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FROM THE CHAIRMAN 
Welcome to the March 2021 issue of Elite Soccer, 
the magazine that prides itself in offering inventive 
coaching solutions and career development tips.

We kick off this issue with a Premier League session 
used this season by Sam Allardyce at West Brom. 
It’s a session designed to improve a team’s threat 
when counter-attacking and it’s all about gaining an 
advantage on the transition by promoting a positive 
attitude from the players when winning the ball back.

We also have a session from the EFL Championship 
that has been written especially for us by QPR 
manager Mark Warburton and it focuses on defending 
the penalty area from crossed deliveries. It will give 
your players plenty of opportunities to make first 
contact with the incoming ball.

Darrell Clarke is the newly appointed manager of 
Port Vale and he has shared a session he has used 
in League Two this season. It helps prepare teams to 
face opponents that line up in a 4-3-1-2 formation 
with a midfield diamond and its focus is on switches 
of play into wide areas to create overloads.

Also dealing with switching play is Ipswich Town 
youth development coach Steve Foley, who has 
written a session to encourage players to exploit 
space with overloads and speed.

Closing the issue is a session from Aaron Callaghan, 
which will help teams to play out from the back 

and encourages ball movement and possession play 
within a team’s offensive organisation.

I hope you find that this month’s sessions will help 
your coaching. We will return next month with five 
more inspirational training sessions.
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“We kick off with a session used 
by Sam Allardyce at West Brom. 
It’s designed to improve a team’s 
threat when counter-attacking”
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Widely acknowledged within the game to be one 
of the most progressive and forward-thinking 
managers, Allardyce started his coaching career 
in 1991 at League of Ireland side Limerick. 
He then enjoyed two-year spells in charge of 
Blackpool and Notts County, where he won the 
Division Three title in 1998.

In 1999 he was appointed manager of Bolton 
Wanderers, the club he had first joined as a 
youth player, and under Allardyce’s stewardship 
the Trotters were promoted to the top flight in 
just his second season. Bolton remained in the 
Premier League throughout his reign, finishing 
runners-up in the 2004 Carling Cup and enjoying 
European competition for the first time in the 
club’s history.

After a spell in charge at Newcastle United, 
Allardyce joined Blackburn Rovers and guided the 
club to Premier League safety. His next challenge 
took him to West Ham and he had an immediate 
impact in his first season at Upton Park, winning 
the Championship play-off final in 2012 and 
leading the club into the Premier League. 

He joined Sunderland in 2015 and subsequently 
he has enjoyed spells in charge of the England 
national team, Crystal Palace and Everton. 
He was appointed manager of West Brom in 
December 2020.

MANAGER PROFILE 

SAM ALLARDYCE 
WEST BROM

SESSION 

COUNTER-ATTACKING 
WITH SPEED
This session is designed to improve a 
team’s threat when counter-attacking 
and it’s all about gaining an advantage 
by promoting a positive attitude when 
winning the ball back. It shows players 
how to go forward on transition and 
exploit the spaces that the opposition 
might leave whilst they are expansive 
in possession. It is also a session that 
focuses on recovery runs, defending 
when outnumbered and 1v1 duals. It 
features many elements of the modern 
game and can be very competitive.

We use the session on a regular basis 
because a major tactic for all clubs in 
the Premier League is counter-attacking 
with pace and quality. We come up 
against teams who like to dominate the 
ball, and with that they make the pitch 
as big as possible when they are building 
attacks. If we can win the ball back we 
have an opportunity to exploit the space 
that they have left, particularly down 
the sides of the centre backs if both 
full backs have pushed on, and if done 
with quality and speed it gives us a good 
opportunity to create scoring chances. 

We also like to build attacks in the 
opposition half and although the main 
focus of the session is attacking, it’s 
vital that players also recognise the 
need to make recovery runs and to  
react to defensive transitions.

Players enjoy this session, as it is 
very competitive and directly relates 
to tactics on a match day. It also gives 
different types of finishing that benefits 
both outfield players and keepers, who 
need to be rotated around the goals so 
they are exposed to different scenarios.

With teams at the top of the Premier 
League looking to dominate possession, 
counter-attacking is a key principle for 
attacking. If we counter-attack with 
quality then not only does it give us a 
good chance to score, but it also means 
we can be in a position to sustain 
pressure and then build our attacks and 
look to break down our opposition. 

It can be used as a conditioning drill, 
as players need to run with pace and hit 
high speeds for the counter-attacks or 
the recovery runs to be successful.

4
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We set up on half a pitch with a 38-yard wide central 
zone and 17-yard wide outer channels on either side. 
The channels and the central zone are each 50 yards in 
length. We position a goal and a goalkeeper at the top 
end of the central zone and a goal and a goalkeeper at 
the bottom end of each of the wide channels, as shown. 

We’re using 17 outfield players. We split the players 
into a red attacking team of nine, who line up ready 
to attack in waves of three. The remaining players 

COUNTER-ATTACKING PRACTICE

[1a]

SAM ALLARDYCE
COUNTER-ATTACKING  
WITH SPEED

form a blue defending team of eight, two of whom 
are actively defending in the central zone while three 
more wait at the end of each of the wide channels 
ready to launch a counter-attack. 

The session begins with a pass out from the central 
zone goalkeeper to one of the three red opposition 
attackers. The three active red players then counter-
attack against the two blue defenders in a 3v2, but 
they must all stay in the central zone, as shown [1a].
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Area:  
Half a pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 3 goals
Number of Players:  
Up to 18 players 
+ 3 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Counter-attacking practice: 
20mins
Progression: 14mins
Counter-attacking game: 
14mins
11v11 game [not shown]: 
14mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play begins 
with a pass 
out from the 
central zone 
keeper to one 
of the three 
red opposition 
attackers 

The first wave of 
three red players 
counter-attacks 
against the two 
blue defenders 
in a 3v2, but they 
must all stay in 
the central zone

The red attackers use their 
overload to combine and 
create a goal scoring chance

1
2

3
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[1b]

SAM ALLARDYCE 
COUNTER-ATTACKING WITH SPEED

Regardless of whether the ball has gone out of 
play, the goalkeeper has saved the shot, or a goal 
has been scored, once the attack has finished the 
two blues who were defending now must leave 
the pitch. A waiting blue at the end of each wide 
channel then immediately launches a counter-

attack in the other direction by dribbling forwards 
with a ball, meaning that the blues are separately 
counter-attacking in each wide channel. The three 
reds who just attacked the main goal are now free 
to enter the wide channels to defend against the 
two counter-attacks, as shown [1b]. 
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Once the 
first attack 
has finished, 
the two blue 
defenders 
leave the pitch 

A blue steps into each wide channel 
with a ball and launches an attack on 
the goal at the end of the channel. This 
means the blues are counter-attacking 
simultaneously in both wide channels 

The three reds who just 
attacked are now free to 
enter the wide channels 
to defend against the 
two counter-attacks

When both counter-
attacks are dead, 
players reset and 
restart, rotating fresh 
players in

4

1

23
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[1c]

SAM ALLARDYCE 
COUNTER-ATTACKING WITH SPEED

The aim for the blues is to score in the goals at the 
end of each wide channel. 

