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FROM THE CHAIRMAN 
Welcome to the February 2021 issue of Elite Soccer. 
Despite the ongoing problems facing football, we 
have five brand new training sessions that will help 
you to both improve your players and further your 
development as a coach. 

It’s a great pleasure to have Ralph Hasenhüttl 
back in the magazine and this month he shares a 
Premier League training session that he runs with 
Southampton. It’s an attacking practice focused on 
using patient build up play when in possession.

We’re also delighted to welcome Veljko Paunovic to 
the magazine for the first time. Veljko is the manager 
of EFL Championship side Reading and he has devised 
a series of activities to rehearse the kind of attacking 
patterns his players use when setting up in a 4-2-3-1 
formation. We also have a session to encourage counter-
attacking from deep with speed that has been written 
for us by Doncaster Rovers manager Darren Moore.

A highly respected coach, Keith Boanas has shared 

a session aimed at encouraging the use of wide 
players and creating more positivity in attacking 
areas of the pitch. And in a first for Elite Soccer, we 
include a session aimed at disability sport, written 
by Owen Coyle Junior, head coach of the England 

Amputee national team. It’s an interesting session 
specifically aimed at amputee football but easily 
adaptable to all codes of the game.

I hope you find that this month’s sessions will help 
your coaching. We will return next month with five 
more tried and tested training sessions.
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“Ralph Hasenhüttl shares a Premier 
League training session focused on 
attacking with patient build up play”
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Ralph Hasenhüttl was handed his first coaching 
opportunity in 2004 when he took over the 
youth team at German lower division club, 
Unterhaching. He also served the club as 
caretaker manager in 2007, before becoming 
assistant coach and subsequently head coach.

He was appointed coach of German third 
division side Aalen in January 2011. He saved the 
club from the drop and under his stewardship 
Aalen finished as runners up the following 
season and earned promotion to the German 
second division.

Appointed as coach of Ingostadt in 2013, 
Hasenhüttl took the club to the German top 
flight for the first time by finishing as champions  
of the second division. He also managed the 
club for a season in the Bundesliga, before 
joining newly promoted RB Leipzig. 

Under Hasenhüttl, Leipzig proved a revelation 
in the Bundesliga, breaking the record for the 
longest undefeated streak of a promoted team. 
That season the club finished as runners-up 
to Bayern Munich and the following campaign 
he led Leipzig into the Champions League and 
reached the Europa League quarter-finals.

He took over as manager of Southampton in 
December 2018. In doing so, he became the first 
Austrian to manage in the Premier League.

MANAGER PROFILE 

RALPH 
HASENHÜTTL 
SOUTHAMPTON

“This is a possession focused 
session aimed at creating 
patient build up play and 
calmness on the ball

SESSION 

POSSESSION PLAY 
TO BUILD ATTACKS
The purpose of this training session is to 
encourage the team to retain possession 
and build play from the back. The 
players enjoy this session because 
it is competitive, goal-oriented and 
directional, with an emphasis on our end 
product and creating chances to score. 
It’s also very important to involve the 
goalkeepers in this session because it 
helps them to work on their ball control 
and distribution. 

The session begins with a passing 
rondo and progresses into an activity 
that encourages calm and intelligent 
passing in tight areas. It finishes with 
an 11v11 game that is also focused on 
patient build up play from the back. 

The principle of this session is to 
always improve our build up play, our 
movements, our decision making in 
possession and our end product. It 
rehearses players to use good off-the-
ball movement and it requires them to 
make effective and well timed forward 
runs and forward passes when they are 
attacking.

We would tend to run this session 
earlier in our training week, on a Tuesday 
or a Wednesday. We would focus on the 
in-possession team on one day and the 
out-of-possession team on the other.

4
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We set up in an area of 18x16 yards. We’re using 11 
players split into two teams of four plus three players 
who act as floaters. The floaters always play for the 
team in possession, creating a 7v4 overload in favour 
of the team with the ball. 

The positions of the three floaters are semi fixed, 
with one player at each end and one in the centre. We 
often use goalkeepers as the end floaters. The other 
players occupy particular areas in the square and 
should always looks to stay in a position that benefits 
their role without unnecessarily crossing into a team 

RONDO 4v4+3

[1a]

RALPH HASENHÜTTL
POSSESSION PLAY  
TO BUILD ATTACKS

mate’s area. In particular, the possession players 
should stay out of the corners to create more passing 
options and they must try to keep themselves in shape.

Play starts with the possession team passing to 
keep the ball with the help of the floaters, as shown 
[1a]. All players are restricted to two-touch. 

If a pressing player wins the ball, the pressing team 
must immediately switch roles with the possession 
team, as shown [1b]. 

We play games of two minutes and if the pressers 
have three unsuccessful attempts to gain the ball, 

Area:  
Up to full pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
6 mannequins, 6 mini 
target goals, 2 full size 
goals 

Number of Players:  
20 players + 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
Rondo 4v4+3: 15mins
Three goal end zone game: 
20mins
Building from the back: 
20mins 

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The three 
yellow floaters 
always play 
for the team 
in possession. 
One is fixed at 
each end and 
one remains in 
the centre

Play starts 
with the blue 
possession team 
passing to keep 
the ball. They 
should try to keep 
their shape and 
stay out of the 
corners. Players 
are restricted to 
two-touch

The red defending 
players pressure the 
passing players and wait 
for the right moment to 
try to recover the ball,  
as shown here

2

1

3
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“The idea is for the team in possession to keep the ball for as 
long as possible and recover it quickly when it is lost”

[1b]

RALPH HASENHÜTTL 
POSSESSION PLAY TO BUILD ATTACKS

then possession is turned over to them. If the ball 
goes out of play, the pressing team restarts in 
possession with a new ball from the coach. 

The idea is for the team in possession to keep the 
ball for as long as possible and recover it as quickly 
as possible when it is lost. We are looking for the 
possession team to widen the play to create the 
highest number of passing options. The pressing 

players look to defend in shape and wait for the right 
moment to press and recover the ball, focusing on 
not losing the ball once they win it back.

Fos this activity to succeed, we want to see the 
players using good communication and accurate, well 
weighted and well timed passing. 

We also want to see the central floater adopting the 
correct body shape to receive and play the ball. 

10 10

Red!

10 10

1a

1b

2a

2b

3a

3b

3c

16

18

16

18
If the red pressing team 
wins the ball, they must 
immediately switch roles 
with the possession team

If the blue possession team 
loses the ball, they must 
transition to a defensive 
shape and press to recover 
possession as quickly as 
possible

1 2
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RALPH HASENHÜTTL 
POSSESSION PLAY TO BUILD ATTACKS

THREE GOAL END ZONE GAME

[2a]

[2b]

We set up as shown on just over half a pitch with 
10-yard end zones and three mini target goals at each 
end. A goalkeeper is positioned in each end zone and 
they can slide across to protect all three mini goals at 
their end. The line into the end zone doubles as the 
offside line. We’re using 20 outfield players split into 
two teams of 10, which are set up in team formation. 

Play starts with a pass from the keeper and the 
attacking team should keep possession while looking for 
an opening to penetrate the opposition by passing into 

the end zone and scoring in one of the goals, as shown 
[2a]. To encourage possession play, we often say eight 
passes must be made before they can attack the goals.

The defending team should press to gain possession and 
then counter-attack the mini goals at the opposite end.

We can progress this activity by positioning 
mannequins behind each target goal. We put different 
coloured bibs on the mannequins and coaches can call 
out a colour during the attack to force the possession 
team to attack the nominated goal, as shown [2b].

