during particular phases.

In smaller spaces, players must constantly move, communicate, position themselves, and work together to co-
operate. This compact game environment keeps players continually engaged, leaving them little time to wait for the 
ball or be passive (Entezari et al., 2023). Due to the high frequency of actions per minute, SSG significantly increases 
players’ physical and technical stimulation (Han et al., 2025). This is a key factor in boosting engagement: players 
feel more “in the game,” more active, and more mentally and emotionally involved.

For motivation, SSG fosters a friendly yet competitive atmosphere. Young players can become more motivated 
by playing games that resemble real matches but are scaled down in size, as they can encounter difficulties that are ap-
propriate for their skill level and receive immediate feedback on the game’s progress (Romdhani et al., 2023). Other 
studies suggest that SSG can improve team cohesion, competency, and emotions of autonomy (Yılmaz et al., 2025).
These three psychological elements are essential for the best possible participation in sports. Young players are more 
motivated, concentrated, and willing to take chances when they receive training.

Additionally, SSG increases cognitive engagement, particularly in decision-making (Couto et al., 2022). Rap-
idly changing game situations require players to constantly study the movements of their opponents and teammates, 
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activate options, and strategize. This condition keeps players mentally alert and fully engaged in the game. Cognitive 
engagement is crucial for young players because it accelerates the development of play intelligence, also known as 
game intelligence, which is difficult to develop with statistical drill techniques (Machado et al., 2024).

Overall, SSG creates a training environment that allows players to engage in more activities, encourages them 
to do so, and increases their attention levels. SSG is a great way to increase engagement in young soccer athletes due 
to the high intensity of activity, quick decisions, lots of ball contact, and an enjoyable playing experience (Gok et al., 
2023). The learning process and development of technical and tactical skills are also more effective and sustainable 
with high engagement (Paun et al., 2025). 

The results of this study add to the scientific literature on how SSG helps young football athletes with skills and 
psychology. However, several limitations of this study should be considered. First, generalizability may be limited 
to a broader group of young athletes due to the small sample size and lack of a control group. Second, the use of a 
conventional questionnaire instrument to measure athlete engagement may introduce bias. Additionally, because of 
the brief length of the intervention, this study was unable to evaluate long-term changes associated with engagement 
development and short-term pass improvement.

These restrictions do not limit its applicability in the actual world. This study demonstrates to coaches that SSG 
implementation may be a crucial tactic in programs designed to develop young athletes. Coaches can change match 
formats to alter technical focus, intensity, and engagement. Additionally, this study suggests that incorporating SSG 
into regular training regimens can help young athletes enhance training efficacy while maintaining the quality of their 
educational experiences.

Conclusion
Small-sided games with a 5v5 format are an innovative training model for enhancing short-pass performance 

and engagement in young soccer athletes aged 13-15. However, several limitations of this study should be consid-
ered. First, generalizability may be limited to a broader group of young athletes due to the small sample size and 
lack of a control group. Second, the use of a conventional questionnaire instrument to measure athlete engagement 
may introduce bias. Additionally, because of the brief length of the intervention, this study was unable to evaluate 
long-term changes associated with engagement development and short-term pass improvement. Further research is 
recommended to include decision-making variables, comparisons with other small-sided game formats, and longer 
durations.
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