Once the action in the wide channels has ended, 
the game resets and two new blue defenders rotate in 
and three new red attackers come on for the restart. 
We make sure all the players get to experience the 
different attacking and defending roles.

We progress this practice by allowing the two 
defending blues to enter the wide channels and join in 
with the counter-attacks once the first counter-attack 
by the reds is dead. As the three blue attackers must 
transition to defend the goals in both channels, this 
means that in one of the channels the blues will be 
counter-attacking with a 2v1 overload, as shown [1c].
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“We want to see players using different types of finishes 
when they create the opportunities to score”

Progress by allowing the two 
defending blues to enter the 
wide channels and join in with 
the counter-attacks once the 
first central counter-attack by 
the reds is dead 

The three red attackers now transition to defend 
the goals in both wide channels, meaning that 
the blues will be counter-attacking with a 2v1 
overload in one of the channels

1

2
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SAM ALLARDYCE 
COUNTER-ATTACKING WITH SPEED

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
Counter-attacking is about pace and quality. When 
counter-attacking in the 3v2 [in diagram 1a], we are 
looking for players to use good movement to create 
overloads and to finish the attack with a goal.

We also want to see players using different types of 
finishes when they create the opportunities to score.

When counter-attacking in the wide channels 
[in the progression in diagram 1c], we want to see 
player recognise when they have an attacking 
overload and exploit the advantage by scoring.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Sometimes players can struggle to keep attacking 
at such a high pace. To encourage players to keep 

the attacks going at speed we set them a time limit 
so they have to work the shot in under six seconds.

Alternatively, we could add a recovering blue 
defender to the 3v2 [the initial central attack shown 
in diagram 1a], who must recover from behind the 
red attackers to try and get back to make it 3v3. 
This forces the attackers to move quicker because 
they can take advantage of the 3v2 overload before 
the extra defender arrives.

How would I put this in a game situation?
We could finish the session with an 11v11 game [not 
shown]. The defending team should be encouraged 
to defend in a mid-block and on regaining the ball, 
they should counter-attack quickly. To begin with, we 
would limit the number of opposition players who can 
recover, as this would give the counter-attacking team 
more opportunities to score on transition and build on 
what has been learnt in the previous practices.  
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COUNTER-ATTACKING GAME

[2]

We set up a playing area on half a pitch with a goal and 
a goalkeeper at each end. We’re using 18 outfield players 
split into two teams on nine. We play a 9v9 game but 
one team must simply pass the ball to keep possession 
using the help of both goalkeepers, giving them an 11v9 

advantage. The other team must press to gain possession 
of the ball and if they succeed, they should counter-
attack quickly and can score in either of the goals, as 
shown [2]. The original possession team must make the 
quick transition to defence to try to stop them scoring.

The blues must 
simply keep 
possession using 
the help of both 
goalkeepers, giving 
them an 11v9 
advantage 

The reds press to 
gain the ball and if 
they succeed they 
counter-attack 
quickly and can 
score in either of 
the goals

1

2
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Mark Warburton began his coaching career 
in the academy at Watford, before moving to 
Brentford in February 2011, where he first served 
as a coach and then sporting director until being 
appointed as manager in December 2013. 

Warburton led Brentford to promotion to 
the Championship as runners-up in 2014 and 
finished the following season with the club’s 
best second-tier placing for 80 years.

He managed Rangers in Scotland from 2015 
to 2017, winning the Scottish Championship 
title and the Scottish Challenge Cup in his 
first season. He was also voted PFA Scotland 
Manager of the Year. 

After a short spell as manager of Nottingham 
Forest in 2017, he joined QPR in May 2019.

MANAGER PROFILE 

MARK WARBURTON 
QUEENS PARK 
RANGERS

“This works well as a regular 
defending session, focusing 
on cohesion, solidity and 
compactness”

SESSION 

DEFENDING THE 
PENALTY AREA
This is a session designed to focus 
on defending our own penalty area, 
primarily from crossed deliveries, but 
as the session develops we also look 
at closing down and denying shooting 
opportunities.

The players enjoy the competitive 
togetherness of this session. We could 
mix up and rotate the defensive units, 
but in general we group the relevant 
players and challenge them to defend 
the area with cohesiveness, good 
communication, resilience and a real 
desire to make first contact.

This is an ideal session to use in 
preparation for specific fixtures that 
involve a certain style of opponent. 
In addition, it works well as a regular 
generic defending session, focusing on 
cohesion, solidity and compactness. 

It can be a physically demanding 
session and therefore some thought 
must be given as to where in the weekly 
calendar such a session might sit.

9
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We set up on the final third of the pitch, marking a 
36x44-yard playing area, with a goal and a goalkeeper 
at each end. We’re using 16 outfield players split into 
four teams of four. We start with one team ready to 
defend at one end, another team ready to defend at 
the other end, and one team ready to attack from one 
end. The fourth team are the servers. 

DEFENDING CROSSES 1

[1a]

MARK WARBURTON
DEFENDING THE  
PENALTY AREA

The first wave of attackers (the blues) make 
attacking runs into the opposite penalty area to 
receive a cross from server 1 on the wing and the red 
defenders try to stop them scoring. After the first 
ball is dead, server 2 immediately plays a second 
ball into the blue attackers, who again try to score 
past the red defenders, as shown [1a].

Area:  
Up to half a pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
2 full size goals
Number of Players:  
Up to 18 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Defending crosses 1: 
25mins
Defending crosses 2: 
20mins
9v9 game: 25mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The blues are 
the first wave 
of attackers. 
They start 
by attacking 
the opposite 
penalty area to 
receive a first 
cross from 
server 1

The reds must 
defend against 
the first attack. 
Here they make 
first contact and 
clear the ball out 
of play

After the first 
ball is dead, 
server 2 plays 
a second ball 
into the blue 
attackers, who 
again try to 
score past the 
red defenders

1
2

3
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“The red team now attacks the other end where the greens are defending”

[1b]

MARK WARBURTON 
DEFENDING THE PENALTY AREA

When the second ball is dead, the red defending 
team now attacks the other end where the greens are 
defending. The reds receives a first ball crossed from 
server 3 and when that attack is dead they receive a 
second ball crossed from server 4, as shown [1b]. 

Play continues in waves for two minutes and then 
we rotate the teams and play for another two minutes. 
We play four games of two minutes, so every player 
experiences the role of the server.