Play starts 
with a pass 
from the 
keeper

When the 
ball is dead, 
play restarts 
from the 
goalkeeper

The attacking team keeps possession while 
looking for an opening to pass into opposition’s 
end zone and score in one of the mini goals

Progress this 
activity by 
positioning 
mannequins 
wearing different 
coloured bibs 
behind each goal. 
Coaches call out 
a colour to force 
the attacking team 
to score in the 
nominated goal

Goalkeepers 
are covering 
three goals 
so must 
slide across, 
reacting to 
where the 
possession is

The line into the 
end zone doubles 
as the offside line. 
To enter the zone 
the attacker must 
be onside when 
the pass into it is 
played

The defending team presses to gain possession 
and should counter-attack if winning the ball

5

4

1

1

2

2

3
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BUILDING FROM THE BACK

[3a]

RALPH HASENHÜTTL 
POSSESSION PLAY TO BUILD ATTACKS

We set up as shown on a full pitch with a goal and 
a goalkeeper at each end. We’re using 20 outfield 
players split into two teams of 10. Both teams line up 
in team formation. 

Play starts with a pass from the goalkeeper but the 
attacking team’s front two and the defending team’s 
back four must wait in the half of the pitch to be 
attacked. This means that when they are in their own 

half, the attacking possession team has a 9v6 overload 
including the goalkeeper and this allows them to build 
play patiently from the back, as shown [3a].

Once the ball has crossed the halfway line it’s free 
play and any other players from the attacking team 
can now cross the halfway line to join their front two 
and support the attack if they choose, as shown [3b]. 
Any of the defending team’s players can also recover 

Play starts 
with a pass 
from the 
goalkeeper 

The red attacking team’s front two and the blue 
defending team’s back four must wait in the half 
that is about to be attacked. They can’t be joined by 
team mates until the ball crosses the halfway line

The possession 
team has a 
9v6 overload 
including the 
keeper in its 
own half and 
this allows the 
team to build 
up patiently 
from the back

Once the 
ball has 
crossed the 
halfway line, 
it’s free play 
and other 
players can 
also cross to 
join the red 
front two 
and support 
the attack 
or recover 
and defend 
with the blue 
back four The reds look 

for the right 
moment to 
pass over the 
halfway line to 
the front two

2

1

2

1

2

3
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“We want to see players using accurate, well weighted and 
well timed passing and good off-the-ball movement”

[3c]

RALPH HASENHÜTTL 
POSSESSION PLAY TO BUILD ATTACKS

to help their back four defend against the attack.
When out of possession, the defending team must 

press and try to win the ball. If they succeed, they 
can counter-attack the opposite goal, as shown [3c]. 
Whether it’s the first attack, or a counter-attack, 
when the action is finished and the ball is dead, the 
players must return to the original set-up and play 

starts from the opposite keeper. The attacking team’s 
front two and the defending team’s back four must 
wait in the half of the pitch to be attacked.

We want to see the players using accurate, well 
weighted and well timed passing. We also want to see 
players using good off-the-ball movement and making 
quality forward runs to break into the opposition half.

When out of possession, the defending 
team presses and tries to win the ball. 
Here the blues gain possession and 
launch a counter-attack 

Here the blues catch the reds out with their 
counter-attack. When the action is finished, 
the players return to the original set-up and 
play starts from the opposite keeper

1

2
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As a player, Veljko Paunovic performed as an 
attacking midfielder or a striker. He spent most 
of his professional career in Spain where he 
represented eight clubs, including enjoying 
several spells with Atletico Madrid. He also 
played in Germany, Russia and the United  
States, and he played internationally for  
Serbia and Montenegro.

Finally hanging up his playing boots in 2011, 
Paunovic earned a UEFA Pro coaching licence 
and a sporting director degree from the Spanish 
football federation. 

After successive seasons working as manager 
of the Serbian national U18s, U19s and U20s, he 
enjoyed success when he led the latter to victory 
in the 2015 FIFA U20s World Cup. After this 
triumph, he was appointed head coach of MLS 
side Chicago Fire and took the team to the play-
offs in 2017.

He was appointed manager of Reading in the 
EFL Championship in August 2020.

MANAGER PROFILE 

VELJKO PAUNOVIC 
READING

“This session gives players 
ideas and solutions to problems 
they face when they are in front 
of the opposition’s goal”

SESSION 

FINISHING 
PATTERNS IN  
THE FINAL THIRD
This session is designed to rehearse 
players in the kind of attacking patterns 
we want them to use when playing in a 
4-2-3-1 shape. The focus of the session 
is to teach the players to understand 
the different ways we, as a team, can 
break down opponents who are playing 
in a defensive block, particularly when 
we are playing at home. 

It’s all about the implementation of 
attacking patterns. Players tend to enjoy 
this session as it creates goal scoring 
opportunities and gives them ideas and 
solutions to problems they face when 
they are in front of the opposition’s goal.

This session would be used at least 
once a week if fixtures allow a full 
week’s training. It will also be run on the 
day before a game in order to reinforce 
the patterns of play. 

10
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We set up on half a pitch as shown, with a goal and 
a goalkeeper at one end. Mannequins are used to 
represent the defending team, plus extra mannequins 
are added in the penalty area to give the forwards 
guidance for the areas to attack. We’re using 11 
outfield players. 

Play starts with centre backs combining and playing 
the ball into a central midfielder, who sets the ball 

PATTERN 1

[1a]

VELJKO PAUNOVIC
FINISHING PATTERNS  
IN THE FINAL THIRD

back. The centre back then plays it through to the left 
winger who comes inside to receive and sets it for the 
other central midfielder, who plays a through ball into 
the wide channel for the overlapping left back. 

The left back runs onto the pass and fires a low 
cross into the box, where the centre forward and 
the number 10 are making runs to attack the ball, 
as shown [1a]. Both wingers should also attack the 

1a 1a-alt

1b

2a

2b

3

4

Area:  
Half a pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
10 mannequins, 
1 full size goal

Number of Players:  
10 players + 1 goalkeeper
Session time:  
Each pattern: 5mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play starts with centre backs combining 
and playing into a midfielder, who sets it 
back for the centre back to pass into the 
final third

The winger comes inside to 
receive a pass and sets it for 
the other central midfielder

The overlapping full 
back receives a through 
ball and fires a low 
cross into the path of 
the centre forward and 
the number 10 who are 
making attacking runs

Both wingers should 
also make runs into 
the penalty area

A central midfielder 
supports from the edge of 
the penalty area ready to 
receive a cut-back if needed

5

4

1 2

3
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[1b]

VELJKO PAUNOVIC 
FINISHING PATTERNS IN THE FINAL THIRD

penalty area, while a central midfielder supports from 
the edge of the penalty area ready to receive a cut-
back or if needed sustain the attack.

Next we reset and run the same attacking pattern 
on the opposite wing, replicating the movement. After 
receiving the set-back from the winger, the central 

midfielder plays a through ball for the overlapping full 
back to receive on the edge of the penalty area. The 
full back fires a low cross into the path of the centre 
forward and the number 10, who are making attacking 
runs, as shown [1b]. Again, the wingers should also 
attack the penalty area in support if possible.

1a 1a-alt

1b

2a

2b

3

4“Good off-the-ball movement is vital, as is the 
timing of the runs and crosses”

We reset and run the 
same attacking pattern 
on the opposite wing 

The central midfielder plays a 
through ball for the overlapping full 
back to receive on the edge of the 
penalty area and make a low cross

The wingers should 
attack the penalty area 
in support if possible

1

2

3
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VELJKO PAUNOVIC 
FINISHING PATTERNS IN THE FINAL THIRD

PATTERN 2

[2a]

[2b]

We set up as before. The first movement is for a deep 
midfielder to drop between the centre backs to create 
a back three, who then plays into the number 10, who 
comes deep to receive. The number 10 lays the ball off 
to one of the central midfielders, who plays a forward 
pass to the centre forward. The centre forward then 
lays the ball off to the number 10 and then turns and 

makes a run into the penalty area. The number 10 has 
made a forward run to receive the pass and shoots at 
goal from outside of the penalty area, as shown [2a].

