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Headline

U nequal match exposure is common in elite soccer squads
and results in substantial variation in physical loading
between players. For those with limited match participation,
reduced exposure to high-intensity demands may compromise
physical readiness and increase risk when match involvement
changes (Di Salvo et al., 2007). Developing effective strate-
gies to manage these load discrepancies remains an ongoing
challenge for practitioners in professional soccer.

Aim

This commentary explores practical strategies to maintain
physical readiness in elite soccer players with limited match
exposure. Drawing on current evidence and applied practice,
it examines the effectiveness of compensatory training, small-
sided games, and high-intensity conditioning to reduce accu-
mulative load discrepancies between starters and non-starters,
while highlighting key limitations and future directions for
practitioners working in high-performance environments.

Introduction

Soccer is an invasion-based, intermittent sport characterised
by repeated high-intensity actions interspersed with periods
of low-intensity activity (Drust et al., 2000). The physical de-
mands of match play are highly variable, influenced by tactical
role, playing position, and contextual factors, resulting in sub-
stantial between-player differences in locomotor and physiolog-
ical load (Di Salvo et al., 2007). Within modern professional
squads, these differences are further amplified by variation in
match exposure, particularly between starters, fringe players,
and non-starters.

Squad sizes in elite soccer commonly exceed 25 players, cre-
ating ongoing challenges for practitioners tasked with main-
taining physical readiness across the entire group. While
match exposure represents the most potent stimulus for physi-
cal development and maintenance, not all players consistently
experience this stimulus. For players completing full matches,
match day typically constitutes the most demanding session
of the weekly microcycle, particularly for high-speed running
(HSR) and sprint distance (SPR) (Di Salvo et al., 2007). Dur-
ing congested fixture periods, match play may account for
more than 95% of a squad’s weekly HSR and SPR exposure
(Anderson et al., 2015). In contrast, partial-match players
and non-starters often accumulate substantially lower weekly
external and internal loads.

If unaddressed, these discrepancies may lead to detraining
effects, reduced physical readiness, and potentially an elevated
risk of injury when players are suddenly required to perform
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at match intensity. Figure 1 illustrates typical weekly accu-
mulative load differences between starters, fringe players, and
non-starters when additional conditioning is not implemented.
Even when squad rotation is employed to manage fatigue and
recovery (Carling et al., 2015), players with infrequent match
exposure consistently receive lower overall physical stimuli.

To mitigate these issues, practitioners commonly employ
‘top-up’ or compensatory conditioning sessions, delivered ei-
ther immediately post-match or during the early part of the
training week (Buchheit et al., 2019; Buckthorpe et al., 2019).
The primary aim of these sessions is to compensate for deficits
in match-derived physical load and maintain physical readi-
ness across the squad (Hills et al., 2020). However, practical
constraints, including player availability, recovery considera-
tions, and the potential requirement for players to participate
in upcoming matches, complicate the design and implementa-
tion of these interventions.

This expert commentary synthesises current evidence and
applied practice to address four key questions: (1) what meth-
ods are most effective for maintaining and developing physical
fitness in players with limited match exposure; (2) how effec-
tive are current top-up strategies in closing accumulative load
gaps; (3) how should interventions be implemented when cur-
rent strategies are insufficient; and (4) what limitations and
future directions should guide ongoing practice and research.

Methods to Maintain and Develop Fitness in Players
with Limited Match Exposure

Despite growing interest in whole-squad physical management,
there remains no consensus on the optimal methods to main-
tain fitness in players who do not regularly experience match
demands. Some practitioners prioritise external load metrics,
such as total distance or HSR, while others emphasise internal
load measures, including heart rate—based indices or perceived
exertion. In practice, a combination of internal and external
measures is often used to inform decision-making.

A key consideration is identifying appropriate time points
within the microcycle to implement additional conditioning
without compromising readiness for potential match selection.
Once timing is established, practitioners can select training
modalities that target the specific physical qualities underrep-
resented by reduced match exposure.

Small-sided games (SSGs) are widely used to replicate and
manipulate match-related demands through adjustments in
player number, pitch dimensions, and rules (Owen et al., 2004;

SPSR - 2026 | January | 279 | v1

$Pog,.



Soccer training strategies

Lacome et al., 2016). Altering relative pitch area per player
is particularly influential in determining the physiological and
mechanical outputs of SSGs. Smaller formats (e.g., 1v1 to 4v4)
typically elicit higher cardiovascular strain, metabolic load,
and perceived exertion, while larger formats (>9v9) better
approximate match-related running demands, including HSR
exposure (Katis & Kellis, 2009; Dellal et al., 2011).

Heart rate responses during SSGs commonly range from ap-
proximately 90% of maximal heart rate in very small formats
to around 81% in large-sided games, with progressive reduc-
tions as player numbers increase (Little & Williams, 2007; Del-
lal et al., 2011). Consequently, SSG design should be guided by
the intended training outcome. For non-starters, SSGs may
be integrated at the end of MD+1 or MD+2 sessions once
starters have completed recovery, or during MD-4 or MD-3 in
one-match microcycles when starters follow reduced training
content. However, a common constraint is the limited number
of players available, often fewer than ten, which restricts the
feasibility of larger-sided formats.

Isolated running-based conditioning represents another
commonly used method to address fitness deficits. Traditional
continuous running has historically been employed to improve
aerobic capacity, but contemporary research highlights the
importance of specificity and intensity modulation (Buchheit
& Laursen, 2003). High-intensity training (HIT), defined as
repeated short-to-long bouts of high-intensity exercise inter-
spersed with recovery periods (Billat et al., 2001), provides a
framework for targeted physiological overload.

