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FROM THE CHAIRMAN 
Welcome to the May 2021 issue of Elite Soccer, the 
magazine that likes to share training tips and sessions 
from the best coaches in the professional game.

We’re delighted to welcome Mikel Arteta to 
the magazine for the first time. A widely admired 
manager and coach, he has shared a session with 
Elite Soccer that he ran with the Arsenal squad 
during the international break in order to refresh their 
understanding of some key attacking and defending 
concepts. It’s a session that got his players focused 
on defending deep and working on a high press in the 
final third.

Dundee United manager Micky Mellon has written 
a session for us that is all about using an overload 
to create opportunities to play into the feet of the 
strikers. It’s a training ground workout that also 
encourages mobility from midfielders to support the 
forward pass and creates numerous situations for 
combination play.

We have two sessions this month focused on 
different aspects of transitions. From Hull City 
manager Grant McCann, we have a series of activities 
that will sharpen the players and their reactions 

to transitions, both in an attacking and a defensive 
sense. We also have a session from QPR assistant 
manager, John Eustace, that is designed to encourage 
the defending team to win the ball back and quickly 
play it forward to their attackers.

Also in this issue, Celtic Women manager, Fran 
Alonso, has penned a session designed to help 
players understand the movements, positioning and 
timings needed to break a medium-low block when 
the opponents play with a back four.

I hope you find that this month’s sessions will assist 
your coaching and please let us know how you get on. 
We will return next month with five more engaging 
training session to help develop your team.
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“We have two sessions in Elite 
Soccer this month focused on 
different aspects of transitions”
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After beginning his playing career with Barcelona, 
Mikel Arteta went onto represent Paris Saint-
Germain before arriving in British football in 2002 
when he signed for Rangers FC. During his time 
with the Glaswegian side, Arteta won the Scottish 
Premier League and Scottish League Cup double.

A brief return to Spain with Real Sociedad 
followed before Arteta signed for David Moyes 
at Everton. Arteta made 209 appearances for 
Everton and played a vital part in helping the 
club achieve a fourth place Premier League finish 
for the first time in the club’s history. He was 
voted Everton Player of the Season in both 2006 
and 2007.

Having impressed during his six years at Everton, 
Arteta then joined Arsenal where he went on to 
make 150 appearances and captain the team. 
During his five years working under Arsène 
Wenger, he won the FA Cup in both 2014 and 2015.

After retiring from playing, Arteta began his 
coaching journey in 2016 when he was appointed 
as an assistant manager of Manchester City to 
work under Pep Guardiola. As part of Guardiola’s 
coaching team Arteta went on to win two Premier 
League titles, an FA Cup and two EFL cups.

In 2019 Mikel Arteta was appointed to his first 
managerial role as manager of his former club 
Arsenal and during his first season in charge won 
the FA Cup.

MANAGER PROFILE 

MIKEL ARTETA 
ARSENAL

“With this training session, the 
main objective was to refresh 
some of our key concepts”

SESSION 

KEY ATTACKING AND 
DEFENDING CONCEPTS 
IN GAME SCENARIOS
This session was run during the 
international break and it had as its 
main target the refreshing of some 
of our key concepts for dealing with 
different situations in the game. In this 
instance, the session was a little bit of 
a mix between defending and attacking, 
where we focused on defending deep 
and on a high press in the final third.

This varied approach is something that 
we are not really used to doing because 
we are more used to focusing on one 
specific aspect in a training session, 
whether that be offensive or defensive. 
But with this session, the main objective 
was to refresh some of our key concepts.

We wanted to work on specific 
concepts inside certain game scenarios 
that we created with each activity. We 
wanted to work on the timings and the 
co-ordination of the high press – when 
to press, when to cover in the space, 
how to protect different spaces when 
the ball is outside and when the ball is 
inside, about positions in the box when 
attacking and defending. And we also 
wanted to focus on the counter-press 
when we lose the ball in the final third. 

Of course, there was also the physical 
objective of the session – the football 
fitness aspect. I think it is important 
that we always try to do short sessions 
but with a high rhythm and the intensity 
always has to be at a maximum. We 
are much more focused on quality than 
quantity. We do a lot of qualitative work, 
with a lot of intensity in the drills, and 
we try to have just small gaps between 
the activities to help us exploit the time 
as much as possible. We want to be 
always playing and always on the move. 
This way we transmit the rhythm that 
we want to see used in games. We want 
to be a high rhythm team and to be 
always proactive and dominant.

4
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We set up on half a pitch, as shown, with a goal and a 
goalkeeper at one end. We’re using 15 outfield players, 
split into a red defending team of seven and a blue 
opposition attacking team of eight plus the keeper. 

The red team is set up in a partial 5-2-3 formation 
but we are not playing with the centre backs. The high 
press is to be performed by the reds against the blue 
opposition team, which is set up in a partial 4-2-2-2 
formation (without the front two and with four players 
creating a square in the central area). 

