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FROM THE CHAIRMAN 
Welcome to the December 2020 issue of Elite Soccer. 
As football tries to find a way to work through the 
difficult times, we hope that you are able to keep 
up with your coaching development. To help, we 
are pleased to bring you five more training sessions 
written especially for Elite Soccer by some of the 
game’s top football coaches.

We’re delighted to welcome back an old friend of 
the magazine. Chris Hughton was recently appointed 
as the manager of Nottingham Forest and in this 
issue he has shared an excellent session that will 
encourage players to make wide attacking runs that 
lead to crosses. 

Mick McCarthy is a manager who needs no 
introduction and in this issue he has contributed 
a session focused on finding a solution for the 
defensive problems caused by playing against a 
narrow attacking front four.

A highly experienced football manager in his own 
right, John Carver is currently working as part of the 
coaching set-up with Scotland’s national team. In 
this month’s issue of the magazine he has written a 
series of coaching activities that will help players turn 

defence into attack from the edge of their own box.
Kofi Hagan has contributed sessions to Elite Soccer 

on several occasions and this month he has written 
a training plan that works on a midfielder’s passing. 
This is a session that works with small units or with 
individual players.

As ever, we try to showcase the work of some of 
the brightest stars working in academy football and 

this month is no exception, as Simon Hodge shares 
a session that he runs with Charlton Athletic’s U15s. 
It is focused on maintaining positive possession and 
creating opportunities to attack.

I hope you find that this month’s sessions will open 
your eyes to new coaching idea. We will return next 
month with five brand new training activities.
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“We are pleased to bring you five 
training sessions by some of the 
game’s top football coaches”
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It was with Tottenham Hotspur that Chris 
Hughton first took to coaching. Between 1993 
and 2007, Hughton served as a coach and then 
assistant manager. He enjoyed two spells as 
caretaker manager at White Hart Lane, and he 
also assisted Brian Kerr with the Republic of 
Ireland national team.

He joined Newcastle United as first team coach 
in 2008 and following their relegation he became 
caretaker manager. He led Newcastle back to 
the Premier League as champions, securing the 
manager’s job on a permanent basis along the way.

Joining Birmingham City as manager in 2011, 
Hughton guided the Blues to a fourth place 
finish in the Championship and led them through 
their first European campaign for 50 years. After 
narrowly missing out on a place at Wembley for 
the play-off final, he was appointed manager of 
Premier League Norwich City. 

Joining Brighton & Hove Albion midway through 
the 2014–15 season, he secured the club’s place 
in the Championship and then took the team 
to a third place finish, narrowly missing out on 
automatic promotion to the Premier League on 
goal difference. He successfully achieved the 
feat a year later, leading Brighton to promotion 
as runners up and to the club’s first season in 
the top flight of English football since 1983.

He has been voted Championship Manager of 
the Year twice: in 2010 while at Newcastle and 
in 2016 for his work at Brighton. He is currently 
the manager of Nottingham Forest.

MANAGER PROFILE 

CHRIS HUGHTON 
NOTTINGHAM FOREST

SESSION 

WIDE ATTACKING 
RUNS AND CROSSES
This training session encourages players 
to make attacking runs in wide areas 
of the pitch leading to crosses into the 
penalty area. 

The session is particularly about the 
accuracy of crossing and in all parts of 
the session the crosser is given more 
than one target to aim for.

In the modern game, with so many 
teams now looking to get overloads 
in the central midfield areas, it has 
become ever more important to be 
competitive and efficient in the wide 
areas of the pitch. Although this session 
leads into crossing and finishing, it is 
also about the timing of the runs.

I would tend to run this session 
regularly, particularly as many of my 
teams have often played with wingers. 
It’s also relevant to the modern game 
because of what we expect of today’s 
attacking full backs. 

I would also run this session before we 
played against opponents where we felt 
we could benefit from getting overloads 
or space in the wide area.

“I would run this session 
regularly, particularly as my 
teams have often played with 
wingers. It’s also relevant to 
the modern game because 
of what we expect of today’s 
attacking full backs.”

4
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We set up a playing area of 44x44 yards with a 10-yard 
midfield box in the centre. We’re using 10 outfield 
players, with a back four in each end zone and two 
midfielders in the central box. 

Play starts with the ball being played across the 
back four before being passed into the centre zone by 
a centre back. The highest midfielder receives and lays 
it back to the deeper midfielder to play wide. 

A full back makes a well-timed run to receive the 

PASSING DRILL

[1a]

[1b]

CHRIS HUGHTON
WIDE ATTACKING RUNS 
AND CROSSES
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pass and then plays it on to one of the centre backs in 
the opposite end zone, as shown [1a].

The receiving centre back passes to the other 
centre back, who receives and plays a pass to the 
highest midfielder and the drill repeats in the opposite 
direction, as shown [1b].

We play for four minutes. After two minutes we go 
in the opposite direction and play up the other side of 
the playing area.

Area:  
Just over half a pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 
mannequins, 4 goals
Number of Players:  
Up to 20 players  
+ 4 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Passing drill: 4mins
Progression: 4mins
Attacking the flanks: 
15mins
Fast attacks: 20mins
12v12 game: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The receiving centre 
back passes to the other 
centre back

The centre back receives 
and passes to the 
highest midfielder, who 
lays the ball back to the 
other midfielder

The deeper midfielder plays 
the ball to the full back, 
who makes a well-timed 
run to receive and passes it 
into the opposite end zone

The ball is played across 
the back four before being 
passed into the centre 
zone by the right-sided 
centre back

The highest of the 
rotating midfielders 
receives and lays the 
ball back to the deeper 
midfielder

The deeper midfielder 
plays the ball wide to the 
right back, who makes a 
well-timed run to receive 
and passes it into the 
opposite end zone

3

3

2

1

1

2
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PASSING DRILL PROGRESSION
[2a]

[2b]

CHRIS HUGHTON 
WIDE ATTACKING RUNS AND CROSSES

We set up as before in a playing area of 44x44 yards 
with a 10-yard box in the centre. Again, we’re using 
10 outfield players, with a back four in each end zone 
and two midfielders in the central box. This drill 
uses the same principles as before but with different 
movement across the back four.

Here we are looking to develop the passing range 
and imagination of the players. The ball can now travel 

across back four more frequently, as shown [2a], and 
the forward pass to the higher central midfielder can 
come from any one of the back four players. Also the 
wide player’s pass into the end players can now go to 
any of the back four, as shown [2b]. 