We can progress the activity by running the 
sequence again, but this time the defenders have to 
face balls played in on the diagonal, with the servers 
crossing from further out [not shown]. For example, 
when running the first attack, server 3 would play the 
ball into the box instead of server 1 and for the second 
attack server 4 would play a diagonal ball in from 
a deeper position instead of the cross coming from 
server 2.
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When the 
second blue 
attack is over, 
the red team 
now attacks 
the other 
end and they 
receives a 
first ball from 
server 3

The greens 
successfully 
defend the 
first attack by 
the reds and 
clear the ball 
out of play

The greens 
must react 
quickly and 
keep their 
shape because 
a second ball 
is immediately 
played into 
the reds by 
server 4

When the 
second red 
attack is dead, 
the greens 
attack the 
other end 
against the 
blues. Play 
continues in 
waves for two 
minutes

4

1

2
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[1c]

MARK WARBURTON 
DEFENDING THE PENALTY AREA

We can progress the activity further by running the 
sequence once again, but this time the servers start on 
the halfway line and they cross the ball after dribbling 
down the wing, as shown [1c]. We again play for four 
games of two minutes, rotating the teams each time.

If we have extra players available, they can act as 
defensive midfielders protecting the back four.

We would run this drill and it’s two progression 
for eight minutes each, with 90 seconds recovery 
between each set.
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Progress the 
activity by 
running the 
sequence 
again, but 
this time the 
servers start 
on the halfway 
line and they 
cross the ball 
after dribbling 
down the wing

A second ball 
is played in 
after the first 
attack is dead. 
Again the 
server dribbles 
from the 
halfway line 
before crossing

1

2
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MARK WARBURTON 
DEFENDING THE PENALTY AREA

DEFENDING CROSSES 2

[2a]

“The emphasis should be placed on defensive 
solidity, compactness, communication 

and ensuring first contact is made”

We set up on half a pitch, with the main playing area 
coned off to the width of the penalty area. We have 
a penalty box at each end and we mark a 5-yard 
zone across the centre of the pitch. We also mark a 
5-yard wide channel on each side of the main area. We 
position a goal and a goalkeeper at each end.

We’re using 18 outfield players, split into two teams 
of seven playing in a 7v7, plus four neutrals. Each team 
of seven has four defenders and three attackers and 
the players are locked into their relevant zones. Two 

of the neutrals start in the central zone and one is in 
each of the two wide channels. All of the neutrals are 
locked into their zones and none of the other players 
can enter the central zone or the wide channels.

Play starts from the goalkeeper, who passes out to one 
of his team mates or to one of the neutral players. All 
players are limited to three-touch and when attacking, 
the team in possession should focus on getting the ball 
wide and making crosses into the penalty area for the 
opposition back four to defend against, as shown [2a].

Play starts and restarts 
from the keeper, who 
passes out to one of his 
team mates or to one of 
the yellow neutral players 

All players are 
locked in their zones 
and are limited to 
three touches

The team in possession 
should focus on getting 
the ball out wide to the 
neutral crossers

The back four should keep 
compact and defend against 
the incoming ball, making sure 
first contact is made and the 
ball is cleared to safety

41

2 3
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[2b]

MARK WARBURTON 
DEFENDING THE PENALTY AREA

We progress this practice by allowing one of the 
yellow neutral players from the central zone to join 
the attack at the relevant end, as shown [2b]. This 
makes it a 4v4 attack and sets an additional challenge 
for the defenders, who now have one more player 
to pick up or close down. We can progress the game 
further by also allowing one of the neutral crossers to 
leave the wide channel and attack the far post when a 

COACHING POINTS
How would I put this in a game situation?
After the second activity we would remove the 
cones, bringing the wide channels and the central 
zone into the main playing area. We would play a 
9v9 game [not shown] with offside lines in place. 

We would encourage players to get the ball out 
wide and put the attacking emphasis on crossed 
deliveries. For the defenders, the emphasis should 
be placed on defensive solidity, compactness, 
communication and ensuring first contact is made.

We would play two games of 12 minutes. Numbers 
are easily adaptable depending on player availability.

What are the key things to look out for?
When defending crosses we want to see players 
marking the opposition tightly. We also want to see 
them keeping compact and using the appropriate 
body shape, so they can see both the man and the 
ball. It’s very important that defenders keep sight 
of the incoming ball and communicate to make sure 
that the first contact is from a defender.

When defending, attention to detail is vital and 
players should make sure their shoulders are open 
to see danger and that key areas like the front post 
are covered. We want to see players using cohesive 
movement to squeeze space when the first contact 
is made and they should remain alert to defend the 
second and third ball.

cross is coming in from the other side. Neutral players 
must always return to their zones once the attack has 
finished and play restarts from the goalkeeper again. 

To increase the challenge for both sides, we can restrict 
the attacking players to a one-touch finish on goal.

We would spend six minutes on the basic drill and a 
further six minutes on each of the progressions, with 
one minute’s recovery between each block.
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Progress this practice by allowing one of the neutrals 
from the central zone to join the attack, making it a 4v4 
attack and increasing the challenge for the defenders 

Progress further by also allowing one of 
the neutral crossers to leave the wide 
channel and attack the back post when a 
cross is coming in from the other side

The yellow 
neutral players 
must return 
to their zones 
once the attack 
has finished 
and play then 
restarts from the 
goalkeeper

1

2

3
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Darrell Clarke first moved into coaching at 
the tail end of his playing career, when he 
was appointed player-manager of non-league 
Salisbury City. He subsequently led the club to 
promotion into the Conference Premier with two 
play-off final victories in three seasons.

After a spell as assistant manager at Bristol 
Rovers, Clarke was appointed manager in March 
2014 but he could not prevent the struggling club 
from dropping out of the Football League that 
season. However, he successfully guided Rovers 
back at his first attempt, and just a year later he 
led the team to automatic promotion to League 
One with a third-place finish in the division. He 
won the Football League Two Manager of the 
Month award in March 2016.

After a period at League Two Walsall he was 
appointed manager of Port Vale in February 2021.

MANAGER PROFILE 

DARRELL CLARKE 
PORT VALE

“Players usually respond well  
to this session and tend to take 
everything they’ve learnt from  
it into the coming game”

SESSION 

ATTACKING PLAY 
AGAINST A 4-3-1-2 
FORMATION
This is a specific match preparation 
session that I like to use when we are 
due to face a team that we expect to 
be playing in a 4-3-1-2 formation with 
a midfield diamond, so our focus is 
on switches of play into wide areas to 
create overloads. 

When we set up in a 4-3-3 formation, 
I believe that using this session is the 
best way to show players how to break 
down a narrow 4-3-1-2 team.

Players usually respond well to this 
session and they take everything they’ve 
learnt from it into the coming game, 
taking on board all of its key principles.

The last time I used it was as 
preparation for facing a specific League 
Two team and we used our analysis 
of the opponent to prepare the team 
with a game plan for how we could 
effectively break the opposition down 
during the match. It was important that 
if we couldn’t create overloads down 
one side, that we were able to switch 
play quickly to create opportunities on 
the other side of the pitch.

15
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We set up on three quarters of a pitch with a goal and 
a goalkeeper at each end. The wings are coned off into 
wide channels, leaving a midfield zone the width of 
the penalty area.