Play starts with a pass from the keeper to the blue 
team and they build up play from the back. Using a 
high press, the red team works in the areas shown [1] 
to put pressure on the ball. We want our players to 
know the sequence of passes they would face when 
the opposition tries to beat the press, so we replicate 
the time we spend pressing the ball and during this 
time we will face a sequence of passes that we can 

HIGH PRESS

[1]

MIKEL ARTETA
KEY ATTACKING AND  
DEFENDING CONCEPTS 
IN GAME SCENARIOS

learn from and react to. This means in a match we can 
anticipate what will happen when we press high. 

When the blue players build up play from the back, 
at the beginning the reds (our players) aren’t allowed 
to regain the ball immediately. They can only do their 
own specific movements in response to the movement 
of the ball. After a passing sequence from the 
opposition of, say, 50 seconds, the reds are allowed 
to regain the ball and from there they can transition 
quickly to counter-attacking the goal.

The different time specific sequences we run 
depend on the different sequences of high press that 
we have experienced during a match. For example, 
if we have faced numerous passing sequences of 30 
seconds when we have operated a high press, we try 
to replicate this 30 seconds’ worth of effort in the 
drill. Generally we would run sequences of around 45 
to 50 seconds and the specific movements made by 
the reds are made in relation to the movement of the 
ball. This helps us to establish a set of rules guiding 
how we respond to every movement by the ball.

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

Session time:  
High press: 20mins
Defending deep: 20mins
Situational game: 20mins
4v4 games: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The blue team of eight 
are the opposition and 
are set up in a partial 
4-2-2-2 formation, 
without a front two 
and with four players 
making a square in the 
central areas. They 
play out from the back

Initially the reds must 
only press the ball, but 
after an agreed time 
period they can regain 
possession and counter-
attack the goal 

Using a high press, 
the red defending 
team of seven works 
in the areas shown to 
press the ball. Every 
player movement is 
made in relation to 
the movement off 
the ball in order to 
constrain the passing 
sequences of the 
opposition

1

2

3
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DEFENDING DEEP

[2]

MIKEL ARTETA 
KEY ATTACKING AND DEFENDING CONCEPTS IN GAME SCENARIOS

We set up on a third of a pitch with a full size goal  
and a goalkeeper at one end and two small goals at 
the other end. We’re using 15 outfield players, set up 
as shown [2], with three red central defenders who are 
defending deep in the penalty area against three blue 
attackers. We set up with a 3+1 defensive structure and 
a yellow holding midfielder is positioned in front of the 
defenders in the penalty area as part of the red team. 
He is in charge of covering the space in the second line.

We position seven yellow players around the penalty 
area to feed crosses into the box from different 
angles. As the balls come into the box, the three 
defenders must be organised as a unit and move 
together in relation to the ball, showing the correct 
body shape and holding their line in a specific place. 
If the red defenders win possession, they must play 
the ball into one of the two small goals. The yellow 
holding midfielder in the box can help the defenders 
clear the ball if they win possession. 

We can progress this activity by adding a red player 
up the pitch to receive the out ball.

When we ran this session at training we used six 
centre backs – three as defenders and three as 
attackers and we rotated them, so each player got to 
experience both roles. The defenders are constantly 
under attack in the penalty area and when centre 
backs are filling the attacking role, it helps the players 
to understand and appreciate the important things an 
attacker does in order to beat the defenders. 

As coaches, we work with the players on our specific 
principles of defending and teach them about the 
zones that we have to defend and about how we 
defend the man. 

We also try to manage the activity in the way that we 
want it. For example, we would run it a few times with 
the defensive line reacting to a back pass, because it 
is important for the defenders to understand when to 
hold the line and when to stop squeezing. 

After the penalty box defence situation, we would 
work on individual shot-stopping situations, where we 
would get the players to focus on distance, timing to 
stop the shot and body position. 

Seven yellow 
crossers are 
positioned 
around the 
penalty area to 
feed balls into 
the box from 
different angles 

Three red 
centre backs are 
defending deep 
against three 
blue attackers. 
The reds must 
defend as a unit. 
A yellow holding 
midfielder plays 
for the reds and 
can help the 
red defenders 
transition to 
attack if they 
gain possession

The reds must 
try to clear 
the ball into 
the small goal 
if they win it

An optional red 
player can be 
positioned up 
the pitch to give 
the reds another 
target for their 
out ball

4

1

2

3



77

1

2

4

5

3

32

24

1

2

4

5

3

32

24

MIKEL ARTETA 
KEY ATTACKING AND DEFENDING CONCEPTS IN GAME SCENARIOS

SITUATIONAL GAME

[3a]

[3b]

We set up for what we call a situational game. It’s not 
a positional game, it’s a game engineered to create a 
specific situation that we want to work on – in this 
instance, it’s one focused on us attacking in the final 
third against a low block.

We set up on two thirds of a pitch with a goal and a 
goalkeeper at each end, with the playing area coned off 
into a funnel shape from defence to attack as shown. We’re 
using 20 outfield players, split into two teams of 10 plus 
goalkeepers and we’re coaching the red attacking team. 

Play starts with a pass out from the goalkeeper to the 
red team’s defenders and the reds build up play from the 

back. Because of the nature of the tapered playing area, 
the attack starts out quite narrow but fans out until it 
reaches the opposition penalty area, which will create 
options for the attacking team who can pass to beat 
the low block. Players react to the situation confronting 
them and they can beat the press by passing around it, 
as shown [3a], or alternatively they can use triangles to 
pass through it, or they can try other mechanisms that 
we would use against a back four. 