We play for four minutes. After two minutes we go 
in the opposite direction and play up the other side of 
the playing area.
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This drill uses the same 
principles as before with 
different movement 
across the back four

Now the forward pass to 
the higher midfielder can 
come from any one of 
the back four players

The ball can now travel 
across the back four more 
frequently. Here the full 
back returns it to the 
centre back

In this progression 
the wide player’s 
pass into the end 
players can now go 
to any one of the 
back four 

1

1

2

3
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CHRIS HUGHTON 
WIDE ATTACKING RUNS AND CROSSES

ATTACKING THE FLANKS

[3]

“We are looking to develop the passing range and 
imagination of the players”

We set up a goal and a goalkeeper in the penalty area 
with an 18x15 yard crossing zone marked out next to 
the penalty area. A second 18x15 yard possession box 
is marked out on the same flank, as shown [3].

We’re using 10 outfield players, split into two teams 
of four who are two-touch, plus two one-touch yellow 
neutrals who play for the team in possession and who 
double up as running strikers. 

We play a 4v4 game in the possession box and if the 
passing team manages to string five or more passes 
together with the help of the two neutrals, then one 
of their players is released to run into the crossing 
zone to receive a pass. 

The receiving player has two touches to cross the 
ball to one of the neutral running strikers, who both 
sprint into the penalty area and attempt to finish with 
a shot on goal.

If the pressing team wins the ball in the possession 
box, they can release a player into the crossing zone 
after two passes but if they are unable to do so, they 
must make five passes before they have a second 
opportunity to play a release pass.

We rotate the neutrals every three crosses. We also 
set up at the other end of the pitch to run the same 
activity, in order to give players the experience of 
crossing from both sides.
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Play 4v4 in the possession box. The two 
teams of four are two-touch. The two 
yellows floaters play for the team in 
possession and are one-touch

The two yellow 
floaters double 
as strikers. They 
make runs into 
the penalty area 
to finish from the 
cross

If the possession team makes 
five passes, one player is 
released into the crossing zone 
to receive a pass and he has 
two touches to cross

2

3

1



88

“We want to see players reading the pass well and attackers  
making well-timed runs into the penalty area”

CHRIS HUGHTON 
WIDE ATTACKING RUNS AND CROSSES
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FAST ATTACKS
We mark out a 25x30-yard possession box over the 
halfway line, as shown [4]. We’re using 18 outfield 
players, split into two teams of seven and a neutral 
front four who play for the possession team. 

Each of the teams has five players in the possession 
box who are three-touch, and two supporting players 
on the outside of the possession box who are limited 
to just two touches. 

The coach starts and restarts play by passing in 
to the possession box. The receiving team passes 
the ball to keep possession in a 5v5, aided by their 
supporting team mates on the outside who can step 

into the box to help when their team has the ball. 
If the possession team can string five or more passes 

together, they can pass out to the neutral striker and 
one of their players is released from the possession 
box to receive the ball back from the neutral striker 
and play it out to the neutral winger. 

One of the possession team’s supporting players can 
join the attack by making an overlapping run down the 
wing to receive a pass and cross into the penalty area 
for one of the neutral attackers to finish on goal. The 
possession player who initially broke out of the box 
can also make an attacking run to meet the cross.

[4]

The neutral attackers and the 
one breakout player can make 
attacking runs to meet the 
cross and finish on goal

The overlapping support 
player receives a pass from 
the yellow winger and crosses 
into the penalty area

Each team has a pair of two-touch 
support players to the side of the 
box who can step in to help when 
their team is on the ball

After making 
five passes the 
team can pass 
to the neutral 
striker. They 
also release 
one breakout 
player who 
receives a 
layoff from the 
yellow striker 
and passes 
to the neutral 
winger

At the same 
time as the 
midfielder 
breaks out of 
the possession 
box, one of 
the support 
players can also 
join the attack 
by making an 
overlapping run 
down the wing 

3

It’s 5v5 in the possession 
box with the players on 
three-touch 

1
2

5

4

6
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COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look out for?
We want to see players reading the pass well and 
attackers making well-timed runs into the penalty 
area. We also want to see the crosser playing with 
his head up to be able to see any movement in the 
box to aim for. Using the correct quality and weight 

of cross is also key to the success of the session.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Mistakes that players frequently make include not 
reading either the game or the pass well enough, 
going too early, and making badly-timed runs into 
the box. Coaching the players between drills should 
help to eradicate this poor decision making.

[5]

12v12 GAME
To progress the session into a game, we set up on half 
a pitch with two goals at each end. We’re using 20 
outfield players and four goalkeepers, split into two 
teams of 12 – each team has two goalkeepers.

We set up the teams with each playing in a different 
formation; this is to encourage good movement and to 

help wide players make good decisions on the flanks.
We play a normal game with one condition imposed: 

a goal can only be scored from a cross, as shown [5]. 
Wide players are given plenty of good crossing options, 
as they can cross into either of the two goals at the 
end they are attacking.
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CHRIS HUGHTON 
WIDE ATTACKING RUNS AND CROSSES

“Wide players are given plenty of crossing options, as they can cross  
into either of the goals at the end they are attacking”

Play a normal game 
with one condition – a 
goal can only be scored 
from a cross 

Wide players have 
plenty of options 
as they can cross 
into either goal at 
the end they are 
attacking

1

2



101010

As a tough-tackling central defender, Mick 
McCarthy made over 500 league appearances 
and earned 57 caps for the Republic of Ireland. 

He began his coaching career in 1992 as player-
manager of Second Division Millwall and he took 
the club to the play-offs in 1994. Appointed 
manager of the Republic of Ireland in 1996, he 
led the national team to the 2002 World Cup 
and famously held Spain to a second round 
draw, only losing out in a penalty shootout.

As manager of Sunderland he achieved 
promotion to the Premier League as champions 
in 2005 and he was voted LMA Championship 
Manager of the Year. He subsequently spent five 
years in charge of Wolverhampton Wanderers, 
where he completely rebuilt the team and 
achieved promotion to the Premier League in 
2009 as champions. In recognition of this feat, 
he picked up his second LMA Championship 
Manager of the Year award. 

He spent five years as manager of Ipswich 
Town and enjoyed a second stint in charge of 
the Republic of Ireland, before joining Cypriot 
club APOEL in November 2020.

MANAGER PROFILE 

MICK McCARTHY 
APOEL

“This session is focused on 
finding a solution for the 
defensive problems caused 
by playing against a narrow 
attacking front four”

SESSION 

DEFENDING AGAINST 
A NARROW ATTACK
This session is focused on finding a 
solution for the defensive problems 
caused by playing against a narrow 
attacking front four. It was specifically 
created as a tactical solution to help 
a team usually playing in a 4-3-3 
formation to defend against a team 
who attack in a 4-2-3-1 formation with 
a front four that stays narrow and 
receives balls through the middle of the 
pitch rather than wide from the wings. 

Through using this training session 
we reshaped the formation of our team 
into a 4-4-1-1, encouraging the centre 
backs to defend higher up the pitch and 
in a more compact manner. This helped 
the defenders to anticipate the initial 
pass into midfield and allowed them to 
track runners to cover any passes into 
the opposition’s creative players in that 
area. This made it extremely hard for 
the opponents to penetrate centrally.

