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Abstract:

Opposition in soccer is a determining factor for the success of collective and individual actions that are
performed by the players to solve the problems of the game. Many studies studied the opposition in official
matches and training and its impact on the dimensions of soccer. However, no previous review organised
the literature about the effects of the opposition in soccer training. Therefore, this systematic review aimed
to verify: i) the effects of the opposition in individual and collective behaviours in soccer training; ii) how
was the level of the opposition established during training; and iii) how the variables were analysed and
instruments utilized to measure those effects. The PRISMA guidelines were used to search five databases
for relevant publications before 10th April 2023. The population was soccer players, and the outcome was
any variable related to the tactical, technical, physical, and/or psychological dimension. In the end, there
were thirteen studies included. Overall, the main results pointed out two ways to establish the opposition
in soccer training: numerical relations and through teams’ composition according to players’ individual
characteristics. Moreover, it is possible to affect soccer’s tactical, technical, and physical dimensions by
establishing the opposition in different ways. Manipulating the opposition through numerical relationships
can facilitate the exchange of passes and maintenance of ball possession, in the offensive phase, and generate
greater commitment in attempts to recover possession of the ball in the defensive phase. Regarding the
individual characteristics of the players, the effects of the opposition depend mainly on the variable used in
organising the teams.
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Introduction

Soccer is dynamic, fluid, and complex (Garganta
& Gréhaigne, 1999). It is characterised by the simul-
taneous existence of cooperation and opposition,
which causes at every moment a collective rela-
tional dynamics that stimulates players to eval-
uate game situations and make constant decisions
based on actions, reactions, and interactions; the
said build the singularity and diversity of the flow
of events that allow goals to be scored in the oppo-
nent’s goal and prevent conceding a goal in one’s
own goal (Castelo, 1996; Julio & Araujo, 2005). In
this context, according to the theory of dynamic
systems, the two teams involved in a match are seen
as two interacting systems in motion, in which the
quality of the opposition is a determining factor for
the success of the interactions and, consequently,
for the collective and individual actions that are
performed to solve the problems of the game thus
allowing the achievement of the main goal (Gréh-
aigne & Godbout, 2014).

The opposition (namely: level of opposition,
quality of opposition, and ability of opposition)
in soccer has been primarily studied in official
match situations. Such studies define the level of
the opposition through the opponent’s ranking and
employ several methods of performance analysis to
understand its effects, separately or in conjunction
with other situational factors (e.g., match outcome,
match venue, match statistics, etc.), on many vari-
ables in the game (Lago-Penas, 2009; Taylor, Mella-
lieu, James, & Shearer, 2008; Yi, Gomez, Liu, &
Sampaio, 2019). The results of these studies indicate
that the opposition has a direct effect on variables
related to the tactical (Fernandez-Navarro, Fradua,
Zubillaga, & McRobert, 2018), technical (Augusto,
etal., 2022), and physical dimensions (Aquino, et al.,
2020). Therefore, the opposition plays a central role
in the team’s performance during official matches
and should be considered during the teams’ prepa-
ration.
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Furthermore, the other context in which the
opposition has been studied in soccer regards
training sessions. In this sense, the level of the
opposition is usually a task constraint that can be
manipulated in small-sided games (SSG) (Praxedes,
Moreno, Gil-Arias, Claver, & Del Villar, 2018) and
is understood as the level of difficulty presented due
to the numerical equality or inequality of the partic-
ipating teams (Travassos, et al., 2012; Travassos,
Vilar, Aratjo, & McGarry, 2014). This concept is
directly related to the general tactical principles,
which are based on the numerical and spatial rela-
tionships between teammates and opponents in
the ball contention zones (Garganta & Pinto, 1994;
Teoldo, Guilherme, & Garganta, 2021). In this
regard, it was found that the level of the opposi-
tion can impact the tactical (Gongalves, Marcelino,
Torrents, & Sampaio, 2016), technical (Praxedes,
Pizzaro, Travassos, Dominguez, & Moreno, 2021),
and physical dimensions (Torres-Ronda, et al.,
2015) in soccer training. Those results are similar
to the findings of studies with official matches, and
they must have this congruence once the training
process aims to improve the skills and competen-
cies of players and teams to meet the competitive
demands required (Teoldoet al., 2021).