If the blues win the ball, they can counter-attack 
towards the narrow end of the funnel, as shown [3b], 
and the reds must counter-press to regain possession.

Play starts with 
a pass out from 
the goalkeeper 
to the red team’s 
defenders and the 
reds build up play 
from the back

The attack starts 
quite narrow but 
when the playing 
area widens out, 
the possession 
team has the space 
to pass around 
the low block

If the blues win 
the ball, they 
can counter-
attack towards 
the narrow end 
of the funnel

The reds must 
reorganise and 
counter-press to 
regain possession

2

1

1

2
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“We simply let them play, as to give the players 
this kind of freedom is really important

4v4 GAMES

[4]

MIKEL ARTETA 
KEY ATTACKING AND DEFENDING CONCEPTS IN GAME SCENARIOS

As we ran this session in the international break, 
we wanted the players to focus on competing and 
enjoying themselves, so we ended the session with  
a 4v4 tournament.

We set up a playing area of 32x24 yards with a goal 
and a goalkeeper at each end. We’re using teams of 
four players and we run a series of 4v4 games with 
two simple rules: goals count double if a team wins 
the ball in the opposition half and they score with a 
short counter-attack, as shown [4]; and goals also 
count double if players score with their weaker foot.

The coaches don’t manipulate the games and put 

constraints on them to force the kind of situations 
and coaching points that we’ve been working on 
through the session, but with our messages we would 
constantly give them feedback and information to help 
them create scenarios that were positive for us. 

For some parts of it though, we would simply let 
them play, as to give the players this kind of freedom 
is really important too. This allows them to manage 
the different scenarios defensively and lets them 
decide themselves whether they want to play with a 
3+1 defending formation, or in a more diamond shape, 
or maybe in a 2+2 square. 

Play a 4v4 game plus keepers. 
Players have the freedom to set 
up in their own formation. The 
blues have opted for a diamond 
with a three-man defence

The reds have set 
themselves up in 
a 2+2 square

Goals count double if the 
ball is won in the opposition 
half before scoring. Goals 
also count double if they are 
scored with the weaker foot

1

2 3
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A midfielder with West Brom, Blackpool, 
Tranmere and Burnley, Micky Mellon turned 
to coaching in 2006 as assistant manager of 
Lancaster City. He soon returned to Burnley as a 
youth coach and initially combined this role with 
managing non-league Fleetwood Town. After 
making the move to Fleetwood full time, he led 
the club to two promotions in three seasons, 
winning the Conference Premier title in 2012 and 
achieving promotion to the Football League for 
the first time in the club’s history.  

Mellon subsequently enjoyed a spell in the EFL 
Championship at Barnsley as assistant manager 
and caretaker manager, before being appointed 
boss of Shrewsbury in 2014. He led the Shrews 
to automatic promotion to League One in 2015. 

Becoming manager of National League side, 
Tranmere Rovers, he took the club back into the 
Football League as play-off winners in 2018 and 
into League One via the play-offs in 2019.

Mellon was appointed manager of Scottish 
Premiership club Dundee United in July 
2020. He has co-authored a book on football 
management, The First 100 Days: Lessons in 
Leadership from the Football Bosses.

Stevie Grieve, Dundee United’s head of analysis 
and opposition scouting, also worked on this 
session and provided analysis which guides it.

MANAGER PROFILE 

MICKY MELLON 
DUNDEE UNITED

“We use this training session to 
continually develop the capacity 
of our defensive players to play 
the ball forwards”

SESSION 

PLAYING INTO THE 
STRIKERS
This session is all about working an 
overload to create opportunities to play 
directly into the feet of the strikers. It 
also encourages mobility from midfield 
to support the forward pass and creates 
situations for combination play.

Players enjoy this session because they 
want to play with energy and at a high 
tempo. They also want to create scoring 
opportunities and work towards specific 
objectives within our style of play.

We keep track of the scores and the 
conversion rates in the session and use 
them to monitor performances and see 
if they correlate with the data analysis 
from our matches across the season. 
This keeps players engaged and focused 
on playing with a purpose.

We use this session to continually 
develop the capacity of our defensive 
players to play the ball forwards and 
this also allows us to work on the timing 
of our movements to support, either 
behind or ahead of the ball.

Our periodization model will inform 
us of the duration of a practice, or the 
distances required, or how many reps  
or sets we will need to use. 

We can progress the basic session into 
a medium sided game, for example in 
three zones with play leading to a direct 
pass that triggers midfield runners to 
join an attack on goal.

9
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We set up a playing area of 36x24 yards with an 8-yard 
central zone across the width of the area and two `
14-yard end zones, plus a small goal and a goalkeeper 
at each end, as shown. 

We’re using 10 outfield players split into two teams 
of four, with two floaters that start on the outside 
of the area and who play for the team in possession. 
Each team has two defenders, a midfielder and a 
striker positioned in the relevant zones. 

Play starts with a pass from a keeper to one of 
the defenders, who are locked into their zones. 