HIT protocols can be prescribed using various approaches,
including heart rate, perceived exertion, maximal aerobic
speed, or anaerobic speed reserve. Manipulation of work and
recovery durations, interval number, and set structure allows
practitioners to target specific physiological responses (Buch-
heit & Laursen, 2013). Table 1 outlines key variables available
for HIT prescription and their expected effects. Game-based
HIT derivatives, such as intermittent running at maximal aer-
obic speed interspersed with passive recovery (Lacome et al.,
2016), may provide a practical compromise between physio-
logical specificity and ecological validity.

Table 1. High Intensity training variables adapted from Buchheit and Laursen, 2013

(1) Intensity of work intervals

(2) Duration of work intervals

(3) Duration of rest intervals

(4) Intensity of rest interval — passive (no activity) or active
(low intensity activity)

(5) Number of work-to-rest intervals

(6) Number of series

(7) Exercise selection

Effectiveness of Current Top-Up Strategies

Evidence suggests that standard team training sessions may
not consistently deliver match-equivalent external loads, par-
ticularly for HSR and metabolic demands (Morgans et al.,
2018; Gualtieri et al., 2020). As a result, top-up sessions are
frequently implemented to reduce acute discrepancies between
starters and non-starters. However, the effectiveness of these
sessions in fully closing load gaps appears limited.

Hills et al. (2020) reported that typical post-match top-
ups elicited approximately 400 m of HSR and 30 m of sprint
distance, representing roughly 25-50% of match demands
depending on position. While these sessions partially off-
set deficits, they are unlikely to fully replicate the cumula-
tive stimulus of competitive match play. Time constraints,
player fatigue, and logistical challenges often necessitate brief,
running-based interventions rather than comprehensive train-
ing sessions.

Where feasible, more structured sessions delivered the day
after matches, incorporating both SSGs and HIT-based run-
ning, may provide a more substantial stimulus (Lacome et
al., 2018). Integrating technical and tactical elements into
these sessions may also enhance player engagement and con-
textual relevance, particularly when led collaboratively by per-
formance and coaching staff. Nonetheless, situational con-
straints, such as away fixtures or limited pitch access, may
require practitioners to rely on isolated running to deliver es-
sential load.

Implementing More Effective Interventions

When current top-up strategies fail to sufficiently address load
discrepancies, greater individualisation and creativity are re-
quired. Training prescription should account for each player’s
cumulative exposure across the training cycle, not solely acute
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weekly deficits. Match-derived load remains a dominant con-
tributor to overall stimulus, reinforcing the importance of com-
pensatory strategies for non-starters.

Recent applied research has used peak match demands to in-
form conditioning design, aiming to replicate the most intense
passages of play rather than average match values (Buchheit et
al., 2013; Ade et al., 2014). This approach allows practitioners
to target high-intensity running while preserving technical and
tactical relevance. Such methods may improve player buy-in
and better prepare individuals for the contextual demands of
match play.

Evidence from other team sports provides insight into the
feasibility of short-term, in-season conditioning interventions.
For example, Dobbin et al. (2019) demonstrated that two
weeks of sprint interval training in rugby improved physical
characteristics and submaximal performance without compro-
mising wellbeing. While direct translation to soccer requires
caution, these findings support the inclusion of targeted, high-
intensity micro-doses within congested schedules.

Importantly, practitioners must recognise the trade-off be-
tween inducing adaptation and managing cumulative load.
While targeted interventions may enhance specific qualities,
they may not fully prepare players for repeated high-volume
HSR demands over consecutive matches. As such, a balanced,
periodised approach is required, with top-up sessions viewed as
complementary rather than equivalent replacements for match
exposure.

Friendly matches, either against external opposition or in-
house squads, may provide an additional solution. Although
typically less intense than competitive fixtures (Castellano et
al., 2013), they offer sport-specific movement patterns and
decision-making demands that may exceed those achieved
through SSGs or running alone.
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Fig. 1.

a, b & c adapted from Quantification of a typical one, two- and three-day game week by starting status (Anderson

et al., 2015). Playing squad average total distance in training sessions during three different 7-day testing periods. Figure
la represents the typical structure of one game a week. Figure 1b represents the typical structure of two games a week.
Figure 1c represents the typical structure of three games a week.

Practical Applications

® Match play remains the primary driver of physical stim-
ulus; compensatory strategies should aim to reduce, not
eliminate, discrepancies in load.

e Large-sided SSGs (>165 m?2 per player) are preferable for
HSR exposure, but limited player numbers may necessitate
combined SSG and HIT approaches.

® Individualisation of top-up sessions based on recent load
exposure is essential; blanket squad prescriptions are insuf-
ficient.

® Integration of technical content within conditioning ses-
sions may improve contextual relevance and player engage-
ment.

® GPS and heart rate monitoring should be used to evaluate
whether intended stimuli are achieved.

Limitations and Future Directions

® Contextual factors such as fixture congestion, match loca-
tion, and psychological state influence the feasibility and
effectiveness of top-up sessions.

® Limited player availability constrains SSG design and may
necessitate isolated conditioning approaches.

® Greater research is needed to quantify the long-term effects
of compensatory conditioning on physical readiness and in-
jury risk.

® Future studies should explore optimal periodisation strate-
gies that balance adaptation and availability in players with
limited match exposure.

Conclusions

Variation in match exposure within elite soccer squads ne-
cessitates individualised approaches to physical preparation.
While current top-up strategies can partially address load dis-
crepancies, they rarely replicate the full stimulus of compet-
itive match play. By integrating evidence-informed SSG and
HIT methodologies, and tailoring interventions to individual
needs, practitioners can better maintain physical readiness
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across the squad. Continued applied research is required to
refine these strategies and support evidence-based decision-
making in high-performance soccer environments.
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