10
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We set up a possession square of 10x10 yards. We’re 
using 12 players in the square, playing in a 10v2. The 
aim for the 10 red players is to pass the ball and keep 
possession under pressure from the two defending 
players, who press and try to force the passers to 

POSSESSION WARM-UP

[1]

MICK McCARTHY
DEFENDING AGAINST  
A NARROW ATTACK

“The aim for the 10 players is to pass the ball and keep 
possession under pressure from the two defenders”

make mistakes, as shown [1]. If either of the two 
pressing players wins the ball, they should clear it  
out of the area.

We play three games of three minutes with a 
different pressing pair each time.

1

2

3a

3b
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25

10

10

Area:  
Up to two thirds of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 2 goals
Number of Players:  
Up to 24 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Possession warm-up: 
10mins
Possession game: 15mins
Tactical practice: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play a 10v2 in 
the square, 
with the 10 
red players 
passing the 
ball to keep 
possession

The two blue 
pressers try to 
force mistakes 
and if they gain 
possession 
they should 
clear the ball 
out of the 
square

1

2
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POSSESSION GAME

[2]

MICK McCARTHY
DEFENDING AGAINST A NARROW ATTACK

We set up a playing area of 30x25 yards. We’re using 
24 players split into three teams of eight. Two teams 
play against one another inside the area, with one 
team supporting from the outside of the area and 
playing for the team in possession. 

The coach starts play by passing to one of the 
teams inside the area. They pass to try and keep the 
ball with the help of the outside players and under 
pressure from the pressing team.

If the pressing team wins the ball, they should 
quickly transition and become the new possession 
team, passing to try and keep the ball, as shown [2].

The two teams inside the area have no restriction  

on the number of touches they can take, but the 
players on the outside are limited to two-touch. We 
play like this for 90 seconds, before changing the 
conditions to limit the inside players to two-touch 
and the outside players to one-touch and playing for 
a further 90 seconds. We then change the conditions 
again, this time not allowing players to pass the ball 
back to the person they received it from and limiting 
the outside team to two-touch again. We play this for 
a further 90 seconds to complete the block.

After each block we rest for one minute and rotate 
the teams. We run each block three times in total, so 
every players gets a turn in each role.

1
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The coach starts play by serving to one of 
the teams inside the area and they pass 
the ball to keep possession. Initially the 
inside players have unlimited touches

The outside 
players 
support 
the team in 
possession 
and initially 
they are 
restricted to 
two touches

If the pressing team wins the ball, they 
should quickly transition and become the 
new possession team. Here the blues win 
the ball from the yellows

Play for 90 seconds 
and then change the 
touch restriction for 
the next 90 seconds

41

2

3
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MICK McCARTHY
DEFENDING AGAINST A NARROW ATTACK

TACTICAL PRACTICE

[3a]

This activity is specifically designed to highlight and 
then remedy the problems created when defending 
in a 4-3-3 formation if the centre backs are too deep 
when playing against opponents who attack in a 
narrow 4-2-3-1 formation.

We set up a playing area between the penalty areas 
of a normal pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper at each 
end. The playing area is divided into thirds. We’re using 
20 outfield players split into two teams of 11 including 
goalkeepers. We set the blues up in a 4-3-3 formation 

and we set the reds up as the opposition in a 4-2-3-1 
formation, encouraging them to attack narrow. 

We play a normal 11v11 game but to highlight the 
problems, for the first 10 minutes the blue centre 
backs aren’t allowed to go into the middle third. 
They are sitting deep and as a consequence they are 
encouraging the opposition to play the ball early into 
the midfield, inviting attacking players to run at them 
and being caught out by penetrating through balls, as 
shown [3a].

1

2

3a

3b
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Set the blues up in a 4-3-3 
formation and restrict the blue 
centre backs from entering the 
middle third, causing them to 
defend deep

Set the reds up as the 
opposition in a 4-2-3-1 
formation and encourage 
them to attack narrow

The narrow attacks can break 
through the deep defence as 
the reds find the space to play 
penetrating through balls and 
create scoring chances

1

2

3
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TACTICAL PRACTICE

[3b]

MICK McCARTHY
DEFENDING AGAINST A NARROW ATTACK

After the first 10 minutes we explain to the players 
what has been happening. We then remove the 
conditions that stop the blue centre backs moving into 
the middle third and we now encourage the centre 
backs and full backs to play a much higher defensive 
line. We also ask them to track runs in midfield, 
making that area of the pitch more compact and 
difficult to play through, as shown [3b]. Additionally, 

we change the shape of the midfield three and the 
wide players, making it a narrow midfield four and  
now asking the team to play in a 4-4-1-1 formation.

This change in tactic forces the opposition to go into 
less dangerous areas to receive the ball. It cuts down 
the space in front of the centre backs that teams 
playing with a narrow attack were able to exploit in 
the first part of the activity.

“By changing the tactics it forces the opposition to go 
into less dangerous areas to receive the ball”

1

2

3a

3b

30

25

10

10
After 10 minutes remove 
the conditions that stop the 
blue centre backs moving 
into the middle third 

Encourage the blue centre 
backs and full backs to play a 
higher defensive line, making 
the midfield more compact

Change the shape of the blue 
midfield three to a narrow 
midfield four, getting the team 
to play in a 4-4-1-1 formation

The reds now find it more 
difficult to play through 
the compact midfield 
and lose possession

4 1

23
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John Carver enjoyed a long association with 
his local club, Newcastle United, having come 
through the ranks as a youth player and an 
apprentice before turning professional. After 
he turned to coaching, from 1999 to 2004 he 
worked at the club as assistant manager to 
Bobby Robson, with a short spell as caretaker 
manager during this time.

Carver’s coaching and managerial career 
has subsequently included stints as caretaker 
manager at both Leeds United and Sheffield 
United, and as head coach of MLS club Toronto. 
He has also worked in Cyprus as manager of 
Omonia Nicosia and served as assistant head 
coach at Plymouth Argyle and as first team 
coach at Sheffield United.

After returning to Newcastle United in 2011, 
he went on to enjoy a spell as interim manager 
at the Premier League club, stepping up from 
his position as assistant manager in January 
2015 and successfully warding off the threat of 
relegation to the Championship. 

In August 2020 he joined the coaching staff 
of Scotland’s national side.

MANAGER PROFILE 

JOHN CARVER 
SCOTLAND

“Players sometimes make 
strange decisions when put 
under pressure, so it’s important 
to recreate match situations”

SESSION 

TRANSITION TO 
ATTACK FROM A 
LOW BLOCK
This session is all about turning defence 
into attack from the edge of our own 
box in a controlled and effective 
manner. These activities are part of the 
build up to a match of huge importance. 
They are also a big part of a team’s 
philosophy throughout the season. 

Players like to be organised and to 
know their responsibilities within the 
team’s structure. When defending the 
edge of the penalty area in a low block 
it’s vital that players understand their 
roles, as any mistakes can be costly  
and lead to disaster. 