4v4 +2 GAME

[1]

MICKY MELLON
PLAYING INTO
THE STRIKERS

The defender must find the striker in the final 
third with a pass and the two floating players can 
enter the playing area and join the attack for the 
team in possession once the ball has reached the 
attacking zone. The midfielder can also go into 
the attacking zone to create a 4v2 in favour of the 
attackers, meaning the midfielder and the floaters 
can combine and link up with the striker to attack 
the goal, as shown [1].

Depending on our periodization plan, we may run 
this in blocks of two minutes with one minute’s rest. 

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

Session time:  
4v4 +2 game: 16mins
6v6 +2 game: 16mins
11v11 game: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play starts with 
a pass from a 
keeper to one 
of the central 
defenders, who 
are locked into 
their zones 

The defender must find 
the striker with a direct 
pass into the final third

The two floaters can 
enter the playing 
area and join the 
attack for the team 
in possession once 
the ball has reached 
the end zone

The midfielder can also follow 
the ball into the attacking zone 
to create a 4v2 in the final third 
in favour of the attackers

The defending 
team must try 
to win the ball 
and launch a 
counter-attack

5

4

1

2

3
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MICKY MELLON 
PLAYING INTO THE STRIKERS

We use the same playing area of 36x24 yards with a 
central zone and a small goal and a goalkeeper at each 
end. We’re now using 12 outfield players split into two 
teams of six, with two floaters that start on the outside 
of the area and who play for the team in possession. 
Each team has two defenders, two midfielders and two 
strikers starting in their relevant zones.

Play begins with a pass from a keeper to one of 
the defenders, who are locked into their zones. The 
team in possession can either build up play through 
the central midfield zone or with a direct pass to the 
strikers in the end zone. One midfielder and the two 
floating players can go into the end zone to join the 
attack, making it 5v2 in the final third, as shown [2].

How do I progress the session?
To progress this activity we look to add additional 
players. For example, we could add a defensive 
midfielder to screen the ball into the striker, or 
condition play so that it has to build up through  
the midfield first. 

This can then lead to changing the decision making 
of when and how players make a pass, maybe 
encouraging them to try a lofted pass into the body  
or a first time drilled pass beyond pressure, or we  
play into the defensive midfielder to play forward. 

This can help develop the technical ability of the 
players but within the tactical framework that we  
wish to apply.

A pass from a keeper to one of the 
central defenders starts play. The 
defenders are locked into their zones

Play can either build up through the 
midfield zone, as here, or with a direct 
pass to one of the strikers in the end zone

One midfielder 
and the two 
yellow floaters 
can join the 
attack in the 
end zone, giving 
the attackers a 
5v2 overload in 
the zone

1

2

3
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MICKY MELLON 
PLAYING INTO THE STRIKERS

11v11 GAME

[3]

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
We look for players to make first time passes, either 
forward from the back, or to lay off from the striker. 
Positioning to play forward is important and we want 
to see open passing lanes to receive and to pass.

Players should use good organisation ahead of the 
ball, so they know who will support and who runs 
ahead. Also important are the timings of the runs to 
support and the body shape to approach the ball, 
which should offer non-verbal communication – for 
example, if the third man running has shoulders 
facing the passer, play to feet. If shoulders are 
facing the goal, play into space.

We also want to see players reacting to a turnover 

of possession, so we counter-press quickly if the 
ball is lost

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Typical mistakes includes when a player is 
positioning to receive and he doesn’t provide a 
forward passing lane – players might not be able 
to play forward because they are too close to the 
ball or too far away from it. Other typical mistakes 
include the striker being unable to receive because 
he has arrived too early, or midfield runners arriving 
too late and the lay-off results in a situation that 
leaves us wide open to a counter-attack. 

If problems are caused by nobody running in 
behind, we need to ensure we always have one 
runner into space to offer a pass in behind.

We finish the session by transferring the ideas into an 
11v11 game. We set up on a full pitch with a goal and a 
goalkeeper at each end. We’re using two full teams of 
11 set up in team shape, playing with normal rules, as 
shown [3]. 

The ideas used in the previous activities are easily 

transferable into the build-up phase of this game, 
particularly around the halfway line within team shape 
sessions. We are looking for the centre back of the 
team in possession to make a pass into one of the 
strikers, which would trigger the players from midfield 
to support the attack with forward runs.

Set up in 
team shape 
for an 11v11, 
employing 
the coaching 
points from 
the previous 
activities

Look for a centre back 
to make a forward pass 
from the midfield into 
one of the strikers 

The forward pass should trigger the 
wide players and the midfielders 
to support the attack with forward 
runs into the final third

1

23
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A former Northern Ireland international with 39 
caps to his name, when Grant McCann retired 
from playing he joined the coaching staff of 
Peterborough United, a club he had represented 
for five seasons.

Appointed assistant manager at London Road, 
he enjoyed his first brief spell as the club’s 
caretaker manager in September 2015 (including 
a 5-1 win at Oldham), and his second in April 2016 
(including a 5-1 home victory over Blackpool). He 
was appointed Peterborough manager after the 
success of his second spell as caretaker manager 
and was named League One Manager of the 
Month for August 2017.

He was subsequently appointed manager of 
Doncaster Rovers and led the club into the 2019 
League One playoffs, only to lose a semi-final 
penalty shootout. He became Hull City manager 
in June 2019.