As soon as the first shot is dead, a second ball is 
played in to the centre forward by the coach. The 
centre forward receives the ball with his back to goal 
and turns and finishes, as shown [2b]. 

1a 1a-alt

1b

2a

2b

3

4

1a 1a-alt

1b

2a

2b

3

4

A deep midfielder 
drops between 
the centre backs 
to create a back 
three and then 
plays into the 
number 10

The number 10 comes 
deep to receive and lays 
the ball off to the central 
midfielder

The centre 
forward receives 
from the 
midfielder and 
lays the ball off 
to the number 10 
before turning and 
making a run into 
the penalty area

The number 10 
runs onto the 
lay off from the 
centre forward 
and shoots at goal 
from outside the 
penalty area

As soon as the 
first ball is dead, 
a second ball is 
played into the 
centre forward 
by the coach 

The centre 
forward 
receives with 
his back to 
goal and turns 
and finishes

1

4

2

1

2

3
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PATTERN 3

[3]

VELJKO PAUNOVIC 
FINISHING PATTERNS IN THE FINAL THIRD

We set up as before. The first movement is for a deep 
midfielder to drop between the centre backs to create 
a back three. He receives from the centre back and 
then plays the ball into one of the central midfielders, 
who sets it back. The deep midfielder then switches 
the point of attack with a long pass to the full back, 
who has made an overlapping run into a wide forward 

position. The full back delivers a whipped cross for 
the forward players to attack – the centre forward, 
the number 10 and the opposite wide player should all 
be making runs into the penalty area, as shown [3], 
while one of the central midfielders should make a run 
to the edge of the penalty area, just in case the ball is 
cut back. 

1a 1a-alt

1b

2a

2b

3

4

“We want to see quick and precise passing, with 
players always moving the ball forwards”

A deep midfielder receives the ball 
from the centre back. He plays to one 
of the central midfielders and moves 
forward to receive it back

The deep midfielder switches the point of 
attack with a long pass to the overlapping 
full back, who whips a cross into the 
penalty area for the forwards to attack

The wingers 
should also 
attack the 
penalty area

A central midfielder runs 
to the edge of the box 
ready to receive a cut-
back if needed

41

2

3
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PATTERN 4

[4]

VELJKO PAUNOVIC 
FINISHING PATTERNS IN THE FINAL THIRD

We set up as before. Again, the first movement is for 
a deep midfielder to drop between the centre backs 
to create a back three. The ball is passed across this 
back three before it is played out wide to a full back 
in a deep position. The full back receives and drives 

forward with the ball before crossing into the back 
post area. The centre forward meets the cross in the 
air and heads it down into the path of his oncoming 
team mates, who are making attacking runs into the 
penalty area, as shown [4]. 

COACHING POINTS
How do I progress the session?
We can remove the mannequins and add live 
opposition defenders into each pattern of play to 
increase the difficulty for the attacking players.

What are the key things to look for?
Technically, we want to see quick and precise 
passing, with players always moving the ball 
forwards when possible. Off-the-ball movement is 
also vital, as is the timing of the runs and crosses, 
and we want to see players making quality finishes 
with both feet and head.

Tactically, we want to see players creating plenty 
of scoring chances and demonstrating that they can 
drive with the ball into the opposition box.

We want to see players passing crisply and cleanly 
with the ball on the ground and varying the delivery 
of attacking crosses by using pull-backs, driven low 
crosses and deeper crosses in the air. 

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
We sometimes see players waiting on the ball and 
being too static when we want to see them making 
effective off-the-ball movements.

Another typical mistake players make is that they 
can occupy space too soon, when they need to 
demonstrate well-timed runs. 

Players also sometimes lose focus when it comes 
to the second ball and we need to make them 
understand that they should react quickly to these 
second ball chances when the opportunities arise.

1a 1a-alt

1b

2a

2b

3

4
The ball is 
passed across 
the back before 
it is played out 
wide to a full 
back in a deep 
position

The full back drives forward 
with the ball before crossing 
into the back post area

The centre 
forward heads 
the ball down 
into the path of 
his oncoming 
team mates 
who are making 
attacking runs 
into the box

1

2

3
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As a player, Darren Moore represented Torquay 
United, Doncaster Rovers, Bradford City, Derby 
County, Portsmouth, Barnsley and Burton Albion. 
He also played for West Bromwich Albion, 
making over 100 league appearances for the 
midlands club. 

After hanging up his boots in 2012, he 
eventually returned to West Brom as a youth 
coach. In April 2018, with the Baggies bottom  
of the table and with only six matches remaining 
in the season, he was appointed caretaker 
manager of the club. He immediately turned 
around the form of the team, earning the 
Premier League Manager of the Month award 
and he was given the manager’s job on a 
permanent basis at the end of the season.

He joined League One side Doncaster Rovers 
as manager in July 2019.

MANAGER PROFILE 

DARREN MOORE 
DONCASTER ROVERS

“These practices are all about 
attacking with speed and 
creating scoring chances”

SESSION 

COUNTER-
ATTACKING
This session is aimed at counter-
attacking the opposition, either from 
deep or from the middle third. It also 
focuses on exploiting attacking overloads. 
It’s a good training session because it 
caters for all positions and units.

These practices are all about attacking 
with speed and creating scoring 
chances. They will be used as part of a 
game plan in preparation for a specific 
match or we could use them as part 
of the periodisation of that week. High 
speed running and sprint distances are 
generally higher than normal when we 
run this type of session.

16
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We set up an area of 50x40 yards with a goal and a 
goalkeeper at each end. We’re using 20 outfield players, 
split into two teams of 10. The players of each team 
start behind the byline at the end they are defending. 

The coach starts play by serving the ball into 
one half of the pitch and three blue players 

TRANSITION WAVE GAME

[1a]

DARREN MOORE
COUNTER- 
ATTACKING

enter from that end to receive and attack. 
At the other end, two red players enter the 

pitch to defend. The blue attacking team go up 
against the red defenders in a 3v2 and try to 
exploit their overload to score, as shown [1a].

1a

1b

2a

2b

2c

40

50

40

50

“The attacking team go up against the defenders in a 
3v2 and try to exploit their overload to score”

Area:  
Two thirds of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
4 mannequins, 2 goals
Number of Players:  
20 players + 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Transition wave game: 
20mins
Counter-attacking waves: 
20mins
11v11 game: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 
The coach starts play by 
serving the ball into one 
half of the pitch 

Three blue players enter 
the pitch to receive the 
ball and attack

Two red players defend 
against the attack and if they 
win possession they should 
immediately counter-attack

The blue 
attacking team 
exploit their 
3v2 overload  
to score in  
the goal

4

1 2

3
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“As soon as the ball is dead, the defending team receives 
a new ball and attacks the opposite goal”

[1b]

DARREN MOORE
COUNTER-ATTACKING

After the blue attack is dead, the last attacking player 
to touch the ball leaves the pitch and the two remaining 
players must now recover and transition to defend their 
goal. Three new red players enter the pitch from beside 
the goal and attack with a new ball served to them by the 

coach, as shown [1b]. Play continues in this manner as a 
3v2 wave game, with players alternating the end of attack.

If the two defending players manage to win the 
ball, they should immediately counter-attack the 
opposition goal.

1a

1b

2a

2b

2c
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After the first 
attack is dead, 
the last attacking 
player to touch the 
ball leaves the pitch

The two remaining 
blue players must now 
recover and transition 
to defend their goal 
from the red attack that 
is about to start

12

The two defending reds 
leave the pitch and 
three new reds enter 
from beside the goal 
and attack the other 
end with a new ball 
served in by the coach

3
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COUNTER-ATTACKING WAVES
[2a]

[2b]

DARREN MOORE
COUNTER-ATTACKING

1a

1b

2a

2b

2c

40
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40

50

1a

1b

2a

2b

2c
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50

40
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We set up a playing area in the space between the two 
penalty areas of our usual pitch. We position a goal 
and a goalkeeper at each end and four mannequins 
along the halfway line. 

