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FROM THE CHAIRMAN 
Welcome to the January 2021 issue of Elite Soccer. 
This month we have another five tried and tested 
coaching sessions that will help you to develop 
your players. Written by some of the game’s leading 
football coaches, we hope these activities will be of  
a great benefit to you in your training.

We’re delighted to welcome Roy Hodgson back 
to the magazine as our cover star. One of the most 
experienced coaches in the world game, Roy is 
manager of Premier League side Crystal Palace and 
this month he shares a session straight from the 
Palace training ground that will help to develop the 
play of wide players and show them how and when  
to come inside to receive the ball.

Valerien Ismael has coached in Germany, Austria 
and Greece and he is currently working in English 
football as manager of Championship side Barnsley. 
His training session in this month’s issue is all about 
playing forward in a quick and direct fashion.

Next up is Portsmouth manager Kenny Jackett, 
who has written a series of activities that encourage 
players to counter-attack with speed and precision.

Graham Biggs is Northampton Town’s head of 
coaching and he hopes his session on playing  
through the midfield will help to develop the ability  
to maintain possession and improve the timing, 
quality and weight of passing.

Ben Garner was most recently manager of League 
One club Bristol Rovers and in this issue of Elite 
Soccer he shares a session that focuses on pressing 
and recovering with intensity.

I hope you find that this month’s sessions will open 
your eyes to some new coaching ideas. We will return 
next month with five brand new training activities.
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“This month we have another 
five tried and tested coaching 
sessions that will help to 
develop your players”
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Roy Hodgson’s coaching career started in earnest 
in 1976, when he became manager of Swedish 
side Halmstad. He quickly made a name for 
himself by winning the league title at his first 
attempt and he went on to repeat the feat three 
years later. He did even better as manager of 
Malmo, topping the league for five consecutive 
seasons, winning two play-off style Swedish 
championships and two Swedish Cups.

Hodgson’s first foray into international 
management came in 1992, when he was 
appointed manager of Switzerland. The Swiss 
hadn’t been to a major tournament since 1966, 
but under Hodgson they reached the knockout 
rounds of the 1994 World Cup and qualified for 
the finals of Euro 96.

He managed the national teams of the United 
Arab Emirates, Finland and England, who he led 
to the finals of one World Cup and two European 
Championships. He has also managed in Italy’s 
Serie A, with two stints at Inter Milan and one 
at Udinese; he won the Danish Superliga with 
Copenhagen in 2001; and he has managed in the 
English Premier League with Blackburn Rovers, 
Liverpool, West Brom, Crystal Palace and Fulham, 
taking the latter to the 2010 Europa League final. 

He was voted LMA Manager of the Year in 2010 
for his work with Fulham. 

MANAGER PROFILE 

ROY HODGSON 
CRYSTAL PALACE

“This session is taken directly 
from our training ground. It’s a 
very simple session but I feel it 
is important”

SESSION 

DEVELOPING INSIDE 
FORWARDS
This session is all about working 
on opportunities for wide players 
to receive the ball infield – it helps 
them to understand how and when 
to come inside to receive and it also 
shows them the impact it has on our 
attacking team shape.

This session is taken directly from 
our Crystal Palace training ground at 
this phase of the season. It’s a very 
simple session but I feel it is important 
that the players are constantly given 
the opportunity to rehearse how we 
want to attack as a team.

This is a session that could typically 
be done on a match day -2. It doesn’t 
need lots of coaching as the practice 
coaches itself.

4
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We set up on half a pitch. We’re using 22 players 
positioned around the pitch as shown, and we focus 
on the rotation of the full backs and the wide 
players. 

The players pass and follow their pass, working the 
ball around the area. After following the ball to the 
next station, each player should take up a position at 

ROTATIONAL PASSING PRACTICE

[1]

ROY HODGSON
DEVELOPING INSIDE 
FORWARDS
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the back of the queue where they passed the ball to, 
as shown [1]. When one player passes and moves, the 
player behind becomes the new passer the next time 
the ball comes around.

We want to see the wide players working on closed 
and open turns and making well-timed and correctly 
weighted passes, as well as using safe side passing.

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

Session time:  
Rotational passing 
practice: 15mins
Semi opposed pattern: 
20mins
Small-sided game: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 
5The players pass and follow 

their pass, working the ball 
around the circuit

After following the ball to 
the next station, each player 
should take up a position at 
the back of the queue

The wide midfielders should 
come inside to receive and 
work on closed and open 
turns

The player behind the 
passer becomes the  
wnew passer when the 
next ball comes around

We want to see 
the wide players 
using good timing 
when they come 
inside to receive

4

1

2 3
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ROY HODGSON 
DEVELOPING INSIDE FORWARDS

SEMI-OPPOSED PATTERN OF PLAY
[2a]

We set up on half a pitch. We’re using 22 players 
including a goalkeeper. The players are split into a 
red team of 18, with four centre midfielders, two 
right backs, two left backs, two right midfielders, 
two left midfielders and four centre forwards. The 
players are set up in their usual match positions, 
as shown, with two players waiting in each position 
and with two of the centre forwards waiting off 
the pitch ready to rotate in. The blue team is made 
up of three centre backs and the goalkeeper, who 
are set up to defend the goal that the reds are 
attacking. We also use two additional coaches to 

help put some pressure on the wide midfielders.
The ball starts on the halfway line with the centre 

midfielders, who pass to each other and then pass 
out wide to the right back. The right back passes 
inside to the right midfielder, who moves to receive. 
To add realism to the move, the midfielders are 
pressured by a coach as they receive the ball, 
encouraging them to use good timing and a firm 
physical presence. 

They pass to the centre forwards, who move from 
outside the D to attack the penalty area against the 
three blue defenders, as shown [2a].
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The centre midfielders 
start play and pass the 
ball out wide to the full 
back 

The full back passes 
inside to the wide 
midfielder, who moves 
inside to receive

A coach puts pressure 
on the wide midfielder to 
add realism to the move

12

3 The forwards move to attack 
the three centre backs and try 
to score in the goal

4
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ROY HODGSON 
DEVELOPING INSIDE FORWARDS

[2b]

When the attack is dead, the coach plays a second 
ball into the strikers and they try to score again, as 
shown [2b]. When the second attack is dead, the 
coach plays a third ball into the strikers who try to 
finish once again.

After the final attack has played out, the players 

should reset for the next passing sequence, with the 
waiting player stepping forward at each position to 
take their turn. The two centre forwards should also 
swap with the waiting strikers. 

After running the sequence again, vary the play so 
the ball comes down the opposite wing next. 