MANAGER PROFILE 

GRANT McCANN 
HULL CITY

“Players like this training session 
because they are always involved 
and there is lots of action”

SESSION 

REACTION TO 
TRANSITIONS
This session is about the players and 
their reactions to transitions, both in an 
attacking sense and a defensive sense. 
It’s all about how quick we can win the 
ball back and how effective we can be 
with it when we’ve won it.

Players like this session because they 
are always involved and there is a lot 
of action as the practices develop. It 
also features plenty of match realism in 
terms of both attacking and defending. 
It’s performed at a high tempo and 
is short in duration but it has a big 
emphasis on competition and there  
is always a result at the end of it.

As we have a bank of these sessions, 
they can be part of a match day -1 
practice or a main working day practice. 
The emphasis and set-up can be altered 
to suit what we need to get out of the 
week from a physical point of view, 
whilst the tactical element of the 
session remains constant.

Technique also plays a large part in the 
session, as having good technical ability 
makes these activities more successful 
in terms of passes completed, chances 
created and goals scored.

13
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We set up a playing area of 29x12 yards which is 
divided into two 12-yard end zones and a 5-yard 
central zone. We’re using 24 outfield players split 
into three teams of eight. Teams are spread across 
the three zones with the yellow team in the middle 
zone working as the pressing team and the outer two 
teams linking up to keep possession.

A coach starts play by passing into the red team 
and two yellow players from the central zone enter 
the end zone to close them down and attempt to 
win the ball. After making six passes in the end 

THREE TEAM TRANSITION GAME

[1]

GRANT McCANN
REACTION TO  
TRANSITIONS

zone, the red team are free to pass to the blue team 
in the opposite end zone, as shown [1], and this 
scores the reds one point. The pass can go through 
or over the central zone.

Now two of the pressing players from the central 
zone go and press the blue team and try to win the 
ball. If the pressing players win the ball or it goes out 
of play, the coach plays a new ball into the end zone 
opposite to the one where the ball was lost.

Games last 90 seconds. Each team has four games 
passing and two games closing down.
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Area:  
Up to two thirds of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
2 full size goals
Number of Players:  
24 players + 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Three team transition 
game: 10mins
Possession/transition 
game: 10mins
Possession/transition 
game with goals: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 
A coach starts 
play by passing  
to the red team 

Two yellow players 
from the central 
zone enter the reds’ 
end zone to try to 
win the ball

After making six passes, the reds can 
pass to the blue team in the opposite 
end zone. This scores them a point

Now two of the yellow 
pressing players from 
the central zone go and 
press the blue team and 
try to win the ball
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[2a]

[2b]

GRANT McCANN 
REACTION TO TRANSITIONS

We set up a playing area of 25x15 yards divided into 
two halves, although the area size can be adapted 
depending on the physical requirements needed. 

We’re using 12 outfield players split into two teams 
of six, with the reds starting in one half and the blues 
starting in the other half.

A coach starts play by passing the ball into one of 
the teams, who pass the ball to keep possession. The 
opposite team sends in three players to try to win 

possession in a 3v6. If they win possession, they pass 
the ball back into their own half, as shown [2a], and 
now they must try to keep the ball from the three 
players from the opposite team who have been sent in 
to win possession, as shown [2b]. 

We play four games of two minutes. In games 1 and 
2, teams score one point for each successful transfer. 
In games 3 and 4, they can also score one point for 
eight successful passes completed.

A coach starts play by passing the ball to 
the reds, who pass to keep possession 

The blues send 
three players 
into the red 
half to try to 
win possession 
in a 3v6

If the blues 
win the 
ball, they 
must pass 
it back into 
their own 
half. A point 
is scored 
for each 
successful 
transfer

The three 
pressing blues 
return to their 
half and must 
now pass the 
ball with their 
team mates to 
keep it from 
the reds

Three reds are sent into the blue half to 
press the blues and try to win possession

Progress the 
game so that the 
possession team 
can score one 
extra point for 
eight successful 
passes completed 
in their half
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GRANT McCANN 
REACTION TO TRANSITIONS

POSSESSION/TRANSITION GAME WITH GOALS

[3a]

“Not reacting with speed when winning the ball back can 
damage the team’s opportunity to be successful”

We set up a playing area between the penalty boxes 
of our pitch, with a goal and a goalkeeper at each end. 
The main playing area is coned off to the width of the 
penalty area, with an unopposed wide channel on each 
side. We’re using 24 outfield players split into two 
teams of 10, plus four neutrals who work in the wide 

channels and who play for the team in possession.
Play starts with a pass out from the goalkeeper and 

the team in possession must try to keep hold of the 
ball with the help of both keepers and the four neutral 
players, giving them a significant overload, as shown 
[3a]. The keepers and the neutrals are one touch.

Play starts with a pass out from the 
keeper and the team in possession must 
keep hold of the ball with the help of both 
keepers, who are one touch

Four yellow neutrals work in the wide 
channels and also play for the team in 
possession. The neutrals are one touch. 
They give the passing team an overload

1
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[3b]

GRANT McCANN 
REACTION TO TRANSITIONS

If the pressing team wins the ball, they can try to 
score in either goal, as shown [3b]. 