While many studies comprise the opposition in
a competitive context of soccer (Aquino, et al., 2020;
Augusto, et al., 2022; Fernandez-Navarro, et al.,
2018), the number of studies that include the oppo-
sition in training sessions is much smaller. Even
being an intrinsic element to the soccer game, it is
commonly manipulated during training (Praxedes,
et al., 2018), researchers have dedicated so much
effort to studying the manipulation of other param-
eters like the number of players and field dimen-
sions (Ometto, et al., 2018) instead of the opposition.
A possible explanation for this fact may be related
to the difficulty of establishing and controlling the
opposition in training in an effective way since the
same parameter in official matches could be easily
associated with the ranking of the opposite team.

Despite the aforementioned importance of the
opposition in both contexts (e.g., official matches
and training sessions) in soccer, to the best of our
knowledge, no previous review has been conducted
investigating the influence of the level of the oppo-
sition on training sessions in soccer. It is essential
to understand how coaches establish and manipu-
late the opposition to ensure adequate training to
generate behaviours that meet the demands imposed
by the opponent during the match. In addition, it
is necessary to know the variables analysed and
instruments utilized to understand how individual
and collective behaviours change according to the
level of the opposition in this situation. Therefore,
this article aims to systematically review the litera-
ture to verify: i) the effects of the opposition on indi-

vidual and collective behaviours in soccer training,
ii) how was the level of the opposition established
during training sessions; and iii) how were the vari-
ables analysed, and what instruments utilized to
measure those effects.

Materials and methods

Search strategy and inclusion criteria

A systematic review of the available litera-
ture on the effects of the opposition in soccer was
conducted according to the Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses
(PRISMA) guidelines (Page, et al., 2021). The
protocol was registered with the International Plat-
form of Registered Systematic Review and Meta-
Analysis Protocols with the number 202340105 and
the DOI number 10.37766/inplasy2023.4.0105. The
Population, Intervention, Comparison, Outcome
(PICO) framework was adapted and employed
to develop the search strategy. The population of
interest was soccer players. The intervention was
the opposition. No comparison was used because
the review sought to investigate what interventions
have been carried out on this topic. The outcome
was any tactical, technical, physical, or psycholog-
ical variable.

In order to ensure article quality, five databases
were used for the search: 1) Web of Science (all
databases); 2) SCOPUS; 3) PubMed; 4) SPORT-
Discuss; and 5) Scielo. The search was carried out
for relevant publications prior to 10th April 2023.
The title, abstract, and keywords were searched
through the following descriptors: [(soccer OR foot-
ball) AND (opposition OR opponent OR “quality
of opposition” OR “levels of opposition” OR “situ-
ational variables” OR “‘contextual variables” OR
“opposition ability” OR “numerical unbalance”
OR “opposing teams”) NOT (referee OR injur*
OR “american football” OR “‘australian football”
“gaelic football” OR rugby OR volleyball OR
basketball OR “robot soccer” OR handball)].

The inclusion criteria for the articles were:
1) published in peer-reviewed scientific journals;
2) the study was carried out with male or female
soccer players (either youth or adult); 3) written in
the English, Portuguese, or Spanish language. On
the other hand, the exclusion criteria were applied if
the article: 1) was related to any other sport different
from soccer; 2) was a review, opinion, or a confer-
ence abstract; and 3) was a study in the context of
friendly or official match; 4) was a study classified
as having low methodological quality (< 50%). In
case of any disagreement, it was solved by discus-
sion between the two review authors (VM and
IMCQ).

Two independent reviewers (VM and JMC)
separately screened titles and abstracts to identify
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articles based on the inclusion criteria. For those
articles, full text was screened by those reviewers
to establish whether the inclusion criteria were met.
Disagreements were solved by discussion between
the two reviewers.

A backward search was carried out by screening
references for those selected articles in databases.
Those references that exhaustively matched the
inclusion criteria were included in the review.