I think it’s very important to keep 
session’s simple, with progressions 
introduced at the right times to 
stimulate the minds of the players. 

A large part of this session is about 
the quick transition from defending 
to attacking and stopping penetration 
through central areas – this means 
players have to defend balls arriving 
from wide areas. It also look at when we 
have regained possession, focusing on 
how we react and become progressive 
up the thirds of the pitch to enable the 
team to create chances and score.  

Players sometimes make strange 
decisions when put under pressure, so 
it’s really important to try and recreate 
a match situation as much as possible. 
I allow them to make errors and then 
work on the correct solutions.

These activities should always be a 
part of a coach’s football philosophy, 
but there will be times when they will 
certainly be more beneficial than others. 
A great example of this is when the 
team has an away game at a difficult 
venue against a team who like to play  
a high pressing game.

15



1616

Having completed the warm-up and a short passing 
drill [not shown] for a period of 30 minutes, we would 
then move onto the first practice.

We set up a playing area of 64x35 yards, including a 
10x10-yard box containing a mini goal in each corner 
and a 10-yard end zone at each end. We’re using 13 
outfield players divided into two teams of five and 
three floaters. The two teams play 5v5 in the main 
area along with one of the floaters, whilst the two 
remaining floaters are positioned with one in each of 
the unopposed end zones.

The coach starts play by serving into the one of 
the teams and they try and keep possession with 
the help of the floaters. If they make 10 consecutive 
passes, they score a point. The pressing team must 

TRANSITION FROM DEFENCE: 5v5+3

[1]

JOHN CARVER
TRANSITION TO 
ATTACK FROM  
A LOW BLOCK

win possession and then complete three passes before 
they are free to score into the mini goals, as shown [1].

In each block, teams defends for two minutes at a 
time and we play four blocks. To increase or decrease 
the challenge, we can vary the conditions, whether 
that be allowing the players unlimited touches or 
limiting them to two touches.

We want to see possession players reacting together 
to win the ball back on the transition. On winning the 
ball, players should make sure their first touch is away 
from pressure. Team mates should support the player 
in possession by making good angles.

We also want to see players making the correct 
decisions about whether to protect the ball, dribble 
with it or pass into the mini goals.  
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Area:  
Up to three quarters  
of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 4 mini 
goals, 2 full size goals

Number of Players:  
Up to 20 players  
+2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
5v5+3: 20mins
5v5+5: 20mins
Phases of play: 20mins each

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 
The coach starts play 
by serving into the one 
of the teams

If the possession team 
makes 10 consecutive 
passes, they score a point

The three 
yellow 
floaters 
play for 
the team in 
possession

If the pressing 
team wins the 
ball, they must 
make three 
passes before 
they can score 
in the mini 
goals. Here the 
blues score 
after winning 
the ball

4

12

3
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TRANSITION FROM DEFENCE: 5v5+5

[2]

JOHN CARVER 
TRANSITION TO ATTACK FROM A LOW BLOCK
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“The breakout player must time his run well and 
keep composed to finish on goal”

The coach 
starts by 
serving into 
one of the 
teams in the 
central area 

The possession team has to work 
the ball from one side to the other 
using the help of the yellow floaters

Once the ball has been worked from one side 
to the other, a pass can be played into the 
penalty box for a player to run onto and finish

If the pressing 
team wins 
possession, 
they must 
complete three 
passes before 
one of them 
can breakout 
to receive and 
finish on goal

The player who 
shoots at goal 
must recover 
quickly and 
help his team 
win the new 
ball that will 
be served to 
the opposition 
in the central 
area

5

4

1

2

3

We set up a playing area as shown, with a central 
area of 35x44 yards sandwiched between two penalty 
areas. The central area is also flanked by two 10-yard 
wide zones. We position a goal and a goalkeeper at 
each end. 

We’re using 15 outfield players divided into three 
teams of five. Two teams play 5v5 in the central area 
and the third team are yellow floaters, who play for 
the team in possession. Two floaters are positioned in 
each wide zone, while the remaining floater plays in 
the central area.

The coach starts by serving the ball into one of the 
teams in the central area. The possession team has 
to work the ball from one side to the other using the 

help of the yellow floaters. Once they have achieved 
this, the ball can be played into a penalty box at either 
end for a breakout player to run onto and finish on 
goal, as shown [2]. 

That breakout player must then recover quickly into 
the central area to join his team in trying to win back a 
new ball that has been served in by the coach.

If the defending teams wins possession, they must 
complete three passes before one of their players can 
breakout into a penalty area and run onto a pass and 
take a shot at goal.

We want to see quality forward passes made with 
the correct weight. The breakout player must time his 
run well and keep composed to finish on goal.
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JOHN CARVER 
TRANSITION TO ATTACK FROM A LOW BLOCK

PHASE OF PLAY 1

[3]

We set up a playing area on three quarters of a pitch 
with three small goals at one end and a full size goal 
and a goalkeeper at the other end. A central area is 
marked between the penalty area and the halfway 
line. The flanks are coned off diagonally from the 
corners of the penalty area.

We’re using 18 outfield players, split into a red team 
of 8 who defend the full size goal with the help of 
the goalkeeper, and a blue team of 10 who defend the 
three mini goals.

The coach starts play by serving to the blue team 

of 10 and they try to score by penetrating through the 
central area. The red defending team starts defending 
from the edge of their own 18-yard box, staying narrow 
and compact. They should look to force play into the 
wide areas when possible, preventing penetration 
through the central area. On transition, their aim is to 
score into any of the mini goals, as shown [3]. 

We want to see the red team of eight sliding over 
together and staying in holes to reduce the big gaps 
between each other and to make it difficult for their 
opponents to play between the lines.  
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The coach starts by serving to the blue team of 
10 and they try to score by penetrating through 
the central area and attacking the main goal

The red team of 8 starts defending 
from the edge of their own 18-yard 
box staying narrow and compact. 
They should force play into the 
wide areas when possible

On winning the ball the reds 
should transition quickly to 
attack and try to score into 
any of the three mini goals 
that the blues are defending

1

23
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PHASE OF PLAY 2

JOHN CARVER 
TRANSITION TO ATTACK FROM A LOW BLOCK
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The coach starts by serving to the blue team 
of 10 and they aim to attack the main goal. 
They can attack centrally or from wide

If the blue team get the ball wide, they 
can pass through the gate and release a 
team mate to run onto the ball to cross

The reds must then recover 
back into position to 
defend the cross

1

2

3

[4]

We use the same basic set-up as in the previous 
activity but now we set up gates on either side of the 
pitch from the outside corners of the 18-yard box to 
the touch line. We’re using 18 outfield players again, 
split into a red team of 8 who defend the full size goal 
with the help of the goalkeeper, and a blue team of 10 
who defend the three mini goals.