We’re using 20 outfield players split into two full 
teams of 11 including goalkeepers and we play an 
11v11 game. We coach the blues, who are set up in a 

MAIN PRACTICE

[1a]

DARRELL CLARKE
ATTACKING PLAY 
AGAINST A 4-3-1-2 
FORMATION

4-3-3 formation, while the opposition reds are set 
up in a 4-3-1-2 formation and play with a midfield 
diamond. 

The red 4-3-1-2 team is conditioned so that the 
players forming the midfield diamond must stay in 
the central zone and only its full backs and centre 
forwards can enter the wide zones, as shown [1a]. 

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

Session time:  
Main practice: 30mins
Full pitch game: 15mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Coach the 
blues who 
are set up 
in a 4-3-3 
formation

The opposing reds are set up in a 4-3-1-2 
formation and play with a midfield diamond, 
which must stay in the central zone

From the red team, only the full backs and 
centre forwards can go into the wide zones

The blue 4-3-3 
team must create 
overloads in wide 
areas to bypass 
the opposition 
midfield diamond 
and either cross or 
switch the play

4

1

2

3
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“The 4-3-3 team must try to create overloads in the 
wide areas to bypass the midfield diamond”

[1b]

DARRELL CLARKE 
ATTACKING PLAY AGAINST A 4-3-1-2 FORMATION

The blue 4-3-3 team must try to create plenty of 
overloads in the wide areas in order to bypass the 
midfield diamond, or if the wide channel is blocked 
on one side and forward progress can’t be made, 
they must find a way to switch the play to the 
opposite wing. 

We want to see the 4-3-3 team really exploiting its 
overload advantage on the wings to make plenty of 
crosses from these wide areas, as shown [1b].

We might also choose to run another good crossing 
and finishing session after this, in order to work on 
creating even more end product.

1

2

3

Play always restarts from the 
goalkeeper of the blue 4-3-3 team

The 4-3-3 team should 
exploit wide overloads 
to make lots of crosses 
from the wide areas

1

2
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DARRELL CLARKE 
ATTACKING PLAY AGAINST A 4-3-1-2 FORMATION

FULL PITCH GAME

[2]

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
We’re looking for the blue team playing in the  
4-3-3 formation to try to create overloads in the 
wide areas so they can attack with 2v1s and 3v2s. 

Once they have created the overloads out wide, 
we want to see them making plenty of crosses into 
the penalty area and taking their scoring chances 
well, using a variety of finishes on goal.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
After successfully achieving overloads in wide areas, 
sometimes players don’t make enough crosses. 
Additionally, on occasion players struggle to make 
forward progress in the wide channel and don’t seize 
their opportunities to switch the play quickly enough 
in order to take out the opposition midfield. We 
would overcome this problem by stopping the session 
and having a coaching moment, showing the players 
exactly what we want to see from them in the session.

We finish the session with an 11v11 game. We set 
up on a full size pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper 
at each end and the teams line up in formation as 
before. It is an unconditioned game but we look for 
the players in the blue team to demonstrate what 
they learnt in the main practice by creating plenty of 
crosses into the penalty area, as shown [2]. We also 

want to see players using a variety of finishes from 
these crosses. 

For the main practice, we used three quarters of 
pitch instead of a full pitch to save on the players 
legs during a period of fixture congestion, but we 
could just as easily run it on a full pitch or even on a 
smaller pitch if we want to get the message across.

Play an unconditioned 
11v11 game on a full 
pitch, coaching the 
blues who are set up in 
a 4-3-3 formation

The reds represent the 
opposition and are set  
up in a 4-3-1-2 
formation. They play  
with a midfield diamond

The blue 4-3-3 team should create overloads in wide 
areas to bypass the opposition midfield diamond and 
they should either cross or switch the play

1 2

3
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Having spent 10 years playing for Colchester 
United, after hanging up his boots Steve Foley 
returned to the club to work with the youth 
players. He also served as caretaker manager for 
two spells during the late 1980s. 

Joining Norwich City in 1996, his 10 years at 
Carrow Road included stints as assistant director 
of the academy and as first team coach. 

Moving to Ipswich Town in 2006, his many roles 
have included working as first team coach and as 
reserve team manager. He continues to work for 
the club as a youth development coach. 

He has also been head coach at Ryman League 
side, Needham Market.

MANAGER PROFILE 

STEVE FOLEY 
IPSWICH TOWN

“This session helps the players 
to recognise where and when to 
switch play effectively”

SESSION 

SWITCHING PLAY
The main aim of this session is to 
encourage players to attempt to exploit 
space with overloads and speed. It also 
helps the players to recognise where 
and when to switch play effectively, 
as well as rehearsing the defensive 
structure that the team needs when 
playing against a side that makes good 
use of switches of play.

Individual skills are important to the 
session, so we will encourage players to 
show they know how to protect the ball 
when under pressure and also how, and 
more importantly, when to pass the ball. 
In addition to this, players will need to 
show good skills in 1v1s.

This session can be very challenging 
because the physical load is high, but 
if we break it down it tends to help the 
players recover.

19
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We set up between the penalty areas, using the full 
width of the pitch. We divide the playing area into five 
length-wise channels to help players recognise the 
different spaces. We position pole gates at both ends 
of the outside channels. To begin with we are using 18 
outfield players split into two teams of nine.

This 9v9 starts with a ball served into the playing 
area by the coach. The possession team should 
pass the ball initially in tight areas while looking 

SWITCHING PLAY PRACTICE

[1]

STEVE FOLEY
SWITCHING PLAY

“The possession team should pass the ball in tight areas 
while looking for opportunities to switch the play”

for opportunities to switch the play into the wide 
channels, where players can score points by dribbling 
through the pole gates, as shown [1]. When a team 
is in possession, we encourage its players to occupy 
all five channels if possible. When a team is out of 
possession, its players should try to occupy either 
three or four out of the five channels.

Depending on how the players respond to the practice, 
we can challenge and condition the teams accordingly.

1 2

4

3

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

Session time:  
Switching play practice: 
20mins 
Progression 1: 20mins
Progression 2: 20mins
Game: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The team in possession are encouraged 
to have players in every channel, 
initially passing the ball in tight areas

The out-of-possession team should try to 
occupy three or four of the channels and 
should attempt to regain the ball quickly

The possession 
team should 
look to create 
opportunities 
to open up and 
exploit the spaces 
on the other side 
of the pitch by 
switching play

Teams score 
points when 
players run 
through the 
wide gates 
with the ball, 
which makes 
it vital for 
the attacking 
team to switch 
play quickly 
and create 
overloads in 
wide areas 

4

12

3
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PROGRESSION 1

[2]

STEVE FOLEY
SWITCHING PLAY

We set up as before but now we add goals in their 
usual positions at each end, creating an 18-yard end 
zone in front of each goal. Play continues initially as an 
unopposed 9v9 as before, with the possession team 
passing the ball in tight areas until finding an opening to 
switch the play into the wide channels. However, now 
the aim is for the wide player to dribble through the 
pole gate and cross into the penalty area, where one 
attacker can make an unopposed run into the box to 

meet the cross and score in the empty net [not shown].
We progress this further, by adding an extra outfield 

player and a goalkeeper to each team, making it 11v11. 
One attacker is still allowed to make a run into the box 
to finish from the cross, but now he is opposed by a 
goalkeeper, as shown [2]. 