We’re using 18 outfield players, split into three 
teams of four and two teams of three. A team of 
four starts at each end defending the goal at that 
end, while the remaining team of four starts from 
the centre of the pitch and attacks one of the goals. 
One team of three starts in each half and its players 
act as overload attackers.

The coach starts the practice from the centre by 
serving into the possession team, who must try to score 
in the goal using the help of the three overload players 

in that half. The overload players help to turn each 
attack into a 7v4 overload situation, as shown [2a].

As soon as the first ball is dead, the defending team 
receives a new ball and counter-attacks the opposite 
goal, passing through the mannequins and linking up 
with the three overload attackers at the other end, as 
shown [2b]. The defending team should also counter-
attack in the same manner if they win possession of 
the ball from the attackers.

To progress this activity, in the moment when the 
defending team wins possession and the attack 
changes directions, we can also allow the three active 
overload attackers to quickly transition to defence, 
meaning they can now try to stop the defending 

The coach starts by serving 
in to the red possession 
team, who attack the goal

Three yellow 
overload 
players in 
that half 
help the 
possession 
team to 
attack, 
giving 
it a 7v4 
overload. 
Here they 
exploit the 
overload  
and score

If the green 
defending team 
wins possession, 
they should 
counter-attack by 
passing through 
the mannequins 
and linking up with 
the three yellow 
overload attackers 
at the other end

Once the first 
ball is dead, the 
green defending 
team receives a 
new ball from the 
coach and attacks 
the opposite goal 
where the blues 
are defending

The greens quickly 
counter-attack by 
passing through 
the mannequins 
and linking with 
the three yellow 
overload attackers 
at the other end

1

2

1

2

3
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DARREN MOORE
COUNTER-ATTACKING

[2c]

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look out for?
Tactically, we are looking for players to make specific 
overlapping or underlapping runs to exploit potential 
overloads. We want to see the players using good 
positioning while the team is still defending so they 
can quickly initiate a counter-attack.

We also want to see the team using good shape 
and a balanced attack, so if we can’t attack one 
side, we switch to attacking on the other side or 
centrally.

Technically, we want to see players winning the 
ball and playing a good first or second pass to start 
the counter-attack. We also want to see players 
recognising when to use penetrating passes to 
exploit overload situations.  

team’s counter-attack by preventing the ball being 
passed through the mannequins on the halfway line.

We can progress this activity further by instructing 
the waiting defending team of four (at the opposite 
end to the first attack) to position two of its 
players on the halfway line, leaving them at a 3v2 
disadvantage. When the counter-attack comes their 
way, the two defenders on the halfway line can 
only recover to defend once the ball has passed the 
mannequins on the halfway line, as shown [2c].

We could also give the attacking team a time limit, 

allowing them just eight seconds to score from the 
point they cross the halfway line and if they succeed 
the goal is worth double. This encourages the players 
to attack quickly before the defenders can recover 
into a back four to stop the counter-attack.

How would I put this in a game situation?
We would finish with a game by turning the Counter 
Attacking Waves activity into an 11v11 game. The 
counter-attacking team should defend deep, while 
the other team attacks in numbers.

1a

1b

2a

2b

2c
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40
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To progress, when the green defending team counter-
attacks, allow the three yellow overload attackers to 
transition to defence. They must try to prevent the 
ball being passed across the halfway line

Progress further by instructing the blue 
defending team to position two of its 
players on the halfway line. When the 
counter-attack comes their way, these 
two players can only recover to defend 
once the ball has passed the mannequins

1

2
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Keith Boanas is an influential coach in the 
women’s game. Formerly the manager of 
Charlton Ladies, in his seven years at the club 
he led the Addicks to three successive FA 
Women’s Cup finals and lifted the 2005 trophy. 
He also won the FA Women’s Premier League 
Cup in 2004 and 2006.

After spells as assistant director of the David 
Beckham Academy and as manager of Millwall 
Lionesses, in January 2009 he was appointed 
the manager of Estonia Women. He was also 
tasked with re-structuring youth development 
and coach education in the country, a role he 
held for seven years.

He was appointed manager of Women’s Super 
League 2 side Watford Ladies in February 2017.
Keith is currently coach development manager 
at Crystal Palace’s Palace For Life Foundation, 
which entails him providing invaluable support 
and mentoring to both elite and grassroots 
coaches through Premier League and PFA funding.

MANAGER PROFILE 

KEITH BOANAS 
CRYSTAL PALACE

“This is a fast moving practice 
that needs players to show 
creativity, technical skills  
and good decision making”

SESSION 

WIDE DRIBBLING 
AND CROSSING
This session was designed through an 
analysis of player needs and it helps to 
create more positivity in attacking areas. 
It is aimed at encouraging the use of 
wide players and helping wingers to feel 
confident about positive 1v1 play in order 
to create crossing situations. 

It’s also a good session to get forward 
players finishing from crosses and it 
requires attackers to demonstrate quick 
reactions because the second and third 
ball phases are integral to the session.

This is a fast moving practice that 
needs players to show creativity, 
technical skills, good decision making 
and of course efficient aerial and ground 
finishing. It gives players the freedom 
to try tricks and all kinds of different 
strikes on goal. 

It’s also proves a good test for the 
defensive players and the goalkeepers, 
who are more than merely dummies in 
this session and can really compete. 
It allows for many different scenarios, 
especially when the second and third 
balls are introduced. 

I have run this session or similar with 
different teams, including the Estonian 
Women’s national team and more 
recently with Charlton Athletic Women, 
as well Carshalton Athletic senior men’s 
team and in post U16 academy football. 
The aims would be to stretch teams that 
like to defend narrow and in low blocks 
and for counter-attacking at speed.

21
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1

2a

2b

4a

4b

5

2c
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Following a general warm-up, we run a technical warm-
up to allow players to practise their dribbling technique. 

We set up in an area of 20x40 yards made up of five 
eight-yard channels, each with a mannequin at the 
halfway point. We could run this with just some of 
the players or with the full squad. We would usually 
encourage the goalkeepers to join in.

Here we’re using 20 players with two starting at 
each end of each channel. Play starts with the first 

 TECHNICAL WARM-UP

[1]

KEITH BOANAS
WIDE DRIBBLING  
AND CROSSING

player at each end dribbling along the channel and 
rounding the mannequin before reaching the end and 
laying off the ball to the waiting player. The waiting 
player receives and dribbles along the channel in the 
opposite direction. 

As two players are dribbling around the mannequin 
at speed and in opposite directions at the same time, 
they must be careful to go different ways around it,  
as shown [1]. We play for 10 minutes.

Area:  
Up to full pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
mannequins, 2 goals
Number of Players:  
20 players + 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Technical warm-up: 10mins
Crossing and finishing: 
20mins
Progression 1: 15mins
Progression 2: 15mins
11v11 game: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play starts 
with the 
first player 
at each end 
dribbling 
along the 
channel

As two players are dribbling around 
the central mannequin at speed at 
the same time, they must go  
a different way around it

Before reaching 
the end, the 
dribbler lays 
off the ball to 
the waiting 
player, who 
receives and 
dribbles along 
the channel in 
the opposite 
direction

1

2

3
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CROSSING AND FINISHING DRILL

[2a]

KEITH BOANAS 
WIDE DRIBBLING AND CROSSING

We set up on half a pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper 
at one end. We mark out a 10-yard wide channel on 
each flank and position two mannequins in each 
channel. We also mark out a start zone between the 
centre circle and the penalty area.