41

2

3

LB

CB
CBCB

CF

CF

C

C

Resting CF

CM
CM

RM

RM

LM

RB

“The coach plays a second ball into the 
forwards and they try to score again”

When the attack is dead, the coach 
plays a second ball into the forwards 
and they try to score again

A third attack is launched by the coach 
before players reset for the next passing 
sequence, with the waiting players taking 
their turn to rotate in 

1

2
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ROY HODGSON 
DEVELOPING INSIDE FORWARDS

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
One of the key things we are looking for during this 
session is for players to create space to receive 
in the pocket. This might come from individual 
movement from a wide player or a run from the 
centre forward. We also want to see that players 
recognise the right time to receive in the pocket.

Another key point is that the wide midfielder 
should work with the full back on being on  
different lines. We also want to see different  
styles of receiving technique from the players.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Players sometimes try to force the play when space 
is too tight, or select the wrong turn when receiving 
under pressure.

SMALL-SIDED GAME

[3]

We set up between the penalty areas of a normal pitch, 
with a goal and a goalkeeper at each end and a wide 
channel marked on either side of the main area. We’re 
using 16 outfield players, split into two teams of six 
plus four neutral players who play as wide defenders 
and wide midfielders for the team in possession. 

We play a normal 6v6 game plus keepers but no 

players from either of the teams of six can enter 
the wide channels. Indeed, only one of the neutral 
players is allowed in each wide channel at a time, as 
shown [3]. This condition creates a situation where 
the wide defenders and wide midfielders are always 
on different lines, with one having to move inside to 
receive the ball.
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Play a normal 6v6 
game plus keepers 

Four yellow neutrals play 
as wide defenders and 
wide midfielders for the 
team in possession

Only one neutral is allowed in the 
wide channel at a time, so the wide 
defenders and wide midfielders are 
always on different lines

Here the wide midfielder 
moves inside to receive 
from the wide defender 
and is in a position 
to create a scoring 
opportunity

41
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Valerien Ismael played as a defender for Racing 
Strasbourg, Crystal Palace, RC Lens, Werder 
Bremen, Bayern Munich and Hannover 96. As a 
player he won the Coupe de la Ligue twice and 
the Coupe de France, as well as the German 
Bundesliga twice and the DFB-Pokal.

On hanging up his boots, Ismael became the 
assistant general manager of Hannover 96 and 
later took on the job of manager of the club’s 
second team, Hannover 96 II.

Appointed as manager of Wolfsburg II in 2013, 
he won the Regionalliga Nord in his first season. 
The following season he became head coach of 
Nurnberg in the second tier of German football 
but he returned to Wolfsburg II just a year later 
and won the Regionalliga Nord a second time. 

He was promoted to manager of Wolfsburg’s 
first team in 2016 before having a short spell 
in Greece in charge of Appollon Smyrnis and in 
Austria as manager of LASK.

He currently manages Barnsley in the EFL 
Championship.

MANAGER PROFILE 

VALERIEN ISMAEL 
BARNSLEY

“Players need to demonstrate a 
desire to be one step closer to, 
and faster than, their opponents”

SESSION 

DIRECT ATTACKING 
PLAY WITH PURPOSE
This session is all about playing quickly 
forwards with purpose, followed by 
creative link up play to create scoring 
opportunities. To achieve this, the players 
need to demonstrate commitment, 
intensity of play and a desire to be one 
step closer to, and faster than, their 
opponents.

This kind of intense and direct play 
starts right from the goalkeeper and 
includes every player on the pitch, so 
everyone has to participate here. 

It’s very important that players choose 
the deepest option to play the ball to 
and that they find the correct pass 
during the game, playing it forward with 
quality and thought so the team retains 
possession and the opposition are kept 
under pressure. This allows us to create 
scoring opportunities or use our counter-
press as an attacking weapon.

In these activities, we also focus on 
making quick combinations with each 
other in the build-up to the deep forward 
pass, so it is important that the players 
adopt the correct body shape and make 
quick but well-considered decisions.

We would run this session about once 
or twice a week, as it’s the basis for the 
way I like to play the game. It’s a part of 
the philosophy of the team.

9
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We set up four 10x10-yard boxes around the centre 
circle, as shown. We’re using 20 outfield players 
split into five teams of four. Each box contains one 
possession team, arranged in a diamond formation. 
The remaining team are defenders and they start  
in the centre circle. Play begins with the coach serving 
the ball into a possession team in one of the boxes 

DIRECT PLAY BOXES

[1a]

VALERIEN ISMAEL
DIRECT ATTACKING 
PLAY WITH PURPOSE

and two of the defenders can now enter the box to 
press. If the defending pair wins the ball and clears it 
or if it goes out of play, the coach serves a new ball to 
the opposite box, as shown [1a]. The team that gave 
away possession then have to transition and press the 
next active box, whilst the pressing team take their 
place. We play five games of two minutes.
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Area:  
Up to full pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
2 goals
Number of Players:  
Up to 20 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Direct play boxes: 10mins
Breakout 5v3: 12mins
Breakout 4v3: 12mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play begins with the coach 
serving the ball into a possession 
team in one of the boxes 

Two red 
defenders can 
now enter 
the box from 
the centre 
circle to press. 
If they win 
possession, 
as here, they 
clear it out of 
box and swap 
roles with the 
team that gave 
away the ball

The coach 
serves a new 
ball into the 
opposite box 
and the new 
pressing team 
enter the 
active box 
to press the 
possession 
team

1

2

3
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[1b]

VALERIEN ISMAEL
DIRECT ATTACKING PLAY WITH PURPOSE

The aim for the team in possession is to make 
five passes in the box before transferring the ball 
to another box. We discourage square passes 
and encourage the players to play to the furthest 
option safely. It is important the possession team 
prepares its structure and body shape to play first 
time after the five passes. 

The player receiving the fifth pass should be 

looking in the direction that he is going to play 
the ball, as shown [1b]. We want to see players 
creating the space and finding the opportunity 
to pass forward first time with purpose by using 
clever movement and intelligent body shape.

If the ball is switched across the centre, the two 
defenders in the centre circle can intercept. If they 
fail, they follow the ball into the box and press.
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“It is important the possession team prepares its structure 
and body shape to play first time after the five passes”

The team in 
possession 
must make 
five passes 
in the box

The player receiving the fifth pass must 
be looking in the direction he is going 
to play the ball. He then passes to the 
deepest player in the box he is facing

The two defenders in the centre 
circle are allowed to intercept the 
ball if they can. If not, they follow 
the ball into the box and press

1

2

3
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VALERIEN ISMAEL
DIRECT ATTACKING PLAY WITH PURPOSE

BREAKOUT 5v3

[2a]

[2b]

We set up with a goal and a keeper at one end. We 
mark out two 10x10-yard boxes over the halfway 
line. We’re using 16 outfield players split into a blue 
defending team of six and red attacking team of 10. 
Four blue defenders start in one of the 10x10-yard 
boxes, along with two red attackers. The red attacking 
team are set up with a left winger, a left back, a 
central midfielder and a number 10 around the outside 
of the 10x10-yard box in their pitch positions. The red 
attacking team also has a striker and a right winger up 
the pitch, faced by two blue central defenders.

