
Page 1 
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Training the Game: using game-based approach 
underpinned by a constraints-led approach 

 
Introduction 
The aim of this paper is to explore how we train to perform and how our performance can 
be impacted by how we train. We will be looking at this through Game-Based and 
Constraints- Led approaches. 
 
Game-based training has become a buzz phrase in the coaching world. Historically we would 
see training for fitness. This has traditionally focused on interval and running-based training 
or drills, often without any ball involvement. Similarly, skills training employs highly 
repetitious drills where the focus is skill execution with decision making removed. This form 
of drill is referred to as ‘closed’ in contrast to ‘open’ where the skills are performed in a 
more game-like environment with decision making and greater unpredictability (Farrow, 
Pyne, Gabbett, 2008). Now with game-based training we are combining the skills and the 
physical needs together to mirror the game as best we can. This style of training exposes 
players to a similar level of intensity, decision making and execution of skills that are needed 
in the game. 
 
There are two approaches that assist with achieving the outcome of training the game. They 
are the Game-based Approach and the Constraints- led Approach.  
 
Game-based Approach 
A Game-based approach is increasingly being used as a means of improving the skill and 
physical fitness levels of team sport athletes. The greatest improvements in fitness and 
performance occur when training simulates the physiological and technical demands of 
competition (Gabbett, Jenkins & Abernethy, 2009).  
 
Pill (2013) stated that the benefits of a Game-based approach is that it caters for the 
technical differences between athletes, i.e., there is not just one correct way to perform a 
skill, but rather it focuses on the strategy and how to implement skills in a game 
environment. A game of rugby does not have players performing all skills perfectly but 
rather players need to adapt to the variability that occurs during the game. 
 
The Game-based approach is about maximising participation in small sided games to 
achieve a specific outcome from the game context. Questioning is also an important part 
the Game-based approach, this encourages players to think re their decision making and 
reflect on other opportunities they could have taken. 
 
When preparing a session plan, we need to start thinking how you can replicate the game in 
our training environment. An example of a small sided game that we use in the Super W 
environment is:  
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All Blacks Touch 
• One team is the AB’s and only have one phase to score 
• Opposition has unlimited touches 
• Can start from unstructured turnover, counterattack or lineout, scrum  
• Defence Questions 

o How best can we get the ball back? 
o Are we competing at the breakdown or setting a defence line? 
o Double team tackle to force a maul go to set piece? 
o Set traps to isolate players? 

• Attack Questions 
o Field position, where are we on the pitch? 
o Where is the space? 
o What are options are available to me, run, pass, or kick? 
o  

It encourages creativity in attack and in defence, as well as decision making under pressure. 
(Davies, 2021) 
 
Constraints-led Approach 
A Constraints-led approach places an emphasis on players being engaged in discovery 
learning. It consists of problem-solving behaviours and players being engaged in active 
rather than passive learning. It allows players to discover multiple solutions, whether 
successful or not, and this discovery is essential to learn to experience varieties of task 
solutions (Davids, Button & Bennett, 2004)). This discovery learning takes place in a practice 
context which is similar to the performance context. Hence enabling players to become 
more aware to the information sources available (Davids, Araujo, Shuttleworth & Burton, 
2003). This approach allows players to become more adaptive to situations as they occur on 
the field. 
 
Williams & Hodges (2005) stated that if feedback is provided on every practice attempt, 
then the coach is limiting the learner from searching for solutions. Instead, they suggest 
encouraging learners to use their intrinsic feedback about their own movement. 
 
There are three types of constraints: Individual, environmental and task. Individual 
constraints include body type, fitness, mental skills, decision making skills and personality. 
Environmental constraints include both social and physical environmental factors such as: 
temperature, light, topography, but could also include family support networks and cultural 
norms. Task constraints are the constraints that are most applicable to this paper. They are 
factors that are related to the rules and performance of the sport, and equipment such 
balls, player numbers and the size of the field (2021). 
 
You don’t need 15 v 15 to create a game, you could have 7 v 7 and the game is as simple as 
manipulating the space, time, and rules to place players under pressure. You can manipulate 
specific variables to force players to constantly solve different problems by reducing space, 
adding time pressure, add another player in attack or defense. You can also place a 
restriction of you cannot perform the same running lines used in previous repetition, 
something as simple as this can create challenge and get the players thinking about what 
they have in their toolkit. 
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An example of a Constraints-led approach activity is: 
Multicoloured ruck A v D 

• multicoloured rucks spread out across the field with two teams, teams could be 15 v 
15, 10 v 10, 7 v 7 

• a colour is called, and the teams race to get to the that ruck.  
• place a countdown from when the first person makes the ruck to put pressure on 

the support players to get into position.   
• put a phase limit to get to a certain point of the field for example  

o they start on the 22m line and  
o they have four phases to get to the halfway otherwise it’s a turnover.  
o This allows both the attack and defence to be making decisions about how 

best to either get to the halfway in attack by creating space, or as a defence 
line how to best shutdown the attack and limit their ability to get over the 
gain line, which means the turnover is in a more favourable field position.  

 

 
Table 1: Training session using small sided games and constraints lead approach (for 
detailed plan see appendix)  
 
Structuring a Training Session 
So where do we start? We need to understand the demands of the competition we are 
preparing for and the players we are coaching. Looking at the Women’s game, 65% of game 
play is unstructured (Matt Johnson World Rugby Analyst 2021), so with this in mind how we 
plan and prepare our team to play is very important. We also need to understand the 
competition that we are playing in. In table 2 you will see statistics from Women’s 
competitions from around the world in 2021.  
 

