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What do I get the 
players to do? 
Practice 1
We mark out a 20-yard 
channel down the pitch 
and place attackers 
in the centre circle. 
Defenders start from 
behind each goal, 
which is protected by a 
keeper.
An attacker is served 
a ball from behind the 
goal. As he controls 
and advances towards 
goal, a defender takes 
up position to play out a 
1v1 situation (1a). 
At the end of the move, 
players continue their 
runs so attackers 
become defenders 
and vice versa. We then 
progress this to 2v2s, 
looking for players to 
communicate, cover 
and support recovery 
runs (1b).
Practice 2
We now narrow the 
pitch by 10 yards, 
remove the channel, 
and mark a 20-yard 
zone across the 
middle. Within this 
central zone there 
are two unopposed 
teams of four. Four 
additional players from 
each team position 
themselves outside the 
zone as defenders.
The ball is served 
in and the team in 
possession must 
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Overview:
This session looks 
at the principles 
behind attacking and 
defending counter-
attack situations 
quickly. It’s important 
to practise this 
because counter-
attacks occur 
regularly in matches, 
particularly in the 
Barclays Premier 
League. Matt Jarvis’s 
second-minute goal 
against Blackpool in 
February was a great 
example of a counter-
attacking goal that 
set us up for a 4-0 win, 
our biggest victory of 
the season.
We construct this 
session as three 
separate practices 
– each slightly 
different, and 
each building on 
the tactical points 
outlined previously.

ATTACKING AND DEFENDING IN COUNTER-ATTACK SITUATIONS: MAIN SESSION

SET-UP
AREA

Full pitch
EQUIPMENT

Balls, bibs, cones, 
goals
NUMBER OF PLAYERS

Squad
SESSION TIME

Practices 3x20mins,
game 20mins

“We’re looking 
for strong 
communication, 
intelligent 
support play, 
and good 
recovery runs.”
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In 1v1s, each attacker 
receives a long pass and 
attacks the goal

Moving to 2v2s, players 
must link up and 
communicate in defence 
and attack

In Practice 2, whites hold 
possession and prepare to 
counter
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break quickly, looking 
to score (2a). If the 
opposing team wins 
the ball, they counter-
attack 4v4 towards the 
other goal (2b). 
Practice 3
Now we add a holding 
midfielder for each 
team in the middle. 
This player attacks 
with his team mates 
but supports from 
deep, and also tracks 
back when defending 
(3a/3b).

How do I put 
this into a game 
situation?
In the game, we 
remove the width 
restrictions and the 
central zone but 
shorten the length so 
that play is between the 
two penalty boxes. We 
play 10v10 including 
keepers, but retain 
a solid back four, 
encouraging teams to 
attack in numbers. The 
small area and large 
number of players 
creates numerous 
opportunities to 
counter.

What are the key 
things to look 
for technically/
tactically?
We’re looking for 
composure from 
all players, while 
attackers must come 
forward at speed, using 
technical skills such as 
dribbling, a slick final 
pass or a clever finish.
Defenders must stay 
on their feet, delay the 
speed of the attack, 
and tackle. We require 
good communication, 
intelligent support 
play and good recovery 
runs.  
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Mick McCarthy is one 
of the most respected 
managers in the 
Barclays Premier 
League, thanks in no 
small part to his direct 
and honest approach to 
the game.

He has taken on a 
number of major 
rebuilding tasks during 
his time as a manager, 
starting at Millwall in 
1992 aged just 32.

After impressing in 
south London, he 
accepted the Republic 
of Ireland post, 
taking the country he 
represented 57 times 
as a player to the 2002 
World Cup.

Upon his return to 
domestic football a 
year later he joined 
Sunderland, securing 
the Championship title 
in 2005, before moving 
to Wolves.

The club achieved 
promotion at the end of 
the 2008/09 season and 
has since cemented its 
place in the top tier of 
English football.

As a player, McCarthy 
was a fearless centre-
back for Barnsley, 
Manchester City, Celtic, 
Lyon and Millwall.
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An interception is made and 
play now switches to the 
opposite direction

In Practice 3, the holding 
midfielder begins an 
attack

The midfielder doesn’t 
advance as far as his team 
mates, and here scores 
from a ball cut back