We play four games of three minutes. In game 2,  
the teams switch roles. In game 3, we progress it so 
the team in possession can now also score in the 
goals. In game 4 the teams switch roles again. 

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
Technically speaking, good receiving skills and the 
ability to find the first pass are both extremely 
important as the session progresses. Finishing 
ability is also very important to the success of a 
team during the final activity of the session.

Turning the defensive transition to the team’s 
advantage is vital, while identifying danger and 
reacting to it plays a big part in stopping the 
opposition gaining success.

Players should offer good angles and support to 
team mates in possession and they should move 
the ball quickly in attacking transitions but be calm 
with the ball and don’t force the play needlessly. 

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
A typical mistake occurs when players try to force 
passes that aren’t on initially. Other typical mistakes 
include not reacting to danger quickly enough, 
failing to give team mates support, and not reacting 
with speed when winning the ball back, which can 
damage the team’s opportunity to be successful.
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If the pressing team wins the ball, 
they can try to score in either goal. 
Here the blues win possession

The blues decide to attack the 
opposite end and score a goal
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With a wealth of experience in both the men’s 
and women’s game, Fran Alonso is currently the 
head coach of Celtic Women, a role he has held 
since January 2020. 

The Spaniard was formerly a first team 
technical coach at Southampton under Mauricio 
Pochettino and he also served as Southampton 
Women’s technical director during his four years 
at the club. He subsequently spent two years at 
Everton as an assistant to Ronald Koeman with 
the men’s first team.

Before joining Celtic, he served as manager of 
women’s Championship side Lewes FC.

MANAGER PROFILE 

FRAN ALONSO 
CELTIC WOMEN

“We would run this session in the 
week we are going to play against 
a team that plays with a back four 
and with a medium-low block”

SESSION 

BREAKING A 
MEDIUM-LOW BLOCK
This is a session designed to help 
players understand the movements, 
positioning and timings needed to 
break a medium-low block when the 
opponents play with a back four. The 
session starts with a passing rotation 
and progresses into a finishing drill 
and concludes with a position-specific 
possession activity.

I like this session because the 
positions, the movements and the 
non-verbal communication used in the 
activities can be applied to a game 
scenario, so the players are not only 
working with the technical details of 
our build up play but they also learn 
to communicate without talking – they 
communicate with the type of pass or 
the type of movement they make,  
a means of communication that only 
their team mates can read.

We would usually run this series of 
activities in the week we are going to 
play against a team that plays with a 
back four and with a medium-low block. 
Against a different formation and a 
different defending block, the exercises 
and the progression of the session 
would be different.

Our sessions normally begin with a 
preparatory video meeting of about 15 
minutes. In this case, the players would 
need to see a video of the opponent 
defending with the 4-3-3 formation and 
using the medium-low block. I’d ask 
the players where they think the space 
could be created to hurt them and how.

After the session it is also very 
important to review it with the players, 
so they can see their movements in 
training and understand when they 
made a well-timed run or made the 
required pass.

18
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This exercise is used after the activation and will serve 
as a warm-up for the players. We set up, as shown, and 
we run a right-side passing rotation, using any player 
that would normally work in the right channel, such as 
right backs, right wingers and right centre midfielders. 
We would simultaneously set up to work with players 
who are active in the left channel, but here we are 
showing just the right sided passing rotation.

The aim of the activity is to recreate our three 
positions in wide areas: a player providing width, one 
on the inside in the half space, and another one as an 
emergency in case we can’t play forward to allow us 
to recycle the ball and switch the play.

The right centre midfielder starts play and passes 
wide to the right back who returns the ball to the 
midfielder (this first pattern simulates an opposition 

UNOPPOSED PASSING ROTATION

[1]

FRAN ALONSO
BREAKING A  
MEDIUM-LOW BLOCK

player screening the pass to our full back); the right 
centre midfielder then passes to the right winger, who 
comes off a mannequin to receive and plays the ball 
inside to the striker (this second pattern simulates 
an opposition player screening the pass to our right 
winger); the striker then returns the ball to the right 
centre midfielder who started the move (this third 
pattern simulates an opposition player marking our 
striker tightly), as shown [1].

Tactically speaking, we want to see players moving 
as if they were dragging opponents away rather than 
moving to receive. Technically, we want to see players 
passing to the back foot or the foot furthest away 
from pressure, with their body weight on the non-
receiving foot. Players should receive on the move  
and the ball never stops.

Session time:  
Unopposed passing 
rotation: 16mins
Breaking the back 
line: 30mins
10v7 possession 
game: 30mins

Area:  
Half pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, mannequins, 
3 target goals, 1 full size goal
Number of Players:  
Up to 17 players + 1 goalkeeper

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The right centre 
midfielder starts 
play and passes 
wide to the right 
back who returns 
the ball to the 
midfielder  

The right centre 
midfielder then 
passes to the 
right winger, 
who comes off 
a mannequin to 
receive

The ball is played 
inside to the 
striker who, as if 
tightly marked, 
recycles the ball 
to the right centre 
midfielder. Repeat 
the sequence

1

2
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“We want to see players moving as if they were dragging 
opponents away rather than moving to receive”

BREAKING THE BACK LINE

[2a]

FRAN ALONSO 
BREAKING A MEDIUM-LOW BLOCK

We set up on half a pitch, as shown, with a goal and 
goalkeeper at one end. We use the same movements 
as in the previous activity but now the ball is played 
through a back line of mannequins for a wide player `
to run onto and shoot at goal.