The red team are still looking at defending the 
central area to prevent penetration but they now also 
have to look at defending balls arriving from wide 

areas. Once the blue attacking team has worked the 
ball into the wide area, they can pass through the 
gates and release a team mate to run onto the ball 
and deliver the cross, as shown [4]. The red defending 
team must then recover back into position to defend 
from a cross.

We want to see the red defending players trying to 
stop the cross and using good, open body positions. 
If possible we want to see them stepping up and 
squeezing the play.
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PHASE OF PLAY 3

[5]

JOHN CARVER 
TRANSITION TO ATTACK FROM A LOW BLOCK4
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To transition quickly from defence 
to attack, the red defenders should 
start in the positions they would 
defend a cross from

The keeper should play the 
ball out wide to create space 
as quickly as possible

The red team builds an attack 
through the units and they finish 
by scoring in one of the three 
mini goals

1

2

3

Having dealt with the cross in the previous phase of 
play, we are now covering the quick transition from 
defence to attack that starts with the ball being 
played out from the goalkeeper. Creating space 
as quickly as possible, the keeper should play the 
ball out wide. This will enable the team to build up 
through the units and hopefully finish with a goal 
scoring opportunity as they transition to attack one 

of the three mini goals at the other end, as shown [5].
If it’s not on to play the ball out wide, then the 

goalkeeper shouldn’t hesitate to go long if needs be. 
If possession is lost, the team should react like they 
would in a game.

The coach can restart the attacks at his discretion. 
This makes the defenders switch on and recover 
back into a solid shape quickly.
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PHASE OF PLAY 4

JOHN CARVER 
TRANSITION TO ATTACK FROM A LOW BLOCK

We use the same basic set-up as in the previous 
activity but now we use 20 outfield players divided 
into two teams of 10. The team defending the main 
goal also has the keeper. We play a normal game 
but we ask the players to look to counter-attack, as 
shown [6]. The keeper gives the team attacking the 
mini goals a numerical advantage, so they should 
make it count.

We want to see the counter-attacking team 
transition from defence to attack with a positive 
attitude. They should remain patient when defending 
the edge of their own box and on regaining possession 
they should stay calm and make a composed decision. 
After winning the ball they should try to play away 
from the initial pressure and team mates must find 
space and give the ball carrier passing options.
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“We want to see the counter-attacking team transition 
from defence to attack with a positive attitude”

The team defending the main 
goal now has an 11v10 advantage 
including the goalkeeper

Play always starts and restarts 
with a pass to the blue team 
attacking the main goal

When they win the ball, the red defending 
team must transition to attack with a 
positive attitude, playing the first pass 
away from the initial pressure

12

3[6]
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Kofi Hagan has over 15 years of coaching 
experience. He is a UEFA licensed coach, 
with knowledge of recruitment and player 
development pathways, and works within  
the academy at a professional football club. 

Having worked as a player and a coach in 
non-league football, he has built his knowledge 
base by working across the men’s and women’s 
game and with players across all age phases. 
He has also helped to set up and develop 
internal football projects, which have aided the 
development and recruitment of players. 

MANAGER PROFILE 

KOFI HAGAN 
LMA AMBASSADOR

“This session allows the coach 
to look at players individually 
and focus on their strengths 
and weaknesses”

SESSION 

QUICK PLAY THROUGH 
CENTRAL MIDFIELD
This is a small unit session that works 
on passing aspects of a midfielder’s play 
in the central area of the pitch, including 
changing angles to pass and receive and 
developing final pass options.

This session allows the coach to 
look at players individually and focus 
on their strengths and weaknesses, 
which may be difficult to highlight when 
working in larger groups. 

It can be used within the individual 
action plan of a player’s development 
programme, as well as looking at 
sharpening up aspects of a senior 
player’s passing and decision making. 

Working in smaller groups means the 
coach has to drive the intensity of the 
session a lot more, but it allows for a 
more specific, player-led review of the 
session, and future sessions can then be 
tailored from that feedback.

The first part of the session works 
in the central area of the pitch and 
focuses on changing the angle to pass 
and receive. It uses short and quick one-
touch and two-touch passing to play 
forward in areas where the opponents 
will shut down space quickly. 

The second part of the session looks 
to build on passing and receiving but 
also shows players how to exploit balls 
in behind the opponent and how to play 
longer, ranged passes. 

This session would ideally be run two 
or three days before a match, which 
should allow sufficient recovery time 
alongside the team’s current training 
programme.

22
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We set up a playing area on half a pitch. We position 
four mannequins in the centre circle and three mini 
target goals half way between the centre circle 
and the penalty area. Four mannequins represent a 
defensive backline just outside the penalty area and 
they are positioned in front of two small goals, which 
come into play in the second part of the practice.

We’re using just one midfielder, or a small unit of 
midfielders who take turns to run the drill. The active 
midfielder starts in the centre circle and play begins 
with him moving inside to receive a pass from the 
coach. Within two touches the midfielder must play 

SOLO DRILL 1

[1]

KOFI HAGAN
QUICK PLAY THROUGH  
CENTRAL MIDFIELD 

the ball into one of the three mini target goals in 
the midfield area. The coach can direct the play by 
calling out the goal he wants the player to pass into, 
as shown [1]. The coach repeats the drill, by serving 
different balls to the player and varying the goal he 
calls out. We play for 20 minutes.

The player should receive, control and pass into 
the goal as efficiently as possible. The three mini 
goals represent different passes into the midfield or 
the attacking areas of the pitch: Goal 1 and Goal 3 
represent balls into wide midfielders, while Goal 2 
represents a pass into the striker’s feet.

1

2
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Right!

1

2

3

Goal 3

Area:  
Up to half a pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
8 mannequins,  
2-4 bounce boards,
3 mini goals,  
2 small goals,  
2 full size goals

Number of Players:  
1 player or small unit  
for solo drills
16 players + 2 goalkeepers 
for the game
Session time:  
Drill 1: 20mins
Drill 2: 20mins
Game: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play begins with 
a pass from the 
coach to the 
midfielder. The 
coach calls out 
the number of 
the target goal

Within two 
touches the 
midfielder 
must play the 
ball into the 
goal selected 
by the coach

The coach calls 
out different 
target goals. 
Goal 1 and Goal 
3 represent 
balls into wide 
midfielders

If the coach 
calls Goal 2, it 
represents a 
pass into the 
striker’s feet

4

1

2

3
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“The player should receive, control and pass into 
the goal as efficiently as possible”

SOLO DRILL 2

[2]

KOFI HAGAN 
QUICK PLAY THROUGH CENTRAL MIDFIELD

We use the same basic set-up as before but we 
replace the three mini target goals with bounce 
boards, as shown [2]. We also place one of the mini 
target goals between the two small goals at the top 
end of the pitch.