Extraction of data and quality of the
studies

The quality of the studies was assessed with a
risk-of-bias quality form (16 items) adapted from
Law et al. (1998) and previously used in systematic
reviews of sports (Sarmento, Anguera, Pereira, &
Aratijo, 2018; Sarmento, Clemente, Aragjo, Davids,
McRoberts, & Figueiredo, 2018; Sarmento, Clem-
ente, Harper, Teoldo, Owen, & Figueiredo., 2018).
The items in the form assessed articles based on:
objective (item 1); relevance of background litera-
ture (item 2); study design (items 3); the sample
included (items 4 and 5); informed consent obten-
tion (item 6); outcome measures (items 7 and 8);
description of methods (item 9); results signifi-
cance (item 10); analysis methods (item 11); prac-
tical importance (item 12); drop-outs description
(item 13); appropriateness of conclusion (item 14);
practical implications (item 15); and study limi-
tations (item 16). The assessment for each item
was a binary scale (1 — meets the criteria; 0 — does
not meet the criteria). The quality of the articles
was expressed individually as a final score corre-
sponding to the sum of the scores that met the
criteria (1) divided by the total number of scored
items (16). Articles were classified based on their
final scores as having low methodological quality (<
50%); good methodological quality (between 51%
and 75%), and excellent methodological quality (>
75%), as used in previous studies (Faber, Bustin,
Oosterveld, Elferink-Gemser, & Van der Sanden,
2016; Sarmento, Anguera, et al., 2018; Wierike,
Van Der Sluis, Van Der Akker-Scheek, Elferink-
Gemser, & Visscher , 2013).

A data extraction sheet was used (adapted from
Cochrane Consumers and Communication Review
Group’s data extraction template). Initially, one of
the researchers assessed the studies included in
this review, and the second researcher checked
the inputted data (VM and JMC). Any disagree-
ment was solved by the consensus between both
researchers.

Narrative analysis was used to synthesise
and analyse the information collected from each
included publication. This approach involved the
grouping of studies according to the establishment
of the opposition.

Results

Search, selection, and inclusion of
publications

Initially, 4507 articles were found in the afore-
mentioned databases. All these articles were
exported to the reference software manager
(EndNote 20.0). In the next step, all duplicates
(n = 1550) were removed manually and automat-
ically. Afterwards, the remaining 2957 articles
were screened for relevance based on their title
and abstract, resulting in the exclusion of 2825
articles. The remaining 132 articles were eligible
to the screening based on their full text, but four
were excluded because the full text was not found,
resulting in the full-text screening of the remaining
128 articles. There were 115 articles excluded based
on the inclusion/exclusion criteria, leaving 13 arti-
cles for in-depth reading and analysis. The main
reasons for exclusion are described in the flow chart
(see Figure 1). Subsequently, a backward search
based on the references from those 13 selected arti-
cles was performed, but not any other article was
included for consideration. In total, 13 articles were
reviewed in this paper. The chronological analysis
of the articles included in this review showed that
the selected articles were published between 2015
and 2023. Furthermore, all articles (100%) included
in this review were published in the last ten years.

Quality of the studies

Considering the quality of the studies (see
Table 1), the main results were: 1) The average
score for methodological quality of the thirteen
included articles was 83.7%; 2) 11 (84.6%) articles
achieved an excellent methodology quality (>75%);
3) two (15.4%) articles achieved a good method-
ology quality (between 51% and 75%); and 4) the
13 included articles achieved an overall score of
> 75% (excellent methodology quality).

Some possible limitations of the 13 selected
articles were found, which were related to three
items assessed and are further described in order of
percentage: 1) item 13 — the totality of studies (n =
13; 100%) did not inform about drop-outs; 2) item
5 — the majority of studies (n = 12; 92.3%) did not
justify the sample size; and 3) item 16 — more than
a half of the studies (n = 7; 53.8%) did not acknowl-
edge and/or describe the limitations.

Data extraction and synthesis

The characteristics of the thirteen studies
included in this systematic review are presented
in Table 1. Overall, the effects of the opposition
on collective and individual behaviours in soccer
training were verified in all thirteen studies (100%).
Additionally, according to the aims of this study and
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Identification of studies via databases and registers
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Duplicate records removed (o= 1550)
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Figure 1. Flow chart of the methodology used for the article search based on the preferred reporting items for systematic review

(PRISMA).

for a better understanding of the data, the results
will be presented separately according to the estab-
lishment of the opposition and the measurements
realised.

Opposition establishment

In terms of the establishment of the opposi-
tion in the thirteen studies, the great majority used
numerical relations (numerical superiority/infe-
riority) (n = 10), followed by teams’ composition
according to players’ individual characteristics (n
=3). Regarding players’ individual characteristics,
all studies (n = 3) have used different characteris-
tics: creative behaviour (n = 1), procedural tactical
knowledge (n = 1), and experts’ subjective evalu-
ation (n = 1).

Measurements

The 13 studies included in this review have
analysed three of the four possible dimensions
of soccer: the majority (n = 10) have assessed the
tactical dimension, followed by the physical (n=7)
and finally, the technical (n = 4). None of the studies
have assessed the psychological dimension.