The blues start with the ball in the 10x10-yard box, 
passing to keep possession with a 4v2 overload in the 

box. When one of the two red pressers wins the ball, 
they quickly play forward with purpose to the striker. 
One blue defender from the 4v2 recovers to help 
his defenders, while the red number 10, the red left 
winger and a red midfield player all join the attack, 
making it 5v3 breakout, as shown [2a].

The reds attack using creative link up play and try 
to score, as shown [2b]. It is important the attacking 
team’s forward players take up the correct tactical 
positions. This enables a quick and direct transition. 
The defending team should try to halt the attack. 

We play until the attackers have shot and then reset.
We play six minutes on each side of the pitch.
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The blues start 
with the ball in 
the 10x10-yard 
box, passing 
to keep 
possession 
with a 4v2 
overload

The reds must 
use creative link 
up play to attack 
and try to score 
in the goal

When one of the two 
red pressers wins 
the ball, they play 
a quality pass up the 
pitch to the striker

The blue defending 
team should use their 
limited numbers to 
try to force the attack 
wide and away from 
the goal

One blue defender 
from the box 
recovers to help his 
central defenders

The red number 10, 
the left winger and a 
midfield player all join 
the attack, making it a 
5v3 counter-attack
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“The team that wins the ball must create the opportunity 
to pass out of the box to their forwards”

BREAKOUT 4v3

[3a]

VALERIEN ISMAEL
DIRECT ATTACKING PLAY WITH PURPOSE

We set up on a pitch with a goal and a keeper at each 
end. We mark a 15x15-yard box on the wing either side 
of the centre circle. We’re using 18 outfield players 
split into two teams of nine. Each team has three 
players in a 3v3 in one of the boxes, plus two players 
at the end they are attacking and two players at the 
end they are defending. Two players from each team 
also wait at the side for their turns to rotate in.

The coach starts by serving a ball into the 3v3 
box. The team that wins the ball must create the 
opportunity to pass out of the box to their attacking 

players. They do this by using clever movement and 
intelligent body shape to make the space to play 
forward first time. The attacking team are supported 
by two team mates from the 3v3, who can break 
out to join the attack. As with all the activities, the 
players’ focus and mentality must be to play forward 
fast. One defender can also break out of the box to 
recover and help defend, as shown [3a]. 

Once the ball has been played out of the box, the 
team has just 10 seconds to score, so they must use 
quick and creative combination play.
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The coach 
starts play 
by serving a 
ball into the 
3v3 box

The team that wins possession must make a 
purposeful pass out of the box to their forwards 
and launch a quick attack on the opposition goal

The attacking team are 
supported by two team 
mates from the 3v3, who 
can break out of the box 
to join the attack

One defender can 
break out of the 
box to recover 
and help his team 
mates defend
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VALERIEN ISMAEL
DIRECT ATTACKING PLAY WITH PURPOSE

[3b]

If the ball is won by defenders or if the keeper 
saves, the defending team has one chance to 
transition the other way quickly. They should 
be looking to hit the furthest free player safely 
and then look to score in the opposite goal. It 
is important the forward players are positioned 
correctly for this to be effective. Their opponents 

will then look to counter-press and stop the 
transition. Once the attack is dead, the two 
breakout attackers are replaced in the 3v3 box 
by the team’s two waiting players, while the 
defending team replace their one breakout player, 
as shown [3b]. We then reset and play again. We 
play six minutes on each side of the pitch.

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look out for?
We pay attention to body language and the overall 
behaviour of the team on the pitch. The players 
have a high degree of personal responsibility and 
pass this on internally in coaching sessions. 

Our attackers always have to be vigilant, attack 
high and exert constant pressure.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Common mistakes can be, for example, the lack 
of intensity of an individual, which then has an 
immediate effect on the entire team. Of course, 
because of this, the walking routes for players are 
difficult at the beginning, but this is then clarified  
in a one-on-one conversation.
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Once the ball has been 
played out of the box, 
the team has just 10 
seconds to score 

If the ball is won by defenders or 
the keeper makes a save, they must 
quickly transition the other way, 
hitting the furthest free player and 
trying to score in the opposite goal

Once the attack is dead, the 
two breakout attackers are 
replaced in the 3v3 box by the 
team’s two waiting players

The defending team 
replace their one 
breakout player and 
reset to play again
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Kenny Jackett spent his entire playing career at 
Watford and on hanging up his boots in 1990, he 
joined the coaching staff at Vicarage Road. He 
was given the manager’s job in 1996. 

After subsequent spells working as assistant 
manager to Graham Taylor at Watford and to 
Ian Holloway at QPR, Jackett was appointed 
manager of Third Division Swansea City and he 
led the Welsh club to promotion in his first full 
season in charge. 

He enjoyed further success when he won 
promotion to the Championship via the play-offs 
as manager of Millwall, and he achieved the 
same feat at Wolverhampton Wanderers, this 
time as champions. He was voted joint winner of 
the LMA League One Manager of the Year award 
for his work at Wolves. 

He is currently manager of Portsmouth in 
League One and he led the club to victory  
in the EFL Trophy in 2019.

MANAGER PROFILE 

KENNY JACKETT 
PORTSMOUTH

“Counter-attacking is a 
big part of the game and 
working on this will improve 
the quality of our play”

SESSION 

COUNTER-ATTACKING
This session is all about encouraging 
players to counter-attack with speed 
and precision. Counter-attacking is a 
big part of the modern game and we 
feel that working on this will improve 
the quality of our play and develop 
our decision making so the players 
know how to react when these kind of 
opportunities arise in matches. 

We like to play a high tempo game 
and we feel our players need to be able 
to produce a high number of sprints 
and cover distances at high speeds 
throughout a game. This session will not 
only help the players with their decision 
making and quality on the ball but it will 
also help to maintain and improve their 
overall physical conditioning.

We might choose to run this session 
in a week when we feel we are coming 
up against a team that is particularly 
susceptible to the counter-attack, in 
order to put the players in realistic 
situations and get them making 
decisions that may occur in the game. 

We would not usually run the session 
on the day before a game, due to the 
high physical demands that we are 
looking to get out of it.

15
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We set up on half a pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper 
at one end. We cone off the wings, tapering to the 
outside edges of the six-yard box as shown and we 
mark a 12x12-yard possession box on the halfway line. 
We position poles on either side of the possession box. 

We’re using 10 outfield players, split into a red 
defending team of six and a blue attacking team of 
four. Two of the blues are wide players, with one 

COUNTER-ATTACKING PRACTICE

[1a]

KENNY JACKETT
COUNTER-ATTACKING

starting on each pole. Two red defenders start on the 
edge of the penalty area. The four remaining reds start 
in the possession box and pass the ball in a 4v2 under 
pressure from two blue attackers, who try to win 
possession, as shown [1a]. 

The aim for the reds is to keep hold of the ball for 
as long as possible. To encourage this we award them 
a point every time they string 12 passes together. 