If the blue left winger makes the run between the 
mannequin full back and centre back, the pass has 

to go between the two centre back mannequins, as 
shown [2a]. But if the run is made on the blind side 
between the two centre back mannequins, the pass 
has to go between the full back and centre back 
mannequins. Both type of passes will end with a 1v1 
between a wide player and the goalkeeper.

After each attack, we reset and alternate by running 

The blue right winger comes off 
a mannequin to receive from the 
full back and prepares to play a 
pass behind the back line 

The blue left 
winger comes off 
a mannequin and 
makes a run that 
penetrates the back 
line. If the run goes 
between the full 
back and centre back 
mannequins, the pass 
has to go between 
the two centre back 
mannequins 

The left winger 
runs onto the 
through ball and 
goes 1v1 against 
the goalkeeper 
and takes a shot 
into the corner

A coach checks for offsides, so 
goals only count if the player 
makes a well-timed movement

4
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[2b]

FRAN ALONSO 
BREAKING A MEDIUM-LOW BLOCK

this activity on the other side of the pitch, with the red 
right winger making the penetrating run, as shown [2b].

We rotate players because it is not only important to 
give the right pass but for players to experience how 
they want to receive a pass in the other positions.

A coach will control the offside, so goals only count 
if the player times the movement well. To progress the 

activity, a striker can be added to make a movement 
across the centre back mannequins and to create 
more space for a wide player to run in behind.

We would run this for 30 minutes and it can be 
broken down into 10 minutes for the first movement, 
10 minutes for the second movement, and the final 10 
minutes will be reacting to the runner’s movement.

After each attack, reset and 
run the sequence on the 
other side of the pitch    

The red left 
winger comes 
off a mannequin 
to receive from 
the left back and 
prepares to play 
a pass behind 
the back line

The red right winger comes off a mannequin and 
makes a run that penetrates the back line. If the 
run is on the blind side between the two centre 
back mannequins, the pass must go between the 
full back and centre back mannequins

The runner 
goes 1v1 with 
the goalkeeper 
and shoots into 
the corner

4
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FRAN ALONSO 
BREAKING A MEDIUM-LOW BLOCK

10v7 POSSESSION GAME

[3]

COACHING POINTS
How do I progress the session?
The session progresses from the first exercise and it 
is all related and realistic to our system, formation 
and tactical principles. Also, it is specific to playing 
against a team using a medium-low block, since 
with a low block the movements will be different. 

If players find the finishing drill too hard or if they 
are getting the timings wrong, then it is possible to 
dictate the movement rather than let them react to 
the runner but that will not improve the non-verbal 
communication.

What are the key things to look for?
Tactically, we want to see players occupying the 
three positions in the wide passing sequence we 
practised. The three players interchange and it is 
the third man that receives the ball (a through ball 
or a pass) that releases the player to attack. We 

want to see players repeating the passing sequence 
in order to open up new passing lines. We also want 
to see players moving to create the space for this 
by dragging the defenders away. 

Technically, players should play to the back foot 
or the foot furthest from pressure and we want to 
see players putting their body weight on the non-
receiving foot. Players should receive on the move 
and the ball should never stop moving.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Typical mistakes that players make include poor 
timing and therefore being caught offside or 
tackled. Players also sometimes make passes to 
a team mate’s front foot, or to the foot where the 
body weight is, which means the receiving player 
needs to take an extra touch.

Another typical mistake is made by not playing 
the ball in front of the running player, which means 
they have to stop their run or delay it.

We now apply the concepts from the two previous 
unopposed exercises into an opposed scenario. We 
set up on half a pitch as shown with a goal and a 
goalkeeper at one end and three target goals at 
the other end. We also mark out a 44-yard wide 
possession zone between the penalty area and the 
centre circle. We’re using 17 outfield players. 

The red team of 10 is set up in a 4-2-3-1 formation 
and the players have to create the space to play a 

pass out of the possession box for a runner to break 
onto and attack the main goal, as shown [3]. 

The blue team of 7 is set up in a 4-3-3 but it is 
missing its front three and the players must try to win 
the ball back and attack one of the three target goals.

Play always starts and restarts with the red team 
of 10. Players should time their runs well and make 
runs on the blind side of defenders, making good eye 
contact or reading the movement of their team mates.

1

2a

2b

3 Play starts and restarts with 
the red team. The reds are 
set up in a 4-2-3-1 formation 
and players should apply 
the concepts from the two 
previous unopposed exercises

The red team attacks the main goal. Players needs 
to create the space to play a penetrating pass out of 
the possession box that a team mate runs onto

The blue team is set up in 
a 4-3-3 but it is missing 
its front three. If they win 
possession they counter-
attack the three target goals

1

2

3



232323

As a player, John Eustace represented Coventry 
City, Stoke City, Watford and Derby County as a 
central midfielder. 