We’re using 18 outfield players split into an attacking 
team of 12 and a defending team of six. Of the attacking 
team, six midfielders start in the centre circle; two 
wingers wait at the top of each wide channel and are 
locked in their channels; and two forwards begin in the 
start zone along with two opposition centre backs. The 

remaining four defenders wait on either side of the goal 
for their turns to serve and rotate in.

Play starts with the first two waiting midfielders 
passing to each other and then passing out to the 
wide channel, where the first wide player on the 
right wing receives and dribbles down the flank. 
After attacking and beating both mannequins with 
a technique, the right winger then crosses from the 
channel into the penalty area, where two forwards go 
up against two centre backs to try to finish on goal, 
as shown [2a]. The first wide player on the opposite 
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The first wide 
player on the 
right wing 
receives a 
pass from the 
midfielders and 
dribbles down 
the flank

After attacking and beating both 
mannequins with a technique, 
the right winger then crosses

The two 
forwards go 
2v2 against 
the opposition 
centre backs 
and try to 
finish on goal

The first wide player on 
the left joins in the attack, 
making a run down the wing

4

1

2

3
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KEITH BOANAS 
WIDE DRIBBLING AND CROSSING

[2b]

side to the ball also joins in the attack, making a 
supporting run down the wing.

Once the first ball goes dead, the opposite wide 
player receives a second ball, passed to the left 
wing from one of the waiting opposition defenders 
positioned beside the goal. The left winger receives it 
in the wide channel and sends a cross into the penalty 

area. The two forwards and the two defenders should 
adjust their positions for the cross, checking back out 
ready to re-attack the second ball in the goalmouth, 
as shown [2b].

Once the second attack is dead, both the left and 
right wingers return to the back of the queue at their 
starting positions, while one of the midfielders in the 
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Once the first ball goes dead, the left winger 
receives a new ball from one of the waiting 
opposition defenders to the side of the goal 
and crosses into the penalty area

The two forwards should adjust their 
positions for the cross, checking 
back out ready to attack the second 
ball in the goalmouth area

1

2
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KEITH BOANAS 
WIDE DRIBBLING AND CROSSING

[2c]

“We want to see players using good movement to pass and receive  
during combination play in order to capitalise on overloads”

centre circle receives a lofted pass from one of the 
waiting opposition defenders next to the goal. The 
midfielder controls this third ball and drives forward 
to launch an attack centrally, combining with the two 
forwards who have dropped deep to offer support 

and passing options. This makes it a 3v2 attack that 
should culminate with a shot, as shown [2c].

We play to a finish and then reset, rotating the 
players and restarting the sequence by repeating the 
first attack but down the opposite wing this time.

Once the second attack 
is dead, both the left and 
right wingers return to 
their starting positions

One of the attacking 
midfielders receives 
a lofted pass from 
a waiting opposition 
defender to the side 
of the goal and drives 
forward to launch an 
attack centrally

The midfielder 
combines with 
the two forwards, 
making it a 3v2 
attack culminating in 
an attempt on goal, 
as shown here. 
Then run all three 
attacks again 
starting on a 
different flank

1

2

3
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“Players should be able to recognise the space to exploit 
and make good decisions on the timing of the cross”

PROGRESSION 1

[3]

KEITH BOANAS 
WIDE DRIBBLING AND CROSSING

We run the same sequence of three attacks, but this 
time we add two full backs to create a 4v4 (including 
the wingers) on the first attack. However, the full back 
can only enter the wide channel to press the crosser 
once the ball has passed the second mannequin. 

Also on the first attack, the wide player on the 
opposite side to the ball can now come inside to make a 
run into the back post area, as shown [3]. However, for 

the second attack [not shown], this winger should check 
back to receive the second ball from the opposition 
defender next to the goal and the full back can only 
press after the winger has touched the ball for the first 
time. This encourages early decision making and creates 
a 1v1, allowing the wide player to dribble inside for the 
second attack. On the third attack, this time the wide 
players should stay engaged, making it a 5v4 attack.
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We run the same 
sequence of three 
attacks as before, 
but this time we add 
two full backs to the 
defending team, so 
they defend with a 
back four

On the first attack, the blue full back can only 
enter the wide channel to press the red crosser 
once the ball has passed the second mannequin

On the first attack, the opposite wide 
player can now come inside to make a 
back post run but should check back to 
receive the second ball for the next attack

On the second attack 
[not shown] the full 
back can only press 
once the winger has 
touched the ball. The 
winger can dribble 
inside if necessary 
rather than cross for 
the second attack

4

1

2

3
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PROGRESSION 2

[4a]

[4b]

KEITH BOANAS 
WIDE DRIBBLING AND CROSSING

We run the same sequence of three attacks as 
before, but this time we can build on progression 1 
by adding fresh elements to both the first and third 
attacks. This time we can allow the second wide 
player to join in the first attack by moving down the 
channel to receive a set-back from the dribbler and 

then cross into the penalty area, as shown [4a].
On the third ball, a second attacking midfielder can 

join the attack. We also add one or two recovering 
midfielders to the defending team, as shown [4b], 
making it a 7v6 overload in favour of the attackers 
once the three active wide players have come inside. 
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We run the same 
sequence of three 
attacks as before, but 
this time we allow the 
second wide player 
to join in the first 
attack, moving down 
the channel to receive 
a set-back from the 
dribbler and cross into 
the penalty area

The two 
forwards go 
up against the 
back four and 
try to score

The opposite 
winger can cut 
inside to make a 
run into the back 
post area but 
must check back 
to receive the 
next ball for the 
second attack 
[not shown]

As before, the 
third attack begins 
with a red central 
midfielder receiving a 
starting ball from an 
opposition defender 
next to the goal and 
dribbling forward 

The second attack runs 
as before but this time 
on the third ball [as 
shown here], a second 
red attacking midfielder 
can join in and attack 
centrally. Also introduce 
one or two recovering 
midfielders to the blue 
defending team

The three 
active wide 
players should 
stay engaged 
with the attack 
giving the reds 
a 7v6 overload

1
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11v11 GAME

[5]

KEITH BOANAS 
WIDE DRIBBLING AND CROSSING

We set up on a full pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper 
at each end, with a 10-yard wide channel marked 
along the length of each wing. We’re using 20 outfield 
players split into two teams.

Normal rules apply but the winger of each team can 
receive the ball unchallenged in the attacking half of 

the wide channel. However, as soon as the winger has 
touched the ball, opponents can enter the channel to 
tackle them, as shown [5]. 

We encourage 1v1s in wide areas and the wingers are 
allowed to come inside with the ball if they elect to do 
so. From then on it’s free play.

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
We want to see a good quality first pass and first 
touch, plus an awareness of opponents and space. 
We also want to see players demonstrating a 
positive attitude and the bravery to use different 
dribbling techniques and skills.

Players should be able to recognise the space to 
exploit and make good decisions on the timing of 
the cross and the types of runs made into attacking 
areas to meet the cross, plus the forwards should 
use good finishing technique.

We want to see players reacting quickly to the 
second ball and using movement to re-attack the 

ball that avoids straying offside. Quickly reacting 
to the third ball is also important, where we want 
to see players using good movement to pass 
and receive during combination play in order to 
capitalise on overloads. 

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Avoid getting frustrated if goals are not scored at first. 
Get the players to work on the quality of their 1v1s and 
crosses first, then attempts on target will come.

If the defenders and the keeper are making great 
blocks and saves, give them credit. We can give 
them a target for clearances if they gain possession 
with time to play – build in a zone or gate for them 
to pass to if they win the ball.
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Normal rules apply for the 11v11 except the 
winger can receive the ball unchallenged in 
the attacking half of the wide channel

As soon as the 
winger has 
touched the 
ball, opponents 
can enter the 
channel to 
challenge

1

2
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The son of the well-known football manager of 
the same name, Owen Coyle Junior has played a 
huge part in the growth of football for amputees 
in recent years. Since 2014 he has been head 
coach of the England Amputee national team, 
which represents England at major tournaments, 
competitions and international fixtures 
throughout the world. 