3

4

1

2
50

60

50

60

1212

12

1212

12

Area:  
Half a pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 2 poles, 
4 mannequins, 2 goals
Number of Players:  
Up to 12 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers 

Session time:  
Counter-attacking  
practice: 20mins
Counter-attacking  
wave: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Four reds pass the ball in the possession box 
under pressure from two blues. Give the reds 
a point for every 12 passes they make

1

As soon as the two blue pressers gain 
possession, they pass to a wide team 
mate and then break up the pitch with 
support from the receiving wide player

2
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“The speed of the attack is important and players should make 
runs off the ball to create space for the ball carrier”

[1b]

KENNY JACKETT 
COUNTER-ATTACKING

As soon as the two blue pressers gain possession, they 
look to pass to a wide team mate and then they break 
up the pitch supporting the wide player on the ball. 

The aim for the three breaking blues is to counter-
attack the two red defenders at the other end, making it 
a 3v2 in the attacking team’s favour, as shown [1b]. 

As soon as the ball goes dead, the three attacking 
players must recover so the practice can start 
again. We get the attacking and defending players 
to switch roles every few goes so everyone gets 
adequate recovery time. To make things realistic,  
we use a linesman.

3

4

1

2
50

60

50

60

1212

12

1212

12

The three breaking blues quickly 
counter-attack against the two red 
defenders at the other end, making it 
a 3v2 in the attacking team’s favour

The blues use their 
numerical advantage to 
create a scoring opportunity

To make things realistic, 
use a linesman. Players 
should time their runs 
well to stay onside

The speed of the attack is important 
and players should make runs off the 
ball to create space for the ball carrier

4 1

2 3
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KENNY JACKETT 
COUNTER-ATTACKING

COUNTER-ATTACKING WAVE

[2a]

We set up an area of approximately 60x50 yards (or 
half a pitch with the wings coned off). We have a goal 
and a goalkeeper at each end and four mannequins 
positioned as shown. We’re using at least 12 outfield 
players split into two teams of six, positioned as 
shown, but as it’s a wave attack numbers are flexible 
and we rotate other players in as necessary. 

Play starts with the keeper throwing the ball out to 
one of the blue winger, who arcs his run around the 
mannequin. Two blue players from beside the goal join 
the winger in the attack and they go 3v2 against the 
two red defenders and try and score in the goal, as 
shown [2a]. The attack must be quick and if there is 
any hesitation, the coach can call an end to the attack.

“We want to see players making quick counter-attacks, 
as speed is vital to the success of the session”

3

4

1

2
1212

12

1212

12

50

60

50

60

Play starts 
with the 
keeper 
throwing the 
ball out to one 
of the blue 
wingers 

The blue winger arcs his run 
around the mannequin to receive 
the ball and launch an attack

Two blue players from beside 
the goal join the winger in the 
attack and they go 3v2 against 
the two red defenders

Here the speed of the 
blue attack and the 
quick combination play 
leads to a goal

4

1

2

3
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3

4

1

2
1212

12

1212

12

50

60

50

60
[2b]

KENNY JACKETT 
COUNTER-ATTACKING

When the attack is dead (after a goal or if the ball 
goes out of play), a counter-attack is immediately 
launched from the goal that was just attacked. The 
keeper throws out to one of the red wingers, who 
must run around the mannequin to receive and then 

he attacks with the support of the two reds that just 
defended against the previous attack, as shown [2b]. 
The blue winger from the last attack must return to 
his starting position and the other two attacking blues 
must quickly recover and defend their goal.

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look out for?
We want to see players making quick counter-
attacks, as the speed of the attack is vital to the 
success of the session. We want players to make 
good decisions, both on the ball and off it. For 
instance, it’s important that players should make 
good attacking runs off the ball to create space for 
the ball carrier or to open up the opportunity to be 
played in themselves. 

We also want to see players using speed of 
thought to their advantage, making runs that keep 

them onside and following up in front of goal to 
take advantage of any rebound opportunities.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Sometimes we see the attacker in possession 
slowing the play down too much. This may be by 
taking to many touches or not attacking the space 
quick enough, so we encourage players to attack 
with speed, using forward passes where possible 
rather than playing the ball square too often.

Another problem we see is that attacking players 
don’t always time their runs well enough and stray 
offside too often.

When the blue attack is dead, 
the red keeper throws out a ball 
to one of the red wingers, quickly 
launching a counter-attack

The two reds 
that just 
defended 
now join their 
winger in 
attacking in 
a 3v2

The blue 
winger from 
the previous 
attack must 
return to 
his starting 
position

The other 
two blues 
must quickly 
recover and 
turn to defend 
their goal

4

1

2

3
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A UEFA ‘A’ licence holder, Graham Biggs was 
formerly the academy manager at Walsall. He 
joined the Sadlers as an academy coach in 
2000 and he also held the positions of centre 
of excellence manager and head of academy 
coaching before becoming the club’s academy 
manager in November 2016. 

During his time at Walsall, Biggs helped 
develop the talents of Alex Nicholls, Will Grigg 
and Rico Henry, among many others. 

Graham is currently the head of coaching at 
League One club, Northampton Town.

MANAGER PROFILE 

GRAHAM BIGGS 
NORTHAMPTON TOWN

“With a slight variation, this 
session can be used for all age 
groups, from young players 
through to the first team”

SESSION 

PLAYING THROUGH 
THE MIDFIELD
This session is all about playing 
through the midfield. Its aim is to 
develop a team’s ability to maintain 
possession and improve the timing, 
quality and weight of passing. It also 
works on communication between the 
different units.

This is a training session that I have 
run for several years. With a slight 
variation it can be used for all age 
groups, from young players through 
to seniors. It can be used as part of 
the academy curriculum or as team 
planning, from the learning patterns 
of juniors through to running it with 
the senior first team players to ensure 
they understand their roles and 
responsibilities.

20
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We set up in the centre circle. We’re using 10 players, 
with eight players around the edge of the circle and 
two players in the centre. Each of the two players in 
the centre starts with a ball. They both dribble across 
the circle and then pass to an outside player, changing 
places with the player they passed to. The receiving 
player must then dribble across the circle before 

TECHNICAL WARM-UP

GRAHAM BIGGS
PLAYING THROUGH  
THE MIDFIELD

“This gives players plenty of touches of the ball and 
works on their ball manipulation skills”

passing to another outside player and switching places 
with them, as shown [1].

This technical warm-up gives the players plenty of 
touches of the ball and will help them to work on their 
ball manipulation skills before the main part of the 
session begins. We would usually play this warm-up 
for eight minutes.