We can progress this further by allowing two 
opposition defenders to enter the penalty area to 
defend against the cross [not shown].

1 2

4

3

Play as before but add 
a goal to each end, 
creating an end zone in 
front of the goal

The aim is to switch the play 
to a wide player, who dribbles 
through the pole gate and 
crosses into the penalty area

After first running it unopposed, add a keeper 
and an outfield player to each team to make 
it 11v11, as shown here. Progress further by 
allowing up to two defenders to recover into 
the penalty area to defend the cross

One attacker can make an unopposed 
run into the box to meet the cross and 
finish with a shot on goal

3

1 2

4
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STEVE FOLEY
SWITCHING PLAY

PROGRESSION 2

[3]

“If they are quick enough, a team can score
 two goals in the same attack”

We set up as before but now we also add a small target 
goal on each side of the pitch. This gives the team in 
possession the incentive to switch the play quicker 
and if they score in the target goal, a coach next to 
that goal can feed a second ball in to the winger in the 
same channel to continue the attack as before. The 

wide player receives from the coach, dribbles through 
the pole gate and crosses for a striker to run onto, as 
shown [3]. This means, if they are quick enough, a team 
can score two goals in the same attack.

We allow defenders to make recovery runs into the 
penalty area as they would in a normal game.1 2

4

3

Add a small target goal on 
each side of the pitch for the 
possession team to score into if 
they can switch play quick enough

If the possession team score in the 
target goal, a coach feeds a second 
ball to their wide player, who dribbles 
through the gate and crosses

A forward meets the 
cross and the team 
scores a second goal in 
the same attacking move

Allow defenders to make 
recovery runs into the 
penalty area to defend 
against the cross

4

12

3
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“In the final game we encourage players to implement 
what they’ve learnt in the session so far”

11v11 GAME

[4]

STEVE FOLEY
SWITCHING PLAY

We set up just as before but now we’re playing an 
unconditioned 11v11 game, so we remove the pole 
gates. However, we leave the channel markings on 
the pitch to give the players a visual aid to show 

them where the space is on the pitch. This will help 
encourage them to implement what they’ve learnt in 
the session so far, by switching play quickly when the 
opportunity arises, as shown [4].

1 2

4

3

Finish the session with an 
unconditioned 11v11 game. Leave 
the channel markings on the pitch 
to give the players a visual aid

Encourage players to implement what they’ve 
learnt in the session. Here the attacking team 
switches the play quickly to the winger, who 
receives on the move and crosses

1

2



242424

After a playing career that saw him serve at 
Stoke City, Oldham Athletic, Crewe Alexandra 
and Preston North End in the English Football 
League, and at Crusaders in Northern Ireland, 
Aaron Callaghan started his coaching career as 
player-manager of Crusaders. 

He subsequently enjoyed spells as manager of 
Athlone Town, Longford Town, UCD, Bohemians 
and Carrick Rangers and he led the latter to the 
Northern Irish League Cup final in 2017. 

He has also served as a coach educator for 
the Football Association of Ireland, as a sports 
development officer for Dublin City Council 
and he spent two years as coach for the 
Republic of Ireland’s U14s team. 

He has a degree in Sports Management and is 
the holder of a UEFA Pro licence.

MANAGER PROFILE 

AARON CALLAGHAN 
LMA AMBASSADOR

“This session teaches players 
to circulate the ball better, 
in order to disorganise and 
unbalance opponents”

SESSION 

POSSESSION AND 
BALL MOVEMENT
This session is all about maintaining 
possession and encouraging ball 
movement within a team’s offensive 
organisation. 

It teaches players to circulate the 
ball better, in order to disorganise and 
unbalance opponents, so the team can 
take advantage of the spaces behind the 
defensive blocks of the opposition.

I would run this session once or twice 
a week as a sub principle of a plan for 
offensive organisation. It will help teams 
to play out from the back by keeping 
possession and it teaches the players to 
communicate better during the build-up 
play. This will help them to make better 
decisions – and as a consequence, they 
will achieve a better execution of these 
decisions within their football actions.

24
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This activity works on the team’s positional balance 
when in possession. We set up on just under half a pitch 
with a goal and a goalkeeper at one end and a central 
zone surrounded by five-yard channels marked as shown 
between the 18-yard line and the centre circle. 

We’re using 10 outfield players for this activity. 
The blue possession team of six is made up of a 
back four and two central midfielders, while the red 
pressing team of four is made up of two wingers, an 
attacking midfielder and a centre forward.

POSITIONAL BALANCE PRACTICE 1

[1a]

AARON CALLAGHAN
POSSESSION AND  
BALL MOVEMENT

The blue possession team plays in the channels 
around the edge of the central area in the specific 
positions indicated. They are locked in their channels 
when in possession but they can come out of the 
channels when they lose the ball.

Play starts with a pass out from the goalkeeper 
to the blue central defenders and the blues must 
then pass to keep possession without leaving their 
nominated channels, as shown [1a]. If they complete 
10 consecutive passes, they score a point. 

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

Session time:  
Positional balance  
practice 1: 20mins
Positional balance  
practice 2: 20mins
11v11 game: 44mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play starts with 
a pass from the 
keeper to the blue 
defenders and the 
blues then pass to 
keep possession. 
If they complete 
10 passes, they 
score a point 

When they are in 
possession, the 
blues are locked 
in their specific 
channels around 
the edge of the 
central area

The reds press the blue passers and try 
to win the ball, but they must remain in 
the central area when out of possession

1

2

3
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[1b]

AARON CALLAGHAN 
POSSESSION AND BALL MOVEMENT

The reds press the passers and try to win the ball, 
but they must remain in the central area and not enter 
the channels. If they manage to exert enough pressure 
to intercept the ball from the blues, they are then free 
to attack the goal and try to score, as shown [1b]. 

On losing possession, the blues are no longer 

restricted to their channels and may attempt to 
recover to defend by either winning the ball back  
or by preventing a goal from being scored.

If the reds manage to score a goal or if the blue team 
wins the ball back, the players must reset and the 
practice starts again with a pass out from the keeper.

“The main aim of the session is to disorganise and unbalance the 
opponent to take advantage of the spaces behind the defensive lines”

The reds can’t enter the 
channels but if they intercept 
the ball, they can leave the 
central zone and attack the goal 

On losing possession, the blues can 
leave their channels and attempt to win 
the ball back or prevent the reds scoring

If the reds score or if the 
blues win the ball back, 
the players must reset and 
the practice starts again

1

2

3
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AARON CALLAGHAN 
POSSESSION AND BALL MOVEMENT

POSITIONAL BALANCE PRACTICE 2

[2a]

We set up on a full pitch with a goal and a 
goalkeeper at each end. We mark a 25x10 yard 
box on each side of the pitch, with a 15x50 yard 
central zone between them as shown. We’re using 
20 outfield players split into two full teams of 11 
including keepers.