He has previously worked as an inclusion 
officer at Blackpool FC Community Trust,  
where he led on disability. He has also worked 
at Oldham Athletic as a community football 
coach and as an academy coach.

He is a football agent and is the owner and 
managing director of CO2 Sports Management.

MANAGER PROFILE 

OWEN COYLE 
JUNIOR 
ENGLAND AMPUTEE 
NATIONAL TEAM

“This is an engaging small-
sided game designed to 
provide players with regular 
scoring chances through a 
functional practice”

SESSION 

FINISHING IN AND 
AROUND THE 
TRIANGLE
This session is based on creating 
opportunities to finish in and around  
the ‘triangle’, which is the zone that 
match analysis tells us is where we 
create the most goal-scoring chances.

It is designed to replicate game 
scenarios in order to increase the 
repetition of scoring opportunities in 
this specific area, with the eventual aim 
of increasing productivity. The session 
also features assist zones in the areas 
of the pitch where the team sees a high 
percentage of its goal-scoring moves 
originating.

It’s an engaging small-sided game 
designed to provide players with regular 
scoring chances through a functional 
practice, which leads into the random 
practice of the 7v7 game. 

It’s also engaging from a goalkeeping 
and defensive perspective, as it relates 
to areas of the pitch where most of the 
opposition’s chances occur, and being 
able to repeat these situations improves 
the game understanding, positioning and 
decision making of the players.

This session was designed with 
amputee football in mind and it’s based 
on an historical analysis of the games 
played by the England Amputee team, 
so it’s unique to us. We run it on the 
smaller pitches and with the 9v9 sized 
goals of the amputee game, but as 
it’s built around attacking the penalty 
area it can be run equally well across 
all codes of football and adapted to 
whichever pitch/goal size your team 
plays on. The playing area can also be 
adapted to suit playing numbers.

29
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This session allows the players to play in a creative 
and competitive spirit, with the focus on finishing in 
and around the ‘triangle’. 

We set up a playing area on the final third of the 
pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper at one end and two 
target goals at the other end. We mark out a triangle 
in front of the goal, as shown, with the tip of the 
triangle one yard outside the penalty area. We also 
mark 10-yard assist zones on each wing and another 
assist zone across the width of the playing area 
starting from the tip of the triangle.

We’re using our full squad of outfield players split 
into two teams, with at least six attackers and five 
defenders active for each attack. As it’s a wave attack, 
any additional players in the squad can wait outside 
the playing area for their turns to rotate in.

ATTACKING THE TRIANGLE

[1]

OWEN COYLE JUNIOR
FINISHING IN  
AND AROUND  
THE TRIANGLE

Play starts with a 3v3 in assist zone 2, with the blue 
attacking team starting with the ball. The blues have 
to pass the ball under pressure from the three red 
defenders until they create an opportunity to play the 
ball to a winger in assist zone 1. The three attackers 
can now make well-timed runs into and around the 
triangle, along with their striker who starts at the tip 
of the triangle, as shown [1]. The attackers must try to 
score past the goalkeeper from a ball played into the 
triangle from the winger.

In this particular phase of the practice, the three red 
defenders in assist zone 2 are not allowed to recover 
and must stay in their zone. If they win the ball during 
the 3v3, they should try to pass into one of the target 
goals at the other end.

When the players get used to attacking unopposed, 
we can progress this activity by allowing two red 
defenders to enter the penalty area from either side of 
the goal to defend against the attack.
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Area:  
Half your usual pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 1 goal,  
2 target goals
Number of Players:  
At least 12 players  
+ 1 goalkeeper

Session time:  
Attacking the triangle: 
15mins
Progression 1: 15mins
Progression 2: 15mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The three blue 
attackers in assist 
zone 2 must pass 
under pressure from 
the red defenders 
until they create an 
opening to play the 
ball to a winger in 
assist zone 1 

The three blue 
attackers can now 
make well-timed 
runs into and around 
the triangle along 
with their striker, 
who starts at the tip 
of the triangle

The blue attackers 
should try to score 
from a ball played 
into the triangle 
from the winger

The three red defenders in assist zone 2 stay in 
their zone. If they win the ball during the 3v3 they 
should try to clear into one of the target goals

Once the attackers 
get used to the 
drill, allow two 
red defenders to 
enter the penalty 
area from the side 
of the goal to help 
defend the attack

5

4

1

2
3
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“To improve attacking moves we encourage players to vary their 
movement when attacking space in the triangle”

PROGRESSION 1
[2]

OWEN COYLE JUNIOR 
FINISHING IN AND AROUND THE TRIANGLE

Using the same basic set up as before, play again 
starts with a 3v3 in assist zone 2. The blue attackers 
must pass the ball until finding an opening to play out 
of the zone. This time the attackers can either play 
the ball to one of the wingers or they can choose to 
be more direct in their approach and dribble with the 
ball towards goal before finishing or passing.

In this progression, one of the three red defenders 
in assist zone 2 can make a recovery run, tracking 
one of the attackers and helping to defend the 
penalty area. Two red defenders can also enter play 
from either side of the goal, as shown [2]. If any of 
the red defenders wins the ball, they can try to pass 
into the target goals.
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Play starts 
with a 3v3 in 
assist zone 
2. The blue 
attackers must 
pass the ball 
as before until 
creating an 
opportunity 
to play out of 
assist zone 2

One of the three red defenders 
in assist zone 2 can now make 
a recovery run to help defend 
in the penalty area

The blue attackers can now either 
pass to one of the wingers or they 
can be more direct and dribble out of 
the zone before finishing or passing 

Two red 
defenders 
can enter 
play from 
the side 
of the 
goal to try 
to stop 
the attack

If the red 
defenders win 
the ball, they 
try to pass it 
into one of the 
target goals

5

4

1

3

2
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OWEN COYLE JUNIOR 
FINISHING IN AND AROUND THE TRIANGLE

PROGRESSION 2

[3]

We use the same basic set up as before but this time 
we add a second blue striker who starts in or around 
the triangle. Play again starts with a 3v3 in assist 
zone 2, with the blues passing the ball until creating 
the opportunity to launch an attack. They can attack 
in any way they want – by using the support of the 
wingers in the wide assist zones or by dribbling or 

passing directly into the triangle, as shown [3]. 
One red defender can make a recovery run into 

the penalty area to track the attackers and two red 
defenders can enter the penalty area from either side 
of the goal to try to stop the attack. If the defenders 
win the ball they should attempt to clear it into one of 
the target goals at the other end.
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“This session allows the players to play in a creative and competitive 
spirit, with the focus on finishing in and around the triangle”

Play starts 
with a 3v3 in 
assist zone 2 
until the blues 
find an opening 
to launch an 
attack

The blues can attack in any way. They can either 
use the support of the wingers, as here, or they 
can dribble or pass directly into the triangle

The blues 
now have 
a second 
striker who 
starts in or 
around the 
triangle

One red defender can 
make a recovery run 
into the penalty area

If the reds win the ball they 
should try to clear into the 
target goals at the other end

6
4

1

2

3

Two reds enter 
play from the side 
of the goal to help 
defend

5
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AMPUTEE FOOTBALL

OWEN COYLE JUNIOR 
FINISHING IN AND AROUND THE TRIANGLE

Amputee football is a disabled sport played with seven 
players on each team: six outfield players and one 
goalkeeper. It’s a 7v7 game with roll on and roll off 
substitutes and it’s played on a much smaller pitch 
(60x40m) than the standard game, using 9v9 sized goals.

Outfield players have lower body amputations or 
limb deficiencies, and goalkeepers have an upper body 
amputation or limb deficiency. Outfield players use 
crutches and play without their prosthesis.