1

2a

2b

3

10 1010

15

10 1010

15

40 55

20
1-Alt.A

1-Alt.B

Area:  
Up to 50x20 yards
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones
Number of Players:  
Up to 18 players

Session time:  
Technical warm-up: 8mins
Possession game: 20mins
Passing forward: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 
Eight players start on 
the outside of the circle

The receiving 
player must 
then dribble 
across the 
circle before 
passing to 
another 
outside player 
and switching 
places

Two players 
start inside the 
circle. Each 
has a ball. They 
dribble and 
then pass to an 
outside player, 
changing 
places with 
the receiving 
player

1

3

2

[1]



2222

POSSESSION GAME
[2a]

[2b]

GRAHAM BIGGS
PLAYING THROUGH THE MIDFIELD

We run this game to set the theme for the session. We 
set up in a playing area of 30x15 yards, divided into three 
10-yard zones. We’re using 18 outfield players, split into 
three teams of six. One team starts in each end zone 
and the remaining team starts in the central zone. 

Play starts with one of the end zone teams passing 
the ball to keep possession. As soon as the ball is live, 
the team in the central zone sends three players into the 
end zone to try and win the ball in a 6v3.

The possession team must make five consecutive 
passes before they can switch play to the other 
end, as shown [2a], and the three remaining 
defending players in the central zone should try to 

screen the forward pass and stop it if they can.
If they fail to stop the pass, the three players in the 

central zone follow the ball and go and press the new 
possession team in the other end zone, while the three 
original pressers recover back into the central zone.

If the pressing players win the ball they keep it 
and their team mates join them in the end zone that 
possession was given away, with the team that lost 
the ball going into the central zone and sending three 
players to press.

We can progress the activity so a player from the 
opposite end zone to the ball can drop into the central 
zone and receive to play forward, as shown [2b].

1

2a

2b

3

10 1010

15

10 1010

15

40 55

201

2a

2b

3

10 1010

15

10 1010

15

40 55

20

Play starts 
with one 
of the end 
zone teams 
passing the 
ball to keep 
possession 

If they fail to 
stop the forward 
pass, the three 
reds in the 
central zone 
follow the ball 
and go to press 
the yellows, 
who are the new 
possession team

The red team in the central zone sends 
three players into the end zone to try 
and win the ball from the blues

The three original red pressers 
recover back into the central zone

The possession 
team must 
make five 
passes before 
they can play 
forward to the 
other end

Progress the 
activity so a 
blue player 
from the 
opposite end 
zone to the 
ball can drop 
into the central 
zone and 
receive to play 
forward

The three 
remaining reds 
in the central 
zone should try 
to screen the 
forward pass

4

1

1

2

2

3

3
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GRAHAM BIGGS
PLAYING THROUGH THE MIDFIELD

PASSING FORWARD

[3]

COACHING POINTS
What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Players tend to enjoy this session but mistakes 
can happen, with players making the wrong 
decisions and using incorrect movement. 
However, we try to encourage the players to 
experiment with their play, as the more confident 
they become in training, the more likely they are 
to try these things out in matches.

How would I put this in a game situation?
We would finish the session with a 9v9 scenario-
based game [not shown]. We would allow the 
players to get together to choose the scenario and 
then watch to see if they could put into practice 
what they had learnt from the session. 

We would look for players to make good movement 
off the ball to create space and open passing lines, 
and to use accurate and well timed passes. We would 
also hope to see good combination play and teams 
showing they can keep possession long enough to 
create an opening to play forward through midfield.

We set up in a playing area of 50x20 yards, including 
5-yard end zones at each end. We’re using 16 outfield 
players, split into two teams of six and one team of 
four. Two players from the team of four start in each 
end zone and the two teams of six play 6v6 in the 
central area. 

Play starts with the coach serving into one of the 
teams in the central area. The team in possession 
must pass the ball and try to transfer it from one end 
to the other under pressure from the pressing team.  

If they succeed in working it from end to end they 
score a point.

When an end zone player receives the ball he must 
switch the play in two touches, passing to his team 
mate in the same end zone before the ball can be 
played back into the central area, as shown [3].

If the pressing team wins the ball, they must pass 
to an end zone player and then they become the new 
possession team when the ball is played back. They 
then have to work it from end to end to score a point.

1

2a

2b

3

10 1010

15

10 1010

15

40 55
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Play starts with 
the coach serving 
into one of the 
teams in the 
central area

The team in possession 
must transfer the ball 
from one end to the 
other to score a point

When an end zone player receives 
the ball he must use just two 
touches to switch the play to his 
team mate before it can be played 
back to the possession team

The out-of-possession team 
presses to win the ball. If they 
win the ball, they pass to an 
end zone player and become 
the new possession team

4

1

2

3
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Ben Garner was most recently manager of 
League One club Bristol Rovers. 

He began his professional coaching career at 
Crystal Palace in 2005 and he spent the next 
seven years as youth coach at the academy, 
progressing through the age groups to become 
head coach of the U18 team. 

He was promoted to first team coach in the 
2012–13 season and he helped the club achieve 
promotion back to the Premier League as play-
off winners.

He joined West Bromwich Albion as first 
team coach in 2015 and was soon promoted to 
assistant head coach.

He subsequently enjoyed a spell at ATK in the 
Indian Super League as assistant head coach 
under Steve Coppell before being appointed as 
manager of Bristol Rovers in December 2019.

MANAGER PROFILE 

BEN GARNER 
LMA AMBASSADOR

“It is a very challenging  
session, both physically  
and psychologically”

SESSION 

INTENSE PRESSING 
AND RECOVERY
This session focuses on pressing and 
recovering with intensity. Within the 
session there is a position-specific 
element, where the players are broken 
down into groups and the situations 
are specific and functional. From these 
position-specific drills the players would 
then come back together as a full squad 
for a possession session and then a 
conditioned 11v11 with the continued 
emphasis on pressing and recoveries.

This session is directly relevant to 
every game and puts players into 
scenarios that they will face on a regular 
basis. All of the elements are specific 
to the game and a high level of detail 
can be put into the session. It is a very 
challenging session, both physically and 
psychologically. Key tactical principles 
can be worked on, both specific to 
the individuals and to the team as a 
whole. Technically, there is a high level 
of difficulty due to the nature of the 
pressing and space constraints.

The main emphasis of the session 
is improving the efficiency with which 
possession can be regained. Each 
activity within the session has a 
transition element, as it is something  
I believe in strongly – the reaction,  
the thought process, the next phase  
of the game. 

It is also important to be realistic 
and understand that every player and 
every team will have to make recoveries 
during every single game. Preparing 
them for this in training is important, as 
it builds the physical and psychological 
resilience required during matches.

The 11v11 work is always based around 
the key principles highlighted but 
also focused on the next match. For 
example, the general formation and 
principles of the opposition will dictate 
how the press is structured tactically.

24
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We set up in an area of 18x10 yards with a 
target goal at one end and a target goal in 
each corner of the other end. We’re using 
six outfield players, split into three blue 
defenders and three red attackers. 