Regarding the tactical dimension (n = 10), which
was the most frequently studied, it was found that
the majority of the articles analysed this dimension
in conjunction with the physical (n =4) followed by
the analysis of the technical dimension (n = 3) and
the tactical dimension separately (n = 3). Concerning
the variables related to the tactical dimension, it
was found that a significant number of studies
(n = 5) has used individual tactical behaviours
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(such as tactical core principles and decision-
making), followed by the combination of individual
and collective tactical behaviours (such as positional
variables) (n = 4) and the isolated collective tactical
behaviours (n = 1). The instruments employed to
assess those variables were Global Positioning
System (GPS) (n = 6), observational instruments
(n = 3), and a combination of both (n = 1).

In terms of the physical dimension (n = 7), it
was found that this dimension was most frequently
analysed in addition to the tactical (n = 4) followed
by the isolated analysis (n = 2) and jointly the tech-
nical (n = 1). Regarding the variables related to the
physical dimension, the more significant part of the
studies has focused on the combination of external
workload (such as total distance covered and total
distance covered per speed zones) and internal
workload (such as ratings of perceived exertion and
heart rate) (n = 4), followed by isolated internal
workload (n = 2) and finally the isolated external
workload (n = 1). The instruments used in this anal-
ysis were: GPS (n =5), RPE Borg scale (n = 5), and
heart-rate monitors (n = 3).

Concerning the technical dimension (n = 4), it
was found that a more significant number of studies
have analysed it in addition to the tactical dimen-
sion (n = 3) followed with the physical dimension in
conjunction (n = 1). None of the studies had studied
the technical dimension in the isolated form. In
terms of analysed variables, half of the studies (n
= 2) have analysed just offensive techniques (such
as passes and the number of ball touches), and the
other half (n = 2) has analysed both offensive and
defensive (such as steals and interceptions) tech-
niques. The instruments used in all analyses were
observational (n = 4).

Discussion and conclusions

This article aimed to systematically review the
literature to verify: i) the effects of the opposition
on individual and collective behaviours in soccer
training, ii) how was the level of the opposition
established during training sessions, and iii) how
the variables were analysed and what instruments
were utilized to measure those effects. In general,
it was found that the opposition affected collective
and individual behaviours in soccer training. This
result is supported by the main findings of all thir-
teen studies included in this systematic review. In
this sense, as the effects of the opposition are influ-
enced by how the opposition was established, the
studies were grouped according to the opposition
establishment to highlight and discuss the evidence.
Finally, discussion was made about how the opposi-
tion establishment met or did not meet the demands
of soccer training.

Numerical relations

The studies carried out with the opposition
established by numerical relations were the majority
included in this systematic review (n = 10), and
all of them presented some effect of the opposition
on one or more dimensions of the game (namely:
tactical, technical, and/or physical). Overall, the
findings presented in these studies pointed out that
small-sided games played with lower levels of the
opposition (numerical superiority) can be used to
improve the decision-making and skill execution
of the players (Praxedes, et al., 2018), provided a
better offensive performance with higher passing
frequency and greater ease in keeping ball posses-
sion (Nunes, Gongalves, Roca, & Travassos, 2021;
Praxedes, et al., 2021), and resulted in lower phys-
ical demands with more covered distances in lower
velocity zones (Nunes, Gongalves, Coutinho, &
Travassos, 2020).

One explanation for the results with lower
levels of the opposition is that when a team plays
in numerical superiority, the players have more time
and space to make their decisions and to execute
their technical gestures, favouring the develop-
ment of both decision-making and execution skills,
mainly in the average and young players (Praxedes,
et al., 2018). Moreover, in numerical superiority,
the team generates more uncovered passing lines,
which results in a better offensive performance in
terms of the number of passes and maintaining
the ball possession (Nunes, et al., 2021; Praxedes,
et al., 2021). Lastly, due to more time, space, and
uncovered passing lines, the players do not need to
reach high velocities to generate the passing lines
and keep the ball; then, they have more distances
covered at lower velocities (Nunes, et al., 2020).