“Amputee football is a disabled 
sport played with seven players 

on each team: six outfield 
players and one goalkeeper”

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look out for?
We look for good decision making and creativity 
from the attacking players. They should be able 
to make well-timed runs and use clinical finishing 
alongside the use of minimal touches to score. 

They should use crisp passing and be able to 
break lines effectively whilst understanding the 
importance of angles and support behind and in 
front of the ball.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Players will naturally make mistakes in any training 
session, however some key challenges occur when 

we deliver this session so we encourage players to 
remain calm when under pressure and this helps 
them to make better decisions. 

We focus on players making better off-the-
ball movements and creating more options for 
their team-mates when in possession. 

It’s important that the size of the area is 
correct for the number of players in this zone 
and we can make the area smaller if the 
attacking players are having too much success.

Another problem is that players can become 
too predictable and make the same runs 
each time. To improve the attacking play, we 
encourage players to vary their movement when 
attacking space in the triangle. 

Players are also encouraged to be creative and 
to combine well to make chances.

Goalkeepers and outfielders can only use their one 
dominant leg/arm. Players are not allowed to use their 
residual limb ‘stump’ to gain an advance as it would 
be classed as handball. Using a crutch to gain an 
advantage is also classed as handball.

Goalkeepers must remain in their area at all times, 
as they would have an advantage on two legs if they 
were allowed out of the penalty area.

Kick-ins replace throw-ins and there is no offside.
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As a former golf coach (now sport psychologist), I’ve 
always felt that one of the major challenges coaches 
of team sports have is dealing with the individual 
differences each player brings with them to training 
and to the match day pitch. Players have different 
needs, wants, hopes, doubts, beliefs, expectations, 
personalities and experiences. They have different 
values, goals, interpretations, thoughts and feelings. 
This brings a level of complexity that coaching an 
individual sport (albeit a brutally tough one in golf) 
just doesn’t have.

Most of my professional life now consists of 
helping coaches make sense of the psycho-social 
component of coaching – it’s vast and can be 
overwhelming, so helping coaches understand the 
inner drivers and social aspects that influence 
behaviour is where I can influence most. Sometimes 

this requires embracing complexity and accepting 
that, as coaches, we may never fully understand the 
dynamic of human behaviour. 

That landscape changes a little when I work with 
players. Limiting players’ internal noise is a big 
objective of mine. Reducing their anxiety by simplifying 
their thoughts and feelings is a necessity if I want to 
help them high perform consistently, under pressure. 
To meet these objectives I have many tools, one of 
which is the ‘feedback loop’.  

OVER THINKING
Over the past 15 years working with players at the 
professional level, I’ve generally found them to be 
over-thinkers. Their training sessions don’t end when 
they’re showered and changed – they carry every 
missed shot, every wayward pass, and every mistimed 

CREATING FEEDBACK LOOPS
SPORT PSYCHOLOGIST DAN ABRAHAMS EXPLAINS HOW  ENCOURAGING PLAYERS TO 
EVALUATE THEIR PERFORMANCE CAN STOP THEM DWELLING ON THEIR ERRORS

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY
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tackle home with them. These inner pictures – these 
moments of mistake – surface again and again 
throughout the course of the day and evening. These 
thoughts plague their mindset and infiltrate the belief 
they have of themselves. And ultimately, the collection 
of inner pictures they accrue over the course of a 
training week rise to impact their performance come 
match day.

This is why I insist on a simple post game (and post 
training) ‘feedback loop’ – one that can turn down the 
volume of worry, doubt and stress.

By ‘feedback loop’ I mean I want a player to train 
and then feed back to me how things went. I want a 
player to compete and then feed back to me how well 
they competed. By doing this, players give themselves 
an opportunity to close the chapter of a game or 
training session. They’re telling their brain: “Okay, I’ve 
assessed how things went, so I don’t have to keep 
thinking about it.”

In a world now filled with data points, I ask the 
player for two points of data: a mark out of 10 for 
performance and a mark out of 10 for mindset. 
Subjective assessments maybe, but assessments that 
are meaningful to the player and help them to focus 
on what went well and what could go better.

After considering their performance, players can ask 
themselves (or be asked) three open-ended questions 
for each assessment:
•  Why that mark? What went well today to warrant 

that mark? 
•  What can you do in the next game (or training 

session) to give yourself a higher mark? 
•  Is there anything you learned today that you can use 

in the future to give yourself a higher mark?
 

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

“After considering their performance, players can ask 
themselves three open-ended questions” 
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Once a player has answered these questions, he or 
she can now declare their training session or game 
is over. The player has engaged in thinking about his 
or her game, and his or her behaviours, thoughts and 
feelings. The player has self-assessed and can now 
move on.

Of course, this is a self-reflective process that takes 
time (as well as commitment). And it takes practice 
to improve to become competent at doing it (and 
probably experience and knowledge to become adept at 
reflecting on, and being aware of, the mental side of the 
game). But it’s a process that can be completed in the 
car on the way home from training or the game. And it’s 
a practice that can occasionally be done with a coach 
(or team mate) to garner some external feedback.

MANAGING EMOTIONS
I suggest creating this simple feedback loop with your 
players, especially the ones you have a hunch might 
over-think their game (or maybe the ones you feel 
are a bit low on confidence right now – be assured 
they will be spending most of their free time mentally 

rehearsing failure). Its benefits are multiple:
•  A greater capacity to rest and recuperate mentally 

after a game or following training (players who take 
their mind away from football can rest mentally and 
subsequently avoid neural fatigue).

•  An improved coach/player relationship (especially 
if you involve yourself in the process of asking 
questions now and again).

•  An improvement in self-skills (self-reflection, 
self-awareness and self-control), helping them to 
become a student of their game.

•  An ability to self-regulate thoughts and feelings 
about his or her game, leading to an improvement in 
focus, confidence and ultimately performance.
 

Feedback loops don’t need to be complicated. They 
don’t need to be elaborate or long winded, and 
they’re allowed to be subjective. The most important 
benefit is you’re giving players the chance to manage 
the emotions that accompany the high challenge 
environment you’re creating in your coaching practice. 
You’re stretching them and supporting them.

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

“It’s a process that can be completed in the car on 
the way home from training or a match”
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Every manager has faced this kind of problem at some 
point. The CEO wants one of the players to do a bit of 
filming for a sponsor, the player has refused and it’s 
come down to you to sort it out. You’ve been here too 
many times before and this sort of non-footballing 
argument with an important player is not what you 
really need. 

In larger clubs this isn’t something that should reach 
you, certainly not regularly, if the right processes and 
policies are in place. But even at clubs where this might 
be expected to form a part of your role, there are things 
you can do to make the experience far less painful.

Players in the Premier League are, as standard, likely 
to be contracted to perform about six hours of media 

THE NIGHTMARE OF 
PLAYER APPEARANCES

or commercial activities for the club each week – 
although very few are ever asked to do that much – so 
it’s rare that the problem is the volume of requests. 
The common frustrations from players are usually that 
they aren’t given enough notice, that the appearances 
are poorly organised, or that the things they’re asked 
to do are “embarrassing”. So why not put together a 
process where all these things are considered?

At most organisations, this takes the form of a 
monthly meeting where a representative from the 
stadium has collated all the requests (which player, 
which activity, when, how long) and brings it to a 
group of training ground staff – usually an assistant 
coach, a physio and some sort of administrator or 

PLAYER CARE CONSULTANT HUGO SCHECKTER OFFERS SOME EASY TO IMPLEMENT 
IDEAS TO HELP DEAL WITH THE NIGHTMARE OF PLAYER APPEARANCES

PLAYER CARE
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player care person – and together they divide up the 
responsibilities among the squad. 