One of the attackers is positioned at the 
side of the area. He starts play by passing 
into the first of two attackers waiting 
at the top of the area between the two 
target goals. The receiver controls the ball 
and attacks the one active defender, who 
starts in the centre of the playing area. 
The attacker tries to get past the defender 
to score in the bottom goal, as shown [1], 
playing a one-two off the team mate who 
originally served the ball in from the side.

If the defender wins possession, he 
clears the ball out of the area or finds a 
pass into either of the two target goals at 
the top of the playing area.

We rotate attacking players into the 
different starting positions and a different 
defender steps into the active pressing and 
recovery role each time.

What are the key things to look out for?
We want to see the defender pressing 
hard, working up to the ball with speed 
using small steps to allow a quick set. 
The defender must block the line to the 
goal and work their feet so they are able 
to quickly drop or change direction in 
response to what the attacker does.

When the attacker plays a one-two 
with the side player, the defender should 
instantly drop and adjust quickly, turning 
into the attacker to see him and block his 
run rather than turning away and being 
blind to his movement. If the defender is 
beaten by the run of the attacker, he must 
make an intense recovery run to try to cut 
off the path to the goal and apply as much 
pressure as possible to the attacker.

DEFENDERS PRESS AND RECOVER

[1]

BEN GARNER
INTENSE PRESSING  
AND RECOVERY

1

2

3

4

5

12

18

55

28

28

25

SCORING
ZONE

10

10

1

2

3

10

18

Area:  
Up to three quarters of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, poles, 4 
small goals, 2 full size goals
Number of Players:  
Up to 20 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Defenders: 20mins
Midfielders: 20mins
Forwards: 20mins
Pressing intensity: 20mins
11v11 pressing intensity: 
20min

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The red at the side of the 
area starts play by serving 
a ball to the first waiting 
attacker at the top 

The attacker 
tries to get 
past the blue 
defender to 
score in the 
bottom goal, 
playing a one-
two off his 
team mate at 
the side

The blue 
defender 
presses 
quickly and 
then makes 
a recovery 
run, trying 
to catch the 
attacker. 
If he wins 
possession, 
he clears 
the ball or 
passes into 
one of the 
target goals 
at the top

1

2

3
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MIDFIELDERS PRESS AND RECOVER

[2]

BEN GARNER 
INTENSE PRESSING AND RECOVERY

We set up in an area of 22x18 yards including a 5-yard 
end zone at each end. Two goals are positioned at 
each end. We’re using 12 outfield players, split into 
two teams of six. Each team has four midfielders in 
the central zone and two forwards in the end zone 
they are attacking.

The coach starts play by passing into one of the 
teams in the central zone and the possession team 
go 4v4 against their opponents, attempting to break 
lines with a pass into their forwards in the end zone. 
Before they are free to shoot at goal, the receiving 
forward must transfer the ball to the other forward, 
as shown [2]. 

If beaten by the through pass, the midfielders can 
recover into the end zone to try to intercept the ball 
or disrupt and pressure the forwards. If they win 
possession in the central zone, their first option on 

the transition should be to break lines with a pass to 
their forwards, but if this is not possible, they should 
pass the ball to retain possession in the central area 
until an opportunity arises to play the through ball.

What are the key things to look out for?
We want to see the defending midfielders working 
hard to press the ball and force turnovers. They 
should show intelligence when pressing and block  
the passing lines through to the forwards.

The defending midfielders should work as a unit, 
covering and balancing behind the pressing player  
and screening the pass through to the forwards, while 
being ready to press their direct opponent. If their 
line is broken, they must immediately react and drop 
quickly, trying to get behind ball, unsettle the play and 
win possession.
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SCORING
ZONE

10

10

1

2

3

10

18

The coach starts 
by passing into one 
of the teams in the 
central zone

The red possession team go 4v4 against their 
opponents in the central area. They must 
create an opportunity to break lines with  
a pass to their forwards in the end zone

Before the reds 
are free to 
shoot at goal, 
the receiving 
forward must 
switch the play 
to the other 
forward

If beaten by the through pass, the 
midfielders can recover into the end 
zone to try to intercept the ball or 
disrupt and pressure the forwards 

41

2

3
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BEN GARNER 
INTENSE PRESSING AND RECOVERY

FORWARDS PRESS AND RECOVER

[3]

“We want to see the forward anticipating the 
movement of the ball and reading the cues”

We set up in an area of 20x10 yards, marking a triangle 
with three cones positioned 10 yards apart. A target 
goal is 10 yard from the triangle. 

We’re using four outfield players, with the three red 
defenders starting with one on each cone and the blue 
forward is in the centre of the triangle. The red on 
cone 1 starts with the ball and serves it to the player 
on cone 2, who passes to cone 3. The ball is then 
played back to the player on cone 1. 

The blue forward must press the passes between 
the red defenders, as he would in a game. He starts by 
pressing the first pass to cone 2 and when the ball is 
shifted across to cone 3 he must make a decision on 

whether to try and intercept the ball or recover back 
to pressure the original server on cone 1. If the blue 
forward wins possession, he must try to score with  
a quick pass into the target goal, as shown [3].

We rotate positions regularly and work the ball in 
both directions around the triangle.

What are the key things to look out for?
We want to see the forward anticipating the 
movement of the ball and reading the cues so he can 
travel early and press as aggressively and as quickly 
as possible. He should take any opportunity to win 
possession – from a bad touch or by reading the pass.
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SCORING
ZONE

10
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1

2

3
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The red defender 
on cone 1 starts 
with the ball and 
serves it to the 
defender on cone 2

The defender on cone 
2 passes to cone 
3. The ball is then 
played back to the 
defender on cone 1

The blue forward 
presses the passes 
between the red 
defenders. After 
pressing the first 
pass he must 
decide whether 
to intercept the 
second pass, or, as 
here, recover back 
to pressure the 
original server

If the blue forward 
wins possession, he 
must try to score 
with a quick pass 
into the target goal

412

3
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PRESSING INTENSITY

[4]

BEN GARNER 
INTENSE PRESSING AND RECOVERY

We set up in an area of 28x28 yards with a five-yard 
gate on each of three sides and a further two five-yard 
gates on the remaining side, as shown. We’re using 20 
players split into a team of 10 blue defenders and a 
team of 10 red attackers. Five of the blue defenders 
start in the main area and the remaining five are 
target players, with one in each of the five gates.  
All 10 of the attackers are in the main area.

Play starts with the coach serving the ball into 
the attackers, who have a 10v5 overload in the main 
area and must pass to keep possession from the five 
pressing defenders. To win, the defenders must clear 
the ball out of the area three times, or gain possession 
and make three successful passes to the target 
players in the gates outside the area, as shown [4].

The teams switch roles after both sets of five 
defenders have had a turn pressing in the main area.

What are the key things to look out for?
We want to see the defenders pressing as a unit. 
The nearest player should get pressure on the ball as 
quickly as possible to stop switches of play. Supporting 
defenders should push in and leave the furthest 
opposition players, maximising pressure around the 
ball. The furthest defenders from the ball should talk 
from behind as the pressers are going in, dictating and 
encouraging the press. 