In relation to the training sessions using small-
sided games with higher levels of the opposition
(numerical inferiority), it was found that the players
spent more time in the defensive phase and were
more active in trying to recover the ball (Torrents,
et al., 2016). Moreover, the players also had higher
physiological impacts (Torres-Ronda, et al., 2015).
When the team plays in numerical inferiority, it is
harder to keep ball possession because the oppo-
nent can close out the available space and recover
the ball more efficiently, thus it is customary to
spend more time in the defensive phase (Torrents,
et al., 2016). Since the goal of both teams is the
same and is usually fulfilled when in possession
of the ball (e.g., keep possession, score a goal), the
players in defence have to become more active in
trying to regain possession (Torrents, et al., 2016).
The physical effort to recover the ball and meet the
game objective by compensating for the absence
of one or more players, especially in spatial terms
having to move more and more quickly to cover the
same space, results in greater physiological impact
(Torres-Ronda, et al., 2015).
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These findings suggest that training with
different levels of the opposition affected indi-
vidual and collective behaviours in soccer players
when the opposition is established through numer-
ical relation (Gongalves, et al., 2016; Ric, et al.,
2016). Furthermore, the level of the opposition is
a significant factor contributing to the total task
load (Ibafiez, Pérez-Goye, Garcia-Rubio, & Courel-
Ibafiez, 2020). Thus, it is crucial to understand the
effects of this manipulation to better design training
sessions according to the aims.

Teams’ composition according to players’
individual characteristics

In addition to the numerical relations, another
way to establish the opposition found in the litera-
ture was teams’ composition according to players’
individual characteristics, which included three
studies in this systematic review. In this sense,
the three studies have used different parameters to
establish the opposition (Hulka, Weisser, Bélka, &
Hap, 2015; Praga, et al., 2016; Santos, Coutinho,
Gongalves, & Sampaio, 2023).

A study by Hiulka and colleagues (2015), which
established the opposition through the experts’
subjective evaluation, found that lower-level teams
achieved higher heart rates and covered longer
distance when facing higher-level opponents in
4-a-side SSG. Additionally, higher-level teams
reached higher heart rates playing against higher-
level opponents than their lower-level counterparts.
These results are in accordance with the results
from studies using numerical relations, which found
that higher levels of the opposition results in supe-
rior physiological impacts (Nunes, et al., 2020),
even using different parameters to establish the
opposition. A possible explanation for these facts
could be that higher-level teams displayed supe-
rior tactical and technical capacities when evalu-
ated by the experts and converted this superiority
by imposing difficulties on the lower-level teams,
resulting in higher physical demands imposed on
the latter (Htlka, et al., 2015).

On the other hand, a study conducted by Praga
and colleagues (2016), which established the oppo-
sition through the procedural tactical knowledge
(PTK) (Greco, Campos Aburachid, Da Silva, &
Perez Morales, 2014) in 3-a-side games found that
teams facing similar levels of the opposition (e.g.,
lower-level team x lower-level team and higher-
level team x higher level team) presented no differ-
ences in collective tactical behaviours and just
slight differences in physical demands. Therefore,
the fact that the teams had similar tactical levels,
according to the PTK, could explain the results of
collective tactical behaviours (Praca, et al., 2016).
On the other hand, the slight differences in phys-
ical demands may be related to the fact that, in this
study, the players’ physical capacities were not

controlled when the teams were divided (Praga,
et al., 2016). These results partially agree with the
results of Hiilka and colleagues (2015), that pointed
out no significant differences in physical demands
in games with teams of similar levels, especially
lower-level teams facing lower-level opponents.

Finally, a study by Santos and colleagues (2023)
aimed to identify the creative and tactical effects of
playing against a varying number of creative oppo-
nents (from one to four creative players) of different
age groups (U9, Ul1, and U13) during 4-a-side SSG.
The players’ creative behaviour score was assessed
using the Creative Behaviour Assessment in Team
Sports (CBATS) (Santos, Jimeénez, Sampaio, &
Leite, 2017). In general, all categories were affected
by the changes in opposing teams from a creative
perspective in terms of collective tactical behav-
iour and creative behaviour (Santos, et al., 2023).
Additionally, the players that were more sensitive to
these changes were the younger ones (U9) (Santos,
et al., 2023). A possible explanation for these find-
ings is that adding more creative players to the
opponent team demanded different solutions to the
game problems, resulting in a change of collective
tactical behaviour and even creative behaviour from
the average players (Santos, et al., 2023).

Overall, these results suggest that it is possible
to manipulate the levels of the opposition through
experts’ subjective evaluation to affect physical
demands (Hulka, et al., 2015) and that manipu-
lating levels of the opposition through the creative
perspective affected the collective tactical behav-
iours of young soccer players during training
(Santos, et al., 2023). However, using PTK to estab-
lish the opposition does not affect collective tactical
behaviours and only has minor effects on physical
demands (Praga, et al., 2016).