There are two keys to this system working:

1.  An even workload spread across the squad, which 
is displayed for everyone to see. This means that 
the captain, the star striker and the reserve players 
should be doing roughly the same amount each.  
A good tip is to make this process fully transparent 
and for the administrator to draw up a league table 
of who’s done the least and who is doing the most – 
players then tend to pressure each other into doing 
more if they feel like they’ve been overburdened 
with promotional responsibilities. 

2.  Publishing a schedule of appearances at the same 
time as the training schedule. The administrator 
should send it to each player, as well as a 
reminder, a week before, three days before and on 
the day itself. That way the excuse of “I’m busy” is 
either prevented or a work around can be found. 

 
PLAYER CARE

“Players pressure each other into doing more if they feel they’ve been 
overburdened with promotional responsibilities”

If players try to get out of appearances, or say 
they’ve got something else on, then that’s fine, 
because life can occasionally get in the way. But 
try to put the onus on the particular players to find 
their own replacements. If they can convince another 
member of the squad to step in (usually involving a 
swap of some kind), then you’re happy and everyone 
is a winner. This way it takes the pressure off you, and 
if they’re not genuinely busy, they will usually end up 
doing the appearance as originally planned. 

This isn’t a fool proof system by any means, but by 
putting in these easy to implement steps, it can take a 
lot of the pressure off you, as well as letting the club 
know which players they can call on and maybe even 
ask to do more for the club and the community.  
Hugo Scheckter is the founder and managing 
director of The Player Care Group, a consultancy 
based on implementing and improving player 
care at sporting organisations around the world. 
He was previously at both West Ham United and 
Southampton FC. www.playercaregroup.co.uk 
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From a coaching point of view, it’s never ideal when 
your players move their blankets onto the floor to 
sleep, or when they find it hard to stomach the carb-
rich food you’ve served up, especially when you’re 
trying to implement changes quickly. 

Having spent nearly 20 years playing professional 
football, around half of that at Liverpool and six years 
as part of the England squad, Robbie Fowler knows a 
thing or two about how to get a team match ready. But 
when he transitioned from player to player-manager at 
Thai side Muangthong United, he found the matchday 
preparations he’d seen so often in the English leagues 
didn’t necessarily translate.

“I tried to implement some of what we would 
consider in the West to be standard in professional 
football, such as the team sleeping in a hotel the night 

COACHING ABROAD

before a game, eating the right diet, and all the other 
things we know to support optimum performance. But 
as the culture was so different, we had to meet the 
players half way,” he says. 

“To have people counter what you’ve always thought 
to be the best way of doing things is difficult to get 
your head around, but I understood that these things 
were new to some of the players and totally different 

ROBBIE FOWLER IS OUT TO PROVE HIMSELF AS A COACH. HAVING MANAGED IN THAILAND 
AND AUSTRALIA, HE IS NOW LEADING INDIA’S EAST BENGAL INTO THEIR FIRST SEASON IN 
THE INDIAN SUPER LEAGUE.

INTERVIEW ROBBIE FOWLER

“It’s my job as the manager to 
listen to my people and try to 
create the right culture and 
environment for them”
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to what they’d been brought up with. It was really 
important that we acknowledged that and got the 
balance right between creating a good environment  
for their health and performance, and ensuring 
everyone felt comfortable.” 

It isn’t Fowler’s style to dictate to his people or to 
impose his approaches on them. “I’m still learning, 
but so is every manager, even those at the very top,” 
he says. “What they know to be right isn’t always 
going to be right everywhere, in every situation. It’s 
my job as the manager to listen to my people and try 
to create the right culture and environment for them, 
somewhere they want to come to train every day. 
When you do that it becomes more enjoyable, you 
take the players with you, and you’re less likely to lose 
their engagement along the way.” 

Recalling the managers that he has worked under 
throughout his career, Fowler says it was the ones 
with the best man-management skills who really got 
the best out of him as a player. “Yes, I need to be 
tactically and technically astute – if you’re not, the 
team will see right through you – and I need a strong 
support team who can help me to grow and learn, but 
it’s the people skills that I’m focused on the most. It’s 
also where I think I’m strongest; I can talk to people, 
I respect them and I believe in treating them how I 
would expect to be treated.” 

ROBBIE FOWLER 
INTERVIEW

“It’s a massive 
challenge, but I liked 
the idea of starting 
from scratch and 
building the team”

MAKING AN IMPACT 
When his season in charge of Muangthong United 
came to an end, Fowler joined Liverpool’s academy for 
a short spell before accepting the role of head coach 
at Australian Hyundai A-League side Brisbane Roar. 

“It was somewhat of a gamble to go over there 
and take the side on, because if I’d failed no-one 
would have touched me again,” he says. “I would 
have been the stereotypical has-been player, another 
forward who’s perceived to not have a clue about 
management. But I backed myself to succeed;  
I took the gamble and it paid off.”

When he first came to Brisbane Roar, the club was 
in dire straits, languishing second from bottom in the 
league table. “I knew I wanted to do it,” he says.  
“I had huge confidence in myself and the people 
around me, and I knew that the plans I had, 
especially in terms of the team’s defence, would 
make a really positive impact.”

While Fowler had made an impact in Australia as a 
player, at North Queensland Fury and Perth Glory, he 
knew he had something to prove as a manager. 

“Straight away we changed 15 players who were out 
of contract and succeeded in pulling together a team 
that went from being one of the worst in the league in 
terms of goals conceded to one of the best. The stats 
show that we topped the league for the number of 
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clean sheets and were among the best for possession 
and pass accuracy.”

When the league shut down in March 2020 due to 
the emerging Covid pandemic, Brisbane Roar were 
fourth in the league and went on to qualify for the 
Asian Champions League. 

“What we did turning the club around was a massive 
achievement and, personally, very important in 
showing everyone that I was a capable manager,”  
says Fowler. “I proved I could do it.”

OLD CLUB, NEW START
Any disappointment that Fowler felt at not being 
given the chance to finish what he started in 
Brisbane abated when he was approached some 
months later to take on the manager’s job at East 
Bengal. While the club is one of the most decorated 
in Indian football and steeped in 100 years of history, 
it is taking its tentative first steps in the Indian Super 
League, with Fowler at the helm. He took with him 
from Brisbane his assistant, Tony Grant, a fellow 
Liverpudlian who he played with as an U11 and did his 
coaching badges alongside.

“It’s a massive challenge, but one that I gratefully 
accepted,” he says. “I liked the idea of starting from 
scratch and building the team, and of course having 
another opportunity to show people what I can do.” 

Despite starting his pre-season training about three 
weeks behind everyone else, and not having as much 
time as he would have liked to plan and prepare, 

ROBBIE FOWLER 
INTERVIEW

Fowler and his coaching team all went into this season 
quietly confident that they could make a difference. 

Since joining, he has found the attitude of not just 
the club but the country as a whole to be refreshingly 
positive. “It has been very different to Australia, 
where I sensed that, maybe because I’d had a decent 
career as a player or for some other reason, people 
wanted me to fail. There was a lot of negativity at 
times, which I found astonishing given everything we’d 
achieved with Brisbane Roar.” 

The difference in India, he says, is marked. “There’s 
a lot of love here, and a lot of people willing you to do 
well. Everyone at the club is behind me and nothing is 
too much, because they want what is best for me, my 
staff and for the club.” 

With his wealth of experience abroad and willingness 
to step out of his comfort zone, Fowler is building 
a strong reputation as a manager and expanding his 
network in the global game. 

“When you’re out of work, you can wait around in 
England for something to come up, and you can try to 
find something at the lower levels of the game, but if 
an opportunity arises to gain experience abroad then 
the best thing you can do is grab it with both hands,” 
he says. “It demonstrates to people just how much 
you want to manage and what you’re prepared to do to 
succeed, because it isn’t easy to come and work abroad. 

“I’ve had to make a lot of sacrifices and work 
very hard, but that shows just how passionate and 
determined I am to get where I want to be.” 
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