If the ball is switched, the defenders should work 
hard to recover and get pressure on the ball again as 
quickly as possible.

When the ball is won by the defenders, we want to see 
composure and good decisions made on the transition; 
the first option should always be to find one of the 
target players with a pass, but if this is not possible they 
should ensure an effective clearance out of the area.

Play starts 
with the coach 
serving the ball 
into the red 
attackers, who 
have a 10v5 
overload in 
the main area. 
They must 
pass to keep 
possession

The five pressing 
defenders must 
try to win the 
ball. If they 
succeed, they 
should pass to 
one of the target 
players in the 
gates. If this is 
not possible, 
they should 
clear the ball 
out of the area

2
1
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11v11 PRESSING INTENSITY

[5]

BEN GARNER 
INTENSE PRESSING AND RECOVERY

We set up on three quarters of the pitch: half the 
pitch is for the main play, plus there is an unopposed 
25-yard scoring zone for the attacking team beyond 
the halfway line. We position a goal and a goalkeeper 
at each end. We are using 20 outfield players split into 
two teams of 11 including keepers. All outfield players 
start in the full half, set up as if they were playing an 
11v11 game. 

Play starts from the keeper in the full half and 
the red attacking team builds play through the blue 
defending team and attacks towards the halfway line. 
The defending team attempts to win possession and  
if they succeed they quickly transition to attack.

However, once beyond the halfway line, the red 
attackers become unopposed and the blue defenders 
are unable to enter the scoring zone to make recovery 
runs, as shown [5]. This reinforces the importance 
to the defending team of pressing from the front and 
regaining possession as quickly as possible.

What are the key things to look out for?
We want to see the defending team creating lots of 
opportunities to press by inviting short passes initially; 
they should be reading the triggers that let them know 
their opponents are going to release the ball and they 
should press quickly to get pressure on the ball. We 
also want to see compactness vertically between the 
units and across the pitch when the ball is wide. 

Players must demonstrate the mentality to regain 
possession, being individually aggressive with the 
press. The speed and quality of the transition to 
attack is also vital and when counter-attacking they 
should look to attack spaces and create scoring 
opportunities as quickly as possible. If they are unable 
to create a quick chance, then they should retain 
possession and look to find another way to penetrate.

Play starts 
from the red 
attacking team’s 
goalkeeper and 
they build up 
play and attack 
towards the 
halfway line

The blue defending team must 
read the triggers and press 
aggressively in an attempt to win 
possession. If they succeed, they 
quickly transition to attack

The blue defenders must show 
compactness vertically between 
the units and compactness across 
the pitch when the ball is wide

Once beyond 
the halfway 
line, the red 
attackers are 
unopposed 
as the blue 
defenders 
can’t enter the 
scoring zone. 
This shows the 
importance to 
the blues of 
pressing from 
the front
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The distinction between learning and performing is 
challenging but it’s important for coaches to grasp 
the difference. In this article I’m going to help you 
differentiate between the two, and give you some 
ideas to help your players to learn rather than simply 
perform.

Let’s look at a basic example. A box drill – 6v2. Six 
players on the outside popping the ball around, trying 
to evade the pressing of the two players in the middle. 
Three reps of two minutes each. That first rep perhaps 
starts a little slow, some mistakes, some errors in 
ball control and passing. In the second rep things get 
better – the ball is starting to work quicker, bouncing 
its way from player to player, one touch, sometimes 
two, but moving quickly. The third rep is a masterpiece 
– fast feet, ball shifting lightning-quick and finding its 

player every time. There’s a vast improvement from 
rep one to rep three.  

The coaches watching from the outside think: 
“That’s great, the players are learning!” 

But are they really?
Well, very possibly not! What you’re seeing on the 

pitch is probably not learning, what you’re seeing is 
simply an improvement of performance. To learn is to 
acquire knowledge or skills, and this isn’t necessarily 
happening when players start to do things better during 
an activity. Your players aren’t getting better at football 
per se, they’re simply improving their performance 
in that activity. And there’s an explanation as to how 
they’re able to improve performance without actually 
learning. What you’re witnessing is a psychological 
phenomenon called the ‘fluency effect’.

TEACHING PLAYERS  
HOW TO LEARN
SPORT PSYCHOLOGIST DAN ABRAHAMS EXPLAINS HOW COACHES CAN 
HELP THEIR PLAYERS TO LEARN RATHER THAN SIMPLY PERFORM

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

“What you’re seeing is probably 
not learning, it’s simply an 

improvement of performance”
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THE FLUENCY EFFECT
In simple terms, fluency is the ease with which 
we process information so we can generate 
understanding. In our box drill example, when players 
are exposed to the same stimuli over and over they 
start to recognise patterns, process these patterns 
more efficiently, and act quicker. 

In football terms, players on the outside of the 
box are getting better at keeping the ball with each 
rep because they’re becoming more familiar with 
the actions their team mates are producing. They’re 
anticipating quicker and making quicker decisions. 
To affirm: you’re watching them perform better at 
the task they’re doing rather than getting better at 
football in general (in other words, learning).

So how do we help players to actually learn rather 
than to just perform better?

Somewhat counter-intuitively, psychologists have 
found that reducing current performance can actually 
increase future learning. If you create conditions 
within an activity that cause footballers to struggle 
to perform well, this struggle is what can create a 
broader, more robust skillset – a skillset with greater 
flexibility and durability.

Psychologist, Robert Bjork, calls these conditions 
‘desirable difficulties’. The difficulties that have the 
best evidence base in psychological research are: 
spacing, interleaving, and variation.

Interleaving and spacing in a footballing sense refer 
to switching between activities between reps so that 
players experience different tasks and gaps between 
the same tasks. For example, interleaving a passing 

activity and a shooting activity – having players engage 
in a passing rep for two minutes, then a shooting rep 
for two minutes, then back to a passing rep for two 
minutes. Rather than the training formula: ‘complete 
task A and then complete task B’, you ask players to 
complete a rep of task A, then a rep of task B and 
then a rep of task A again and so on.   

INTRODUCING VARIATION
Variation refers to an activity that provides varied 
skills. For example, a small-sided game provides a 
range of skill challenges that a player has to meet. 
But you can create more ‘desirable difficulties’ for 
players by introducing more variation in the tasks they 
have to accomplish. A few examples include: a player 
has to use his or her left foot only for the first five 
minutes of a small-sided game. A player has to release 
the ball within three seconds of receiving it. A player 
must return to a specific position when he or she 
doesn’t have the ball. Coaches can create a number of 
conditions in a game to vary the tasks players face.

Let’s now apply these ‘desirable difficulties’ to our 
6v2 box drill.