The midfielder receives a starting pass from the coach 
and plays a one-two with one of the bounce boards. 
The ball can come off the board on either side, so the 
player must react quickly to the direction of the ball 
and pass into the attacking areas of the pitch where the 
small goals are and the mini goal are situated. 

There are several passing options after receiving 
from the bounce boards. If the ball comes off on the 

outside, the pass must be drilled over the mannequin 
that represents the full back and into the small goal. 

The other options are from a ball that comes off 
in the central area between the bounce boards. The 
midfielder then has to make a decision about which 
goal to pass into. He could either pass into the small 
goals out wide behind the mannequin full back, which 
would be an area difficult for the opposition to defend 
in a real game when attacking wingbacks and wingers 
would be making runs to receive. Alternatively, the 
midfielder could make his pass into the central mini 
target goal, which would represent a pass into the  
feet of the striker.
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Goal 3

The midfielder 
receives a 
starting pass 
from the coach 
and plays a 
one-two with 
the bounce 
boards 

If the ball 
comes off on 
the outside 
of the bounce 
boards, the 
midfielder 
should drill 
the pass over 
the full back 
mannequin 
and into the 
small goal, 
representing a 
pass to a wide 
attacker 

If the ball comes off between the bounce 
boards, he has to decide which goal to aim 
for. Here he passes into the central mini 
goal, which represents a pass to the striker

Alternatively, 
he could pass 
from the 
central area 
into the small 
goals out 
wide, which 
represents a 
pass to a wide 
attacker

4

1

2

3
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KOFI HAGAN 
QUICK PLAY THROUGH CENTRAL MIDFIELD

9v9 GAME

[3]

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
We want to see a good first touch and body shape 
in a position to play forward. Players should try and 
be on the half turn to receive and play forwards or 
they will have their back to their intended target 
and the ball will be played backwards. 

Players should scan the area of the intended pass 
before ball has come to feet and the pass should be 
played with one touch or two. They should also vary 
and disguise their passing to unsettle opponents

How do I progress the session?
The solo drills can be progressed in future sessions 
to have more players added in different positions. 
For instance, another central midfielder can be 
added instead of a bounce board and we could also 
add a target striker running off the ball. Using a 
striker after the second part of the session would 
allow the player to work on timing runs in behind 
the back line, in order to receive and strike on goal. 

A defender can also be added from another 
starting point, meaning the pass from the central 
midfielder would need a higher degree of accuracy 
to reach the striker.

We set up a playing area of 70x45 yards with a 
goal and a goalkeeper at each end. We’re using 16 
outfield players split into two teams of nine including 
goalkeepers. We play a normal 9v9 game, utilising 
the midfielder we’ve been previously focusing on 
positioned predominantly in the central area, with the 

instruction that he should have no more than three 
touches to play a pass, as shown [3]. 

This means that player passing and support has to 
be quick and there is an emphasis on utilising what 
the midfielder has been working on in the previous 
passing and receiving solo drills.
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Goal 3

Play a normal 
9v9 game, 
starting from 
the keeper

Utilise the midfielder from the solo drill in the 
central area and limit him to three touches. This 
results in quick forward play and the kind of 
passing focused on in the solo drill

1 2
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Simon Hodge started his coaching career at 
16 years old and he worked for the Charlton 
Athletic Community Trust for many years. 

He has also previously served as head of 
football and sports development at Gillingham, 
as U16s lead coach at Ebbsfleet United, and as 
first team coach at Fleet Leisure Football Club. 

He is currently a lead youth development 
phase academy coach at Charlton Athletic and 
works with the club’s U15s. His career highlight 
include leading Charlton’s U15s to the Premier 
League Floodlit Cup regional final.

He is the holder of a UEFA ‘A’ Licence and has 
had the opportunity to coach abroad, including 
stints working with players in South Africa, the 
USA and Australia.

MANAGER PROFILE 

SIMON HODGE 
CHARLTON ATHLETIC

“When the team is in possession 
this is the foundation of my own 
playing philosophy”

SESSION 

POSSESSION WITH 
OPPORTUNITIES TO 
ATTACK
This session is focused on maintaining 
positive possession within an overload 
situation and leading towards directional 
penetrative transfer play.

When the team is in possession this 
is the foundation of my own playing 
philosophy, and that of the club too. We 
should achieve ball domination through 
quick play and combinations carried out 
with purpose and direction – and based 
on whatever defending strategies are 
being used by the opponents.  

This is one of my preferred practices 
and it’s something that I try to run 
every week in one form or another. I will 
vary the size of the area, the number 
of players and perhaps incorporate 
different constraints, depending on the 
outcomes I want from the players. 

26
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We set up a playing area of 52x30 yards. The area 
is made up of two 20-yard end zones and a 12-yard 
central zone. The size of the area can vary depending 
on the number of players available and the specific 
outcomes required. 

We are using 15 outfield players split into three 
teams of five. One team starts in each end zone and 
the third team begins in the central zone. We try to 
make the teams as position-specific as possible, 
so the two teams in the end zones are made up of 

POSSESSION PRACTICE

[1a]

SIMON HODGE
POSSESSION WITH 
OPPORTUNITIES 
TO ATTACK

1

2

3
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20

12 20

30

20

12 20

30

20

midfielders and attacking players, and the central 
zone team is comprised of defenders.

The coach always starts play with a pass into one of 
the end zones and the receiving team needs to achieve 
a set number of passes (here the target is five) before 
the ball can be transferred under head height through 
the central zone to the team in the opposite end zone, 
as shown [1a].

To add to the challenge, as soon as the ball is played 
into an end zone, three of the five defenders in the 

Area:  
52x30 yards 
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones
Number of Players:  
15 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Basic game: 30mins
Each progression: 10mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 
The coach starts play 
with a pass into one of 
the end zones 

As soon as the ball 
is played into an end 
zone, three defenders 
from the central zone 
can go into that end 
zone and press

The receiving 
team needs 
to make five 
passes before 
the ball can 
be transferred 
under head 
height to the 
team in the 
opposite end 
zone

1

2

3
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“As soon as the ball is played into an end zone, three of the five defenders 
are free to go into that end zone and press”

[1b]

SIMON HODGE
POSSESSION WITH OPPORTUNITIES TO ATTACK

central zone are free to go into the end zone and 
press to gain possession. If the pressers win the ball, 
they immediately return it to the opposite end zone by 
passing or dribbling, as shown [1b]. The central team 
then swaps roles with the team that lost the ball and 
the flow of the activity continues.

If the ball goes out of play, the team that lost 
possession swaps roles with the defending team in 
the central area and the coach serves a new ball into 
the team at the opposite end to the team that lost 
possession.

How do I progress the session?
We progress the activity by increasing the number 
of passes that need to be made before a transfer 
can occur. We also increase the difficulty for the 
possession players by increasing the number of 
defenders that can be sent into the end zone to 
press.