For the blue team, the wing backs are locked into 
the wide boxes and the two defensive midfielders 
are locked in the central zone until the ball crosses 
into the opposition half of the pitch.

The reds are restricted to five players in their 
attacking midfield and only these five players are 
allowed in the opposition’s half of the pitch. 

Play starts with a pass out by the blue keeper to 
one of the defenders and the blues build up play 
from the back, trying to work the ball to the attacking 
midfielders in the opposition’s half and create a goal 
scoring chance with the help of their wing backs, 
who are released from their boxes as soon as the ball 
crosses the halfway line, as shown [2a]. 

Play starts with a pass by the blue 
keeper to a defender. The blues 
build play from the back and work 
the ball to their attackers in the 
opposition’s half 

For the reds, only four 
attacking midfielders 
and the centre 
forward are allowed in 
the opposition’s half

The blue wing backs are locked into 
the wide boxes and the two blue 
defensive midfielders are locked 
in the central zone until the ball 
crosses the halfway line. Then they 
are all released to join the attack

The reds defend 
against the attack 
and try to gain 
possession

41

2 3
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[2b]

AARON CALLAGHAN 
POSSESSION AND BALL MOVEMENT

The two blue wingers, the blue attacking midfielder 
and the blue centre forward must remain in the 
opposition half of the pitch until their team loses 
possession. The reds defend against the attack and try 
to gain possession and counter. However, as soon as 
the blue team loses possession, all of its players may 

abandon their restricted zones and recover to defend 
against the red attack, as shown [2b]. 

When a goal is scored or if the blue team wins the 
ball back after losing possession, or any time there is 
a stoppage, all players must reset and return to their 
original positions to restart the activity. 

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
The team’s possession and ball movement is the 
what of this exercise and the players have to align 
their individual intentions (the how) to this principle. 

We want to see an improvement in team tactics, 
game insights and football technique by improving 
their communication, their decision making and the 
execution of these decisions.

While the main aim of this training session is to 
disorganise and unbalance the opponent to take 
advantage of the spaces behind the defensive 
lines, the sub principles include: achieving a good 
positional balance; work on the distribution of the 
goalkeeper; passing the ball to attract opponents; 
playing direct; and offensive unity.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Players can sometimes miscommunicate when 
aligning the tactical principles. Another typical 
mistake occurs when players internally focus on 
the basic techniques of passing rather than thinking 
about the team’s tactics.  

How would I put this in a game situation?
The activities shown here explain how to break the 
training session down into sub principles of the 
team intentions. 

To get the players to put what they’ve learnt 
into a game situation, I would remove all cones 
and zones and play 11 v11 games between the two 
penalty boxes [not shown], emphasising the above 
tactical principles. We would end the session by 
playing four games of 11 minutes each.
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If the reds gain possession, they counter-
attack and try to score, but only their four 
attacking midfielders and their striker are 
allowed in the opposition half

For the blues, 
both wingers, 
their attacking 
midfielder and 
their centre 
forward must 
remain in the 
opposition half 
while their 
team is in 
possession

As soon as 
the blue 
team loses 
possession, all 
of its players 
may leave 
their restricted 
zones and can 
recover to 
defend against 
the red attack

If the ball goes dead, or if the blues win 
the ball back after losing possession, all 
players must reset and return to their original 
positions to restart play from the blue keeper

4

1

23
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Netflix documentary, ‘The Last Dance’, proved compelling 
viewing for most sports competitors and coaches. 
Unofficially declared as the greatest sports documentary 
of all time, it gave us an incredible insight into the great 
Chicago Bulls basketball team of the 1990s.

Whilst sports documentaries don’t necessarily 
offer viewers precise details of events, nor always an 
honest account of proceedings, this thrilling watch did 
provide us with an insight into quite a few important 
coaching topics. I loved learning about Phil Jackson’s 
psycho-social approach to coaching, particularly the 
way he handled individual differences in temperament. 
Equally fascinating was the coverage of those famous 
Michael Jordan performances, brilliantly accompanied 
by Jordan’s explanations for his ability to raise his 
game to a higher level when he needed to. 

The programme left us in no doubt as to the 
athleticism of Jordan, but it also lifted the lid on his 
brutal, unrelenting competitiveness. He talked about 
the influence of his father, his yearning to get the 

most from the talent bestowed on him, as well as his 
unyielding will to win titles.

Of course, not everyone has Michael Jordan’s single-
minded focus on winning. Clearly very few sportsmen 
or women enjoy his natural athleticism, but perhaps 
just as few are moved as strongly as he was by the 
will to win, and by the will to beat others. 

But does that really matter? And what can coaches 
do about that anomaly? 

THE MOTIVATION TO COMPETE
As a sport psychologist I find the motivation to compete 
fascinating. I’ve learned over the years that motivation 
truly is a complex and very individual subject. I think at 
the very elite level of sport, we’re a little presumptuous 
that the will to win and the will to beat others are the 
twin engines that drive a player’s desire and ability to 
compete. We’re also perhaps a little quick to think that 
an absence of these engines renders players less likely 
to produce consistently high performances. 

PLAYER MOTIVATION
SPORT PSYCHOLOGIST DAN ABRAHAMS EXAMINES THE DIFFERENT REASONS THAT 
MOTIVATE PLAYERS TO COMPETE

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

“Not everyone has Michael  
Jordan’s single-minded focus on 

winning and are moved as strongly 
as he was by the will to win”
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This is a very narrow view of motivation. Many 
players will execute high intensity runs in those last 
lung busting five minutes for reasons other than the 
will to win. And many players will run the length of 
the pitch because they’re motivated by something 
other than the desire to beat others.

To explain, let’s consider motivation as falling along 
a vertical line from extrinsic (external rewards) to 
intrinsic (internal drivers). 

At the very top of the line lie the external rewards 
I’ve spoken about above: the will to win and the will 
to perform better than others. With ‘winning’ and 
‘outperforming others’ come rewards such as titles, 
money, fame, and adulation.

I couldn’t imagine a sporting world where this kind of 
extrinsic motivation doesn’t exist, and where external 
rewards don’t motivate most (if not all) competitors. 
They do! And as a sport psychologist I’d never look 
to extinguish or dampen these sources of motivation. 
But there are a couple of problems. Firstly, and as 
mentioned, whilst everyone would like to win, not 
everyone experiences the burning ambition that Michael 
Jordan possessed. Secondly, this form of motivation 
can come burdened by psycho-social problems. 

For many (but not all), being extrinsically motivated 
alone can cause the onset of anxiety and stress, a 
fragile sense of confidence, a negative mood, burnout 
and injury, a drop in well-being, and a general lack of 
enjoyment. They can cause teamship and relationship 
problems – a lack of communication and poor 
cooperation. They can even be to the detriment of 
performance, as players who try too hard to win and 
too hard to high perform can play a brand of tight and 
tense football that prevents them playing on the front 
foot with freedom and focus.