 
Table 2: Women’s Rugby Competition, source Matt Johnson World Rugby Analyst 2021 
 
If we look at the Super W competition in particular, you will see statistically there is not too 
much of a variance from other competitions. Some key areas to look at are ball in play time 
(BiP), activity cycle, max activity cycle, rucks and passes. What we see is the average activity 
cycle is 28 seconds and our max activity cycle was 3 minutes and 13 seconds.  When we are 
looking at training and how we structure our training these are two key parts to factor in 
when we are doing our session plans.  
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Now that we understand some of the key competition statistics how do we structure a 90-
minute training session to maximise the effectiveness of that session in preparation for 
what a game looks like.  
 
Table 3 shows what a typical training session looks like for a club rugby session outline for 
90 minutes. What this shows is very structured and with very little game based or small 
sided games, or unstructured play. 
 

 
Table 3: Women’s club rugby session plan 
 
So, we go back to our competition statistics and noting that 65% of the women’s game is 
played in an unstructured environment the training in table 2 is very structured and very 
closed or blocked. There is limited specificity in this training that relates to the game, drills 
are closed and have minimal decision-making components.  
 
So, what is specificity? It is the extent to which the practice prescribed reflects the 
behavioural demands typically experienced in competition (Davids, Araújo, Vilar, Renshaw & 
Pinder, 2013). So, what does specificity look like in rugby? Every time a player touches the 
ball, they need to make a decision, so how do we replicate this in a training environment? 
This is where small sided games come in, it allows players to have more repetitions in game 
like scenarios and see players use their skills with decision making in a variable 
environment. 
 
To incorporate the unstructured play elements into training, we need to look at the 
Contextual Interference Effect, which outlines the benefits of using unstructured training, as 
well as the use of small sided games.  
 
 
Contextual Interference Effect 
 
When running closed drills, it looks good, and it builds players confidence but if we were to 
run these types of drills for all your sessions are you training the game? Essentially you are 
not. We need a balance of open (random) and closed (blocked) drills across your sessions. 
 
This is where the contextual interference effect can be used. We have moved to this in the 
past couple of years and it has been a game changer for our players. To start with it looked 
messy and was chaotic however after a time the players started to adapt, and whilst it was 
chaotic it was not as messy with errors.  
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Table 4: Contextual Interference Effect 
 
 
If we go back to the game statistics, the average cycle of play is 28 secs and the max is 3 
minutes 25 seconds, so you could simply do a five-minute block of unstructured attack v 
defence to replicate unstructured play time in a game, using a combination of Game-based 
and Constraints-led approach. Each area having 1 -2 key points, for example, attack must 
have 2 players in the breakdown and have 3 seconds to move the ball from the ruck. 
Defence needs to have hands up in defence, can’t tag with outstretched hands. If these key 
points are not met another ball is introduced randomly by another coach. Now when this 
style was first introduced there were balls going in nearly every 5 seconds due to the key 
points not being met, it looked messy and was uncomfortable for both the players and 
coaches. We were only running 40 seconds work and 20 seconds off. However, the game 
can be messy and chaotic like this, especially early in games, and the team that can adapt 
and settle into their game plan the quickest will benefit. 
 
After this block you need to peel it back to the key focus points, so for defence, we wanted 
hands up and getting close to attacker. Use examples that were seen in the previous block 
when touches were made with outstretched hands. Take the players back into a closed drill, 
where you focus on tracking to get close to the attacker and making good shoulder contact 
in a controlled closed environment.  
 
Once you have addressed the technical area in a closed environment, go back into the 
unstructured environment providing feedback on the run when an effective stop was made, 
a component of the constraints-led approach. Once the second block is completed, question 
the players around the difference, remembering to go back to what the key points were. It 
is also good to questions players using the questions techniques from the Game-based 
approach around what were they trying to do, and did it work? If not, what did they learn 
from that experience and if it did work how do they feel? This creates an environment that 
they can try things without fear of making a mistake. 
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What we observed during the first couple of weeks of this type of training was players 
adapting and thinking in the moment, and the decisions were becoming quicker, which 
effectively is what needs to happen in a game. We were also seeing an improvement in their 
fitness, as this style of training allowed us to increase our high-speed meters and 
accelerations. You can also manipulate the ball entry to aid these numbers to ensure 
everyone is working. Once you see adaptability, change focus points or elements of the 
game, for example, focus on kick chase defence and counterattack or narrow field to 
encourage more rucks, the options are endless. 
 
The transfer to the game was that players felt that the game speed was slower and easier to 
make decisions. They were able to adapt the game plan as they were confident, as they had 
a tool kit they had developed, and they could handle the speed. We went from being a team 
that were comfortable in structured play but got lost when things speed up and got chaotic, 
to being a team that was comfortable in unstructured, chaotic high-speed play. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The movement away from what was traditional training to training using a Game-based 
approach underpinned by a constraints-led approach, allows a coach to train their team in 
game like situations and replicate the decision making that is required on the run during the 
game. Whilst the two approaches can be used in isolation, pairing them together as 
illustrated in this paper allows the best parts of each to be utilised.  Allowing players to 
make game related decisions under pressure and in an unstructured environment means 
that decision making in the game is easier. Players have said they feel like the game is 
slower compared to training and hence have more time to make decisions. It also replicates 
the game where not every pass, kick, tackle or lineout is perfect or goes to plan and allows 
players to adjust and play what is in front of them. You can create games that suit your 
team, and just like we ask our players to look at trying new things, as coaches we should be 
looking for new ways to improve.  
 
This research paper only touches the tip of the iceberg in relation to Training the Game: 
using game-based approach underpinned by a constraints-led approach. Further papers 
could be presented on: 

• The Role of Inquiry within a Game-Based Approach 
• Using a Constraints-led Approach to Develop Rugby IQ 

 
 
The game is the greatest teacher, so you need to know and understand your competition 
and strengths of your team. Design training to replicate the game and give your team the 
best preparation for the season.  
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