We can progress the activity further by including 
two goalkeepers and positioning one at each end. 
The keepers become actively involved in supporting 
possession – they cannot be tackled and should be 
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Whenever the ball is transferred 
into an end zone, three players from 
the central zone can enter to press 
the possession team 

If the pressers win the ball, they 
return it to the opposite end zone 
by passing or dribbling. The central 
team then swaps roles with the 
team that lost the ball

1

2



2929

SIMON HODGE
POSSESSION WITH OPPORTUNITIES TO ATTACK

[1c]

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for? 
We want to see players making good decisions when 
in possession and asking questions such as: How 
much space do I have? Where is the space? Can I 
use the space on my first touch? Do I need to pass 
early? Can I link with my team mates? If I don’t 
have possession of the ball, can I quickly support 
my team mate by getting into his eyeline early? 
Can I combine with team mates with a one-two 
maybe, or an overlap or an underlap? 

Tactically we want to see players establishing a 
diamond shape with one player inside the diamond. 

We want to make sure we spread our diamond high 
and wide in order to use space and see as much of 
the area as possible. 

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Players sometimes make an incorrect decision due 
to the pressure of the defenders and they may 
hold onto the ball too long when they are 5v3. 
They need to recognise that quick passing and 
combination play is more effective. 

I like to stop the activity and coach the players. 
An important part of what we do at Charlton is to 
ensure traditional coaching is still apparent and  
that coaches step in and explain things.  

“Players sometimes make an incorrect decision due to the pressure of the 
defenders and they may hold onto the ball too long”

used as a safe pass in order to maintain effective 
possession.

We can also progress the activity by allowing players 
from the end zone team who don’t have possession to 
drop into the middle zone and link the transfer from 

one end zone to the other, as shown [1c].
We would usually play each progression for 

approximately 10 minutes and then move into a 
small-sided game or a phase of play, or ideally an 
11v11 game.
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Progress 
by adding 
a keeper at 
each end 

The keepers 
cannot be 
tackled and 
should be 
used as a safe 
pass in order 
to maintain 
effective 
possession

Progress further by allowing 
players from the end zone team 
who don’t have possession to 
drop into the central zone and 
link the transfer from one end 
zone to the other

1

2

3
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Back in the late 1990s Harvard Professor, Amy 
Edmondson, stumbled across a pretty remarkable 
finding, one that still influences the leadership 
decisions of huge companies today. Over two decades 
ago, Edmondson, a professor of leadership and 
management, was predominantly working in medical 
facilities investigating human-related medication 
errors in hospitals. She sought to find out whether 
better care teams made fewer mistakes. However, she 
stumbled on something peculiar – that the very best 
performing care teams she was studying were making 
mistakes. Lots of them!

But here’s the twist. Those high performing care 
teams weren’t making more mistakes than poorer 
performing teams. Simply, the individuals within the 
best teams were owning up to their mistakes. They 
were actually talking about mistakes during meetings. 
They were discussing mistakes in detail. Mistakes were 

reported rather than covered up or ignored. In the high 
performing teams, mistakes weren’t frowned upon, 
they were seen as an opportunity to examine better 
and to discuss what better looked like. In the high 
performing teams, human vulnerability was embraced 
and normalised.

As a result of this research, Edmondson coined the 
term ‘Psychological Safety’. She defined it as “…a belief 
that one will not be punished or humiliated for speaking 
up with ideas, questions, concerns or mistakes.” And 
over the past two decades research has continued 
to support the notion that for a team to thrive, the 
presence of this psychological quality is important.

However, giving players the space to express 
vulnerability and to discuss mistakes in professional 
football can be pretty scary. Will these types of 
conversations diminish player confidence? Doesn’t 
negativity simply breed negativity?

PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY
SPORT PSYCHOLOGIST DAN ABRAHAMS DISCUSSES HOW CREATING A PSYCHOLOGICALLY 
SAFE ENVIRONMENT CAN HELP TO GET THE BEST OUT OF AN ELITE PLAYER

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

“Discussing personal 
challenges gives 

opportunities for team 
mates to problem solve”
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OPENING UP
Let’s examine this a little closer. Vulnerability in 
professional football can take several forms. It might 
relate to a player speaking up in a team meeting to 
propose an idea for a game model. It could refer to 
a player disagreeing with a coaching point or offering 
a different kind of solution to a problem. Or it might 
include a player admitting a sense of anxiety, worry, 
doubt or fear about an upcoming game, discussing 
mistakes made on or off the pitch, or opening up 
about a challenging situation he or she is dealing with.

That sounds like a lot of negative emotion, right?  
But consider what you as coaches really want from 
your players on game day. 

You want players to compete with freedom rather 
than fear. You want them to play on the front foot 
rather than the back foot. You want them to play ‘to 
win’ rather than playing ‘not to lose’. You want them 
action-oriented rather than anxious. You want them 
to compete with intensity rather than with lethargy. 
You want them proactive rather than passive. You 
want them supporting each other rather than 
isolating themselves.

By giving players space to express vulnerabilities 
around negative emotions such as anxiety and fear, 
you give them a better opportunity to play with 
freedom and on the front foot. You give them a  
better chance to be action-oriented and proactive. 

FEELING SAFE
How does this work? I believe in several ways. Firstly, 
a platform to share can help players to feel safer 
in an elite environment that’s both unpredictable 
and uncontrollable. Secondly, conversation around 
anxieties such as “I think this is going to be a really 

tough game this weekend” or “I’ve been playing poor 
recently and have dropped in confidence” can help 
clear a player’s mind. Thirdly, discussing personal 
challenges gives opportunities for team mates to 
problem solve and arrive at solutions together.

Of course, many of you reading this may be thinking 
that the expression of vulnerability in an elite sporting 
environment is an unrealistic proposition. I can hear 
the protests now: “There’s no way players are going  
to be honest about their vulnerabilities. Not to 
coaches. They’ve got too much to lose.”

Certainly, this is a challenge that exists but, with  
a little thought and careful planning, it’s one that  
isn’t unsurmountable.

Clubs can use a designated member of staff to 
facilitate meetings where players can share, discuss 
and solution-find. Individually or in small groups a 
sport psychologist, a sport scientist, or a member 
of the medical department can lead these meetings, 
giving players the space to air their doubts and 
worries. Confidential meetings can be one to one,  
in pairs or in fours. The smaller the group, the more 
the chance that players will open up and be honest 
about how they’re feeling and about how they think 
things are going. 

It’s worth noting that psychological safety isn’t 
simply about being nice. It’s about being forthright 
and candid about feelings. It’s about saying “I don’t 
feel great about this right now and I may need some 
help.” It’s about openly admitting mistakes. It’s about 
learning from others and finding solutions. It’s about 
working together. It’s about socially teaming.