Opposition establishment

As previously mentioned, the opposition estab-
lishment is primordial to the studies’ findings in this
systematic review. Consequently, it is essential to
go beyond the discussion of the results themselves
by presenting the discussion of the ways of estab-
lishing the opposition and exploring their vantages
and disadvantages to seek progress in the scientific
area and in the practice of soccer training.

In this sense, the opposition level established
through numerical relation is directly related to the
general tactical principles, which received this name
because they are common to the different phases of
play and the other categories of principles (Teoldo,
Silva, Greco, & Mesquita, 2009). The tactical prin-
ciples aim to help the players understand the game’s
logic and solve the game’s problems (Teoldo, et al.,
2021; Teoldo, et al., 2009). Therefore, it is impor-
tant to base training processes in soccer, especially
tactical training, on tactical principles. Further-
more, tactical training through tactical principles
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advocates that teaching focused on general tactical
principles be carried out until around eight years
old (Teoldo, et al., 2021). Thus, the establishment
of the opposition in players older than eight only
through numerical relations may be limited, and it
is necessary to consider other game factors, such
as the players’ individual characteristics.

Concerning the teams’ composition according
to players’ individual characteristics, three studies
included in this systematic review presented three
different parameters used for the opposition estab-
lishment (Hilka, et al., 2015; Praga, et al., 2016;
Santos, et al., 2023). PTK appears unsuitable since
it provokes only a few changes in physical demands
(Praca, et al., 2016). Otherwise, creative behaviour
could be an excellent variable to provoke changes
in collective tactical behaviour and in the creative
behaviour itself when used in addition to numerical
relation (Santos, et al., 2023). Still related to crea-
tivity, a limitation of the instrument used to assess
creative behaviour is that it only assessed creativity
with the ball (Santos, et al., 2023, 2017). Then, it
could be a problem during training sessions using
SSG with many players because they will probably
spend more time without ball possession when their
creative behaviour with the ball has less impact.
Lastly, the experts’ subjective evaluation could
be helpful and be used to alter physical demands
(Hulka, et al., 2015). The problem with this kind of
subjective evaluation is that it could not correspond
to the actual capabilities of the player (Daga, Veglio,
Cherasco, & Agostino, 2023; Dugdale, Sanders,
Myers, Williams, & Hunter, 2020), even more so
in contexts of homogeneous conditions (Dugdale,
et al., 2020).

Therefore, the suggestion for future studies
and people involved with the training of soccer is
to establish the opposition levels through reliable
and validated instruments using parameters that
are related to all dimensions of the game (namely:
tactical, technical, physical, and psychological),
such as the decision-making (Teoldo, Cardoso, &
Machado, 2021). Furthermore, these parameters
must be in accordance with the age and level of
expertise of the players involved. Another sugges-

tion regards the inclusion of psychological varia-
bles in the studies since psychological parameters
are very relevant to sports performance (Fawver,
et al., 2020; Wachsmuth, Feichtinger, Bartley, &
Honer, 2024) and could give a broad perspective
of the opponents. Finally, concerning the methodo-
logical aspects, including sample size justification
would allow other researchers to know how possible
it is to transfer the results found in that sample to
other populations (Lakens, 2022). Furthermore,
adding the dropout reporting could also enhance
the evidence found and further contribute to the
scientific advancement of the area.

This study was the first to scope peer-reviewed
literature on: i) the effects of the the opposition
on individual and collective behaviours in soccer
training, ii) how was the level of the opposition
established during training sessions, and iii) how
the variables were analysed and what instruments
were utilized to measure those effects. However,
some limitations, like the data collection up to
the 10th April 2023, could have influenced the
results regarding the lack of more recent research.
Our findings suggest that there are two ways in
the literature to establish levels of the opposition:
numerical relations and through teams’ composi-
tion according to players’ individual characteris-
tics. Moreover, according to the results discussed
in this systematic review, manipulating levels of
the opposition through numerical relations and
players’ characteristics affects tactical, technical,
and physical dimensions during soccer training.
Manipulating the opposition through numerical
relationships can facilitate the exchange of passes
and maintenance of ball possession, in the offen-
sive phase, and generate greater commitment in
attempts to recover possession of the ball in the
defensive phase. Regarding the individual charac-
teristics of the players, the effects of the opposition
depend mainly on the variable used in organising
the teams. Therefore, it is important to know these
effects and how it could be possible to manipulate
the opposition levels according to the aims of the
training, besides the age and level of expertise of
the players.
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