Rather than have players complete three reps 
back to back, coaches can create a condition where 
players have to complete another activity or exercise 
in between the three box drill reps. For example, in 
accordance with the conditions of interleaving and 
spacing, they can complete one box drill rep then go 
for a light jog or do a basic passing activity, before 
returning to do the second rep of the box drill. When 
they do return for their second rep coaches can ask 
players to change position to increase variability. 

The inclusion of some of these ‘desired difficulties’ 
(interleaving, spacing and variability) means players 
will feel like they’re starting again as they begin a 
second rep. They may feel uncomfortable, and their 
experience of the activity may feel more chaotic than 
orderly. They’ll find it tougher to get into a rhythm. 
They’ll be forced to pay greater attention to the task, 
specifically, to their technique and to the clues, cues 
and triggers that emanate from their team mates.

In short, they have a greater chance to learn 
because they have to figure out how to perform well 
in a constantly varied environment. They have to 
think. And when human beings think, they process 
information at a deeper level. And that deep level is 
where learning occurs.

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

“Players have a greater chance 
to learn because they have to 
figure out how to perform well in 
a varied environment”
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When Casey Stoney MBE took the helm at newly 
created Manchester United Women in 2018, she 
had just one month to build a squad. Yet, under her 
guidance, the side won promotion in its inaugural 
season before achieving an impressive fourth-place 
finish in the WSL. Here, she shares some thoughts  
on her journey so far.

There’s no greater honour than to lead your 
country out as captain.
The feeling is incredible, indescribable. The sense of 
pride and achievement is not just for yourself, but also 

THE JOURNEY  
TO MANAGEMENT

for your family, your coaches and everyone else who 
has been part of your journey so far. I believe the role 
of captain is vital and, for me, it was about supporting 
my team mates as best I could and being a conduit 
between them and the manager. I found that to do this 
effectively I needed to make good use of the people 
around me. For example, I knew that not everyone in 
the side would necessarily feel comfortable talking 
to me, but that there would be somebody else in the 
side they could confide in. I made sure we had a strong 
central group of players so that everyone in the squad 
would always have someone to talk to.

CASEY STONEY TALKS ABOUT HER TRANSITION FROM CAPTAIN OF THE ENGLAND 
TEAM TO MANAGER OF MANCHESTER UNITED WOMEN IN THE WSL…

INTERVIEW CASEY STONEY

“By the time I got the opportunity 
to manage Manchester United I had 
more than 20 years’ experience”
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As a lead into management, captaining England 
was invaluable.
It gave me experience of shouldering a huge amount of 
responsibility and facing intense pressure, especially 
with Team GB at the 2012 Olympics, where we were 
playing a game every two days. I learned so much 
about myself, and about team dynamics and people 
skills, all of which has really helped me as a manager.

I’ve had to learn to be more level-headed.
I don’t believe you should ever get too high or too 
low in response to success and failure. As captain, 
I really shouldered the failures of the team, and 
that impacted negatively on me, especially after our 
disappointment at the Olympics. 

It was so important to me to bring home a medal, 
because I thought that if we could do so it would 
change the face of women’s football. I felt a huge 
responsibility to make a difference, so when we came 
away empty handed it seemed like I’d failed.

I really struggled emotionally afterwards and I 
couldn’t face watching any more of the Olympics.  
I found that I needed to get away from the game for 
a while so that I could recover enough to return the 
following season.

The idea of retiring can be terrifying.
The hardest thing for me was the fear of losing my 
income overnight; I have three children and we’re 
completely dependent on my income. 

When the opportunity arose to join Phil Neville’s 
England backroom team it helped to influence my 
decision to retire, but also my body was telling me it 
was the right time. Whereas before I’d always lived for 
Sundays, I was waking up and having to really brace 
myself for the game ahead.

I’ve coached at every club I’ve played at.
I was head coach of the Chelsea U19 academy and 
Lincoln U17s and, while I didn’t have a huge amount 
of senior football coaching experience, I was player-
manager at Chelsea just before my retirement. There 
are few tougher roles. I had no staff, no coaches or 
anything to support me, so it was a tough time, but 
fantastic experience. By the time I got the opportunity 
to manage Manchester United I had more than 20 
years’ experience, so I felt I’d really earned my stripes.

When I joined Manchester United there was no 
team yet.
I had from June 8 to the start of pre-season, four 
weeks later, to recruit a squad of 21, get six fulltime 
players in place and create an entire pre-season 
schedule. What’s more, I had a holiday booked and there 
was no way I was going to let my kids down. It was very 
stressful and incredibly hard work, but also brilliant, 
because it meant I had to learn on the job very quickly 
about things like contracts and dealing with agents.

CASEY STONEY 
INTERVIEW

“If we fail it’s on me and if we 
succeed all the credit should 
go to the players”
I started approaching players before I even got 
the job.
Because I’d only recently retired and was still heavily 
involved in the game, I knew a lot of players and which 
of them were out of contract. I already had in mind 
who I was going to approach before I’d been offered 
the job and had even had some initial conversations 
with them. 

It took a lot of train journeys, meetings and lots of 
communication to build the team, but when you have 
a brand like Manchester United and you’re embarking 
on an exciting journey together, like we were, it isn’t a 
hard sell.

How often do you get to start with a blank canvas?
I had the incredible opportunity to do everything 
myself without having to deal with issues left behind 
by the previous manager. The club gave me the 
freedom to do things my way, to implement the style 
of football, coaching philosophy and culture that I 
wanted and that I thought would be successful.



3434

Every player and member of staff was there 
at the club because I’d chosen them. It was an 
amazing opportunity to have as my first foray 
into management. We won our first season in the 
Championship, which I put down to the hard work  
of the team and staff and the fact that everyone 
really bought into the vision and standards I’d laid  
out from the start.

The pressure is now on.
In our first season in the WSL we finished fourth, 
surpassing many people’s expectations and achieving 
the goal we’d set ourselves. The expectations of the 
fans and media are now even higher, even though 
in reality it’s only our third year of existence, so it’s 
important that I give the players confidence while 
managing those expectations.

When you play for Manchester United there’s always 
going to be a certain amount of pressure on you to 
succeed. There’s a spotlight on you when you do well, 

CASEY STONEY 
INTERVIEW

but also people are more aware of your mistakes. 
It’s my job to be very clear to the players about the 
standards I expect from them and the targets we’re 
aiming for, while allowing them the freedom to play, 
grow and develop without undue pressure. 

I’ll take that pressure on, because if we fail it’s on 
me and if we succeed all the credit should go to them.

There’s huge talent in the WSL.
The women’s league in England is a world away 
from where it was five years ago. It’s a lot more 
commercially viable and we’ve seen some great talent 
come in, especially recently. The fact that these 
players have chosen to come here above anywhere else 
in the world is testament to the strength of the league. 
It’s important that we keep developing the game in a 
sustainable way and make it even more visible.

It’s such a shame we haven’t been able to get the 
fans in the grounds to appreciate the talent we have  
in women’s football right now.
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