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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.
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“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.
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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
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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
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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
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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
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