Ultimately, winning cannot be controlled. Elite 
sports competitors may be in the business of 
winning, but, somewhat paradoxically, players with 
the singular motivation to win risk any of the above 
psycho-social problems, which can lessen their 
chances of being a winner.

INTRINSIC MOTIVATION
In contrast, intrinsic motivation can heighten 
opportunities to win, in a safer, healthier way. Tapping 
into internal drivers can liberate many footballers. It 
can set them free. And intrinsic motivation happens to 
be where many players are motivated most. 

Intrinsic motivation runs from its deepest roots 
– enjoyment and experience, through mastery and 
challenge, right up to relatedness and cooperation. 
Let’s explore this a little further…

● Enjoyment and experience: footballers take up 
the game more often than not because they loved to 
play football as children. It wasn’t just their hobby, 
it was their passion. They loved the experience of 
having a ball at their feet, running and moving, taking 
players on, heading, shooting and tackling. And that’s 
how many of them became good enough to play 
professionally, from the endless hours spent honing 
their footballing craft.

Yes, we want to win! Yes, professional football clubs 
exist to win! But a mind attuned to a win at all costs 
mentality can soon diminish the passion a player feels 
for the game. Losing a love for football can weaken 
performance, more so than a false will to win can 
strengthen performance.

Over the past few years, as a sport psychologist 
I’ve worked with a number of demotivated Premier 
League players to help them get back to their deepest 
sense of motivation. I’ve helped them set game day 
objectives around the enjoyment of playing as an 
individual and as a team mate. We haven’t ignored 
the importance of high intensity runs and the crucial 
responsibilities they have to execute. But we’ve linked 

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

“I’ve learned over the years that 
motivation truly is a complex and 
very individual subject”
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key performance indicators (KPI’s) to the enjoyable 
sensations of playing the game – performance will be 
optimised by loving the experience of running, moving, 
and executing football actions.  

● Mastery and challenge: some players have a ‘rage 
to master’ more so than they do a desire to win. They 
yearn to execute the responsibilities in their role with 
distinction more so than beating the opposition (after 
all, if their execution is outstanding they’re going to 
make it tough for their opponents anyway).

When I work with players who are driven by mastery 
I want to help them break their game down into mini 
controllable tasks that they can focus on (perhaps 
obsess over) in the lead up to a game. I want a centre 
back who has this kind of ‘mastery mindset’ to pick 
two or three tasks that he or she is going to commit to 
performing with distinction. I help players place these 
mastery goals at the forefront of their mind going into 
the game, and help them to set the execution of these 
tasks as their main game objectives. The performance 
will take care of itself, and their influence on all 
outcomes will be positive as a consequence.

● Relatedness and cooperation: I recently spoke to 
a former Olympic rower who said to me that when 
she was racing, and felt she had nothing left inside of 

her – when she was willing to stop because she was 
exhausted – she wouldn’t let herself quit because 
of the presence of her team mates in the boat. She 
would choose to row through the pain because she 
didn’t want to let them down.

Some players are motivated for social reasons.  
Being part of a team motivates them. They have a 
social identity that drives their ‘why’: “I’m a part of 
this team and I will leave the pitch exhausted for this 
team. I will give it my all for my team mates.”

Working with these players, I try to help them 
identify what it is they enjoy most about being in 
a team, who it is that influences these feelings of 
togetherness, and who are the team mates they feel 
the most loyal to. I want them to understand their 
social drivers so they can continue to feel motivated 
by others in their team.

Key for coaches is to consider that different players 
are motivated in different ways. It’s important to be 
mindful of this because not everyone will respond 
optimally to messages of winning and talk of high 
performance. Consider how each of your players is 
motivated. Try to engage them in a conversation about 
motivation. Give them psychological safety to express 
what really motivates them, then use their answer to 
help them thrive and flourish on the pitch.  

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

“Key for coaches is to 
consider that different 
players are motivated 

in different ways”
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Football is increasingly becoming a people business. 
With the modern game having increasing player power, 
it’s important to be clever in how you deal with new 
players arriving into your club. This doesn’t mean 
you have to pander to them or give them everything 
they want, but you need to make sure they get the 
introduction they need to be able to perform at the 
top of their game from day one. 

We all know that feeling when you start a new job: 
you aren’t sure who anyone is, where to get a coffee, 
or where to sit. Well, it’s no different for footballers 
and the pressure on them to hit the ground running 
can be as great as it is on managers. Regardless of 
the level that you work at as a manager, there can 
be things you do to help the process and enable the 
player to settle in. 

One of my favourite tips is to furnish the players 
with a “who’s who” of those club employees closest 
to the squad. This can include 
the coaches, the physios, the 
owners, the media team, even the 
cleaners – but it’s important to 
have photos, names, job titles and 
nicknames featuring prominently. 
This can be supplied to the 
new player either as a printed 
document or digitally in a PDF 
format, but it’s a key tool to help 
make the many new faces seem 
familiar straight from the get go.

It’s vital to think about what 
the first 15 minutes on site look 
like for the new player and the 
manner that they are introduced to the squad is key 
to how quickly they settle into the club. The captain 
and their partner can be key to this. Having a “buddy” 
system is an important way to welcome a newcomer 
and if you don’t have a Player Care department, 
this can be a simple way of building relationships 
quickly. The club can organise for the captain and 
the captain’s partner to take the new family out to 
dinner and this way they instantly have friendly and 
welcoming faces that they know in the area. 

The reality is that as a coach, you can’t afford to 
have players who don’t fit in – sometimes this is out 
of your control but taking simple and easy steps to 

FIRST IMPRESSIONS

ease a player’s transition into the 
club and the local area can really 
pay dividends. 

At Premier League level, where 
we had a much bigger budget for 
welcoming new players, we would 
add little touches to the welcoming 
experience, such as phone chargers 
with UK plugs, colouring books 
for the kids if they’re going to be 
sitting around all day waiting, kids 
shirts with the player’s name and 
number printed for them ready to 
try on, even tours of the local area 

planned for the family in case we needed to buy time. 
In a world of marginal gains and increased pressure 

to perform, the worst that can happen is that all of 
this is turned down by the player. But in the best 
instances, this can be really appreciated and it will 
enable you to set yourself and the club apart from the 
pack from day one.
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 

PLAYER CARE CONSULTANT HUGO SCHECKTER DISCUSSES THE IMPORTANCE OF 
MAKING A GOOD FIRST IMPRESSION WHEN A NEW PLAYER JOINS YOUR CLUB

PLAYER CARE

“You need to make 
sure players get the 

introduction they 
need to perform 

at the top of their 
game from day one”
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As bite size pieces of advice go, few are riddled with 
as many holes as ‘it’s not what you say, but how you 
say it’. Yes, your body language and tone of voice can 
alter how a message is received, but the words you 
choose count for a great deal. 