By building a psychologically safe environment 
you’re developing a sophisticated relationship with 
human functioning and performance. You’re not 
giving in to negativity and you’re not creating a ‘can’t 
do’ environment. On the contrary, you’re giving your 
players the opportunity to become more flexible, 
tougher versions of themselves. You’re helping them 
to become more  emotionally literate personally and 
interpersonally. You’re helping them to work together 
on their personal challenges off the pitch, so they can 
ultimately become better competitors on the pitch.

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

“Players will open up and be honest 
about how they’re feeling”
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Despite being only two years into his management 
career, Ryan Lowe emanates positivity and ambition, 
setting his sights on League One on the back of some 
remarkable early success with two promotions from 
League Two, with Bury and Plymouth Argyle. 

Lowe took up his first management position at Bury 
in May 2018, just months after hanging up his boots in 
the club’s changing room. All too aware that many new 
managers never get a second bite of the cherry, he 
was determined to give it his all and to do so his way. 

Aside from six games as caretaker, Lowe had no 
management experience, yet he knew from the outset 
what he wanted to do with the side and how he 

ON THE UP!

wanted to manage. “As soon as I took the job I was 
very clear with the players on how I was going to work, 
my philosophy and the style of play I wanted from 
them,” he says. “It was important they understood  
and bought into that from the start, and they did. 
They knew my personality and there was a mutual 
respect there.” 

CLEAR AND OPEN 
Lowe believes strongly in remaining authentic as  
a leader and sticking to his principles, and while he 
understood that he had crossed the line from player 
to management, he didn’t suddenly change. “I treat 

WITH TWO CLUBS AND TWO PROMOTIONS IN TWO YEARS OF MANAGEMENT, PLYMOUTH 
ARGYLE MANAGER RYAN LOWE HAS HAD AN INCREDIBLE START TO HIS CAREER.

INTERVIEW RYAN LOWE

“I was clear on how I 
was going to work, my 

philosophy and the style 
of play I wanted”
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everyone as I would want to be treated,” he says. “The 
players knew from the start that they could approach 
me, and that I’d always be upfront and honest with 
them. There’d be no grey areas.” 

While being so close to his team undoubtedly had 
its advantages, it made some of his planned changes 
harder to make, not least replacing 11 players in his 
first few months in the job. Lowe, however, was clear 
on what he needed to do. 

“While it meant falling out with some people, 
including some I considered friends, it was important 
to trim the squad down and ensure that everyone was 
the right fit for the club and my style of play. I did my 
homework because I wanted players who knew what 
Bury was about and who would buy into my ideas. 
Those who stayed were phenomenal that season 
and the players I brought in were hungry to win and 
understood what I was trying to do. I made some 
big changes that season and not all of the fans were 
happy, but I stuck to my guns and it paid off.” 

UPS AND DOWNS 
Finishing the 2018-19 season as runners-up in League 
Two, Bury succeeded in securing promotion to League 
One, an achievement all the greater given the drama 
unfolding behind the scenes. During the second half  
of the season, longstanding financial difficulties came 
to a head, leading to the club’s expulsion from the EFL 
in August. 

“Keeping the players and staff focused on their game 
was really tough, but we were united, sticking together 
like a family,” recalls Lowe. “We were determined 
that it shouldn’t prevent us from achieving our goal 
of promotion. I tried to get them to visualise putting 
their medals around their kids’ necks, the memories 
we’d create that would last a lifetime. I kept driving 
the idea home to the players that they should, as best 
they could, forget what was happening off the pitch 
and focus on what we had set out to do.” 

Lowe is proud to have come away from the season 
with that promotion, even though he could never see 
it to fruition, and to progress to the semi-finals of 
the EFL Trophy. However, it was an incredibly difficult 
period for him and everyone involved with the club. 

“I hope I never experience anything like that again,” 
he says. “There were tears shed during my meetings 
with the players, who were experiencing a lot of 
stress and financial uncertainty. I told them that if 
they didn’t want to play I would understand, and I 
had to leave one or two players out whose heads 
weren’t in the right place. It still hurts me to think 
what happened to the club – it played a big part in 
my career – but hopefully we’ll see it back in the 
league again one day.” 

WAKING A GIANT 
In June 2019, with fears for the club’s future 
mounting, the opportunity arose for Lowe to move 

RYAN LOWE 
INTERVIEW

“I’ve had two promotions but I don’t 
know it all, so I want to keep learning”

to Plymouth Argyle. Understandably, he grasped it, 
thankful also of the chance to take five Bury players 
and four staff with him. 

“I saw Plymouth as a sleeping giant and I was 
confident I could make a difference there. Certainly 
in my first season there we’ve done that,” he says. 
“We have a great squad that we’re adding to, I’m well 
supported by the chairman and the board, and we 
have a great fanbase.” 

Unfortunately for Lowe, while he succeeded in 
steering the side to the top end of the table, it was 
to be another season marred by uncertainty and 
disruption. “When the Covid pandemic first hit, I  
was keen to continue the season, but it soon became 
clear that the virus wasn’t going away so we had to 
accept it,” says Lowe. 

“The competitive part of me was disappointed 
that we couldn’t go on to try to win the league in the 
normal way, but I was happy with the decision to go 
with points per game and over the moon to finish 
third and secure promotion back into League One.”
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TIME WELL SPENT 
Lowe took advantage of the long break in the season 
to try to accelerate his development, studying for his 
Pro Licence, learning from leaders across sports via 
the LMA Institute, and speaking with his mentors and 
fellow managers. “I’m very aware that, while I’ve had 
two promotions, I don’t know it all, so I want to keep 
learning as much as I can,” he says. Indeed, he often 
asks his opposition managers what they thought of his 
side’s performance after a game, although he admits 
they’re normally too gracious to highlight the flaws  
he knows must be there.

While Lowe readily acknowledges that football 
management can be intense and the pressure and 
responsibilities relentless, he considers himself lucky 
to be able to switch off when he really needs to.  
“I was thankful to have the chance to take some time 
out with my family during lockdown, because since 
moving to Plymouth eight months earlier I’d only  
seen my kids every other weekend. 

“When we lose I’m down, but as soon as I’m back 
with my family I can let it go,” he says. “I still tend to 
go to sleep early on a Saturday after we’ve lost and 
stay up late when we’ve won, but I’m careful never to 
get too high or too low. I also make sure I have days 
away from the game on Wednesdays and Sundays, 
when I won’t touch my phone except for emergencies, 

RYAN LOWE 
INTERVIEW

“Whatever league we’re in, 
we’re in it to win it”

because I think it’s important to have time when you 
switch off totally from football.” 

Looking ahead, Lowe will be hoping for something 
close to a normal season in which he can focus on 
maintaining Plymouth’s momentum. Confident in his 
side’s ability and his brand of football, Lowe believes 
they can more than hold their own in League One. 

“Whatever league we’re in, we’re in it to win it and 
we have good players, some of whom have experience 
of playing in League One and above. I think the style 
of football we play is exciting and I’m really looking 
forward to it.”
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