Indeed, there’s a wealth of research out there to 
highlight just how powerful our use of language can be 
in influencing the perceptions, moods and behaviours 
of others. Take the study by linguists at Stanford 
University that showed the phrase ‘girls are as good  
as boys at maths’ perpetuates sexist stereotypes.  
It implies, subtly, that being good at maths is a 
more common trait among boys. Or the study by the 
University of Michigan that found people’s perceptions 
of an event were far more negative when it was 
framed as being ‘caused’ by something rather than 
‘produced’ by it.

Research has also looked into the power of positive 
and negative language in influencing behaviour and 
mentality. “In a study with the Israeli Defence Force, 

WINNING WORDS

when pilots were spoken to very negatively their 
performance improved, but then quickly dropped 
down to a level that was lower than at the start,”  
says organisational psychologist Guy Cohen.

“We see the same kinds of effects very early on  
in our development as humans,” he adds. “When you 
speak forcefully or use aggressive or angry language 
to a child they interpret it as there’s something wrong 
with them, that they’re a bad person, and so focus 
on that idea rather than the behaviour that you want 
them to address. There’s a fair amount of carryover  
of that into adulthood.”

 
A POSITIVE APPROACH
Given that a central part of coaching and leadership is 
the provision of feedback, to minimise any weaknesses 
and maximise any strengths, this presents a real 
challenge. Coaxing constant improvements in 
performance without resorting to negative language  
is a genuine skill that takes effort and practice.

WHETHER YOU ARE TRYING TO ENGAGE, MOTIVATE, COACH OR REASSURE YOUR 
TEAM MEMBERS, WORDS ARE YOUR MOST POWERFUL ASSET

LEADERSHIP

“Coaxing constant improvements in performance without 
resorting to negative language is a genuine skill” 
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“Various studies have come up with ratios for the 
optimum number of positive comments to negative 
ones,” says Cohen. “Others advise sandwiching each 
negative comment between two encouraging ones. 
However, it may be more useful to think in terms of 
how you word criticisms in the first place and ensure 
they’re always forward thinking and focused on what 
you want to change rather than the person involved.”

As humans, we’re hardwired to resist being 
controlled, so if you tell someone repeatedly not to 
do something you’re likely to encounter resistance, 
however well-intentioned or sensible your advice. 
Negative comments can also cause the other person 
to focus on their weaknesses and failings, and 
encourage negative self-talk. 

For example, while ‘your performance wasn’t great’ 
might seem a natural and fair comment following a 
disappointing defeat, it may result in the individual 
losing confidence in their ability, thinking that they’ve 
let the side down and even feeling a sense of guilt or 
embarrassment. 

‘We can do so much better than that’, on the other 
hand, directs the team to look forward, to think about 
the improvements and changes they’ll need to make 
and to see the prospect of a positive outcome. 

Framing the situation based on potential negative 
events, such as failure, redundancy and relegation, is 
incredibly disruptive and damaging to performance. 
People tend to underachieve when their driving force 
is fear rather than their own internal motivations. 

“When I hold a meeting, I make it clear to everyone 
that whatever is going to be said isn’t personal, and 
that the aim is for everyone to be able to improve,” 
says Rotherham United manager Paul Warne. That 
means being careful to keep language focused as 
much as possible on unity and working together, 
rather than assigning personal blame. 

“For example, using ‘we’ rather than ‘I’ or ‘you’ can 
make a real difference,” he adds. “I also try to avoid 
following a positive comment with ‘but’, because when 
you do so everything that went before tends to get 
forgotten.” 

LEADERSHIP

ENCOURAGE INVOLVEMENT 
Your choice of words can also have a major impact 
on how persuasive your message is and whether it 
is digested by the other person or simply bounces 
off. Just telling someone what they’re doing wrong 
and what you want from them isn’t necessarily the 
best approach. Apart from the fact it’s unlikely you’re 
telling them anything they don’t already know, the 
brain tends to engage far more deeply with a plan 
of action or decision when it has played a part in its 
formation.

Rather than coaching by simply giving feedback 
and instruction, a much more powerful approach 
is to encourage the other person to reflect on their 
performance and consider the best course of action  
to move things forward. ‘You were slow today, so we’re 
going to have to work harder on your fitness’ becomes 
‘I believe you can be even faster. What do you think 
you’ll need to do to achieve that?’

“I might show a clip to the squad and then ask 
individual members what they think they could have 
done better,” agrees Warne. “What’s important is 
that they can appreciate their mistakes and suggest 
a better approach or outcome; that’s when you know 
they’ve really learned something.”

“When I hold a meeting, I make it 
clear to everyone that whatever is 

going to be said isn’t personal”
– Rotherham United manager Paul Warne
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Warne finds it also works well to get the group to 
come up with feedback themselves. “Criticism from 
within the team is, at times, more palatable and 
definitely increases learning,” he says. “Sometimes 
I separate the players into three groups, then 
each group watches 30 minutes of the game and 
presents their observations to the rest of the team. 
The feedback they give each other can be more 
empowering than when it comes from me or another 
member of the coaching staff.”

When you do give the team your take on things, it’s a 
good idea to ask what they think of it, how they would 
change or add to it and how it fits with their own ideas. 
You might also build in a sense of the team by saying, 
‘let’s work together to figure out a plan’ and ‘what 
do you need from me and the rest of the staff?’ The 
language is positive, forward thinking and supportive.

PLAY IT BACK
While there are certainly general rules when giving 
feedback, what works well with one person might be 
less effective with another, because we all interpret 
messages slightly differently. It’s up to you as the 
manager to adapt your language according to who 
you’re talking with. 

“When you’ve giving an instruction, feedback or 
message to someone, it’s so important to ask them 
to play it back to you,” says Cohen. “That way you 
know exactly what they’ve taken in and understood. 
You may find that they share back a slightly different 
interpretation of your message than you had intended.” 

LEADERSHIP

“Criticism from within the team is, at times, more 
palatable and definitely increases learning”

In what is known as ‘empathic listening’, you first 
repeat what the other person has said (for example, 
‘I don’t feel I’m getting anywhere’), then rephrase it 
to show that you’ve understood (‘You don’t feel that 
you’re advancing as quickly as you’d hoped’). Lastly, 
you try to put their feelings into words (‘You’re working 
really hard at the moment and you’re ambitious. It 
must be frustrating’). 

This kind of talk effectively gives the floor to the 
other person, inviting them to open up, think about their 
situation and come up with solutions, rather than you 
closing the conversation down with one of your own. 

CULTURAL NUANCES 
Cohen says where an individual is from can also affect 
how effective your approach is. “Some nationalities 
respond well to language that’s quite abrupt and to 
the point, some are very expressive and others are 
more reserved,” he says. “However, research suggests 
organisational culture tends to supersede national 
culture, so if you’re very clear about your cultural 
boundaries people will adhere to them. When they go 
home at the end of the day they’ll then revert to what 
they’re used to from their own cultures.” 

The linguistics of leadership are complex, but if 
there’s one simple lesson to be taken from all of 
this it’s that language is a powerful tool that should 
be handled with care. What you say can have a huge 
influence on the outcome, whether it be morale, 
confidence or a change in performance, so it’s worth 
taking time to consider how best to approach it.
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