After hanging up his playing boots in 2015, he 
took to coaching the following year when he was 
appointed manager of Kidderminster Harriers, 
newly relegated from the National League. 
He led the club to runners up in the National 
League North in 2017 and into the National 
League North play-offs in both 2017 and 2018. 

In May 2018, Eustace joined his former boss 
Steve McClaren at Queens Park Rangers in 
the role of assistant manager at Loftus Road. 
Following McClaren’s departure from the club 
in April 2019, Eustace served as QPR’s caretaker 
manager for seven matches before reverting to 
assistant manager, the role he stills holds at 
the club.

MANAGER PROFILE 

JOHN EUSTACE 
QUEENS PARK 
RANGERS

“Players like this training 
session because it is really 
competitive between the 
defenders and the attackers”

SESSION 

ATTACKING 
AND DEFENDING 
TRANSITIONS
This is a session designed to encourage 
the defending team to win the ball 
back and quickly play it forward to their 
attackers. The attacking players then 
have to look after the ball and bring in 
other players to transition and help to 
create chances against the opposition. 
As a session it also helps defenders 
to work on their defending when being 
transitioned against.

Players tend to like this session 
because it is really competitive between 
the defenders and the attacking players. 
This challenges the forwards to look 
after the ball and bring in other players 
around them to go and create and score. 
The defenders then have the challenge 
of stopping the counter-attack and 
defending their goal when overloaded.

This session is ideal to use when 
coming up against a team that is very 
expansive in its play. It’s a good session if 
we decide to play deep and drop off the 
opponent, allowing us to transition on 
them if we win the ball back.

Also this session works if we decide to 
be more expansive in our play and try to 
dominate possession, leaving ourselves 
exposed sometimes to be transitioned 
on. Our defenders are then used to 
certain situations and are prepared to 
defend the initial first pass forward 
but also organise themselves to defend 
when outnumbered.  

23
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We set up between the two penalty boxes of our pitch 
with a goal and a goalkeeper at each end. The playing 
area is coned off to the width of the penalty area and 
we mark an 18-yard end zone in front of each goal.

We’re using at least 18 outfield players. We set up as 
shown with 6 blue defenders who start in the central 
zone (with three defending each end). We also set up 
with 4 red strikers who start in the central zone (with 
two attacking each end) and 8 yellow midfielders who 
start with four to the side of the goals at each end.

Play starts with a pass from the goalkeeper to 
midfielder A, who combines with midfielder B. 

TRANSITION PRACTICE

[1a]

JOHN EUSTACE
ATTACKING  
AND DEFENDING  
TRANSITIONS

Midfielder B passes forward to one of the two red 
strikers attacking the opposite end and midfielders A 
and B both then make forward runs to join the strikers 
in attacking the blue defenders with a 4v3 overload, as 
shown [1a]. 

The attacking team has just 10 seconds to score 
once the first striker has touched the ball. The three 
defending players must stay narrow and try to stop 
the attack penetrating behind them.

Once the first attack is over, the coach plays a new 
ball into the central area from the halfway line and 
the two red attackers and two yellow midfielders who 

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

Session time:  
Transition practice:  
20mins
11v11 transition game: 
15mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play starts with a pass from the 
goalkeeper to midfielder A who 
combines with midfielder B 

The attacking team has just 10 seconds to 
score once the first red striker has touched 
the ball, but here the blues end the attack

Midfielders A and B 
make forward runs 
to join the two red 
strikers in attacking 
the other half with  
a 4v3 overload

Midfielder 
B plays the 
ball forward 
to one of the 
red strikers 
attacking the 
opposite end

The three blue 
defending 
players must 
stay narrow 
and try to stop 
the attack 
penetrating 
behind

4 2

15
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[1b]

[1c]

[1d]

JOHN EUSTACE 
ATTACKING AND DEFENDING TRANSITIONS

have just attacked have to quickly get back in shape to 
get on the ball and make a second attack on the same 
end, as shown [1b]. 

The three blue defenders who just faced the first 
attack must quickly get up to the edge of the end zone 
ready to defend against the second attack. This time 

there is no 10 second rule, so the attackers have more 
time to develop the attack, as shown [1c].

Once the second attack is over, play goes the other 
way in the same manner with two yellow midfielders 
combining to play the ball into the two strikers at the 
opposite end and then join the attack, as shown [1d]. 

Once the second 
attack is over, play 
goes the other way 
with two yellow 
midfielders combining 
to pass the ball up to 
the red strikers in the 
opposite half, who 
finally become active

Once the attackers 
are back in shape 
and have collected 
the second ball from 
the coach, they can 
launch an attack

Once the first attack is over, the coach plays a new 
ball into the central area from the halfway line 

The two yellow 
midfielders join 
the red strikers in 
attacking the goal 
with a 4v3 overload

This time the 
attacking team can 
be more patient in 
their build up play 
as there is no time 
limit to score

The two red strikers and the two yellow midfielders have 
to quickly get back in shape to get on the ball ready to 
make a second attack on the same end as before

The players who were 
active in the first 
two attacks are now 
inactive until they 
have the opportunity 
to reset

The three blue 
defenders who 
faced the first 
attack must 
quickly get up to 
the edge of the 
end zone ready to 
defend against the 
second attack

1

1
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JOHN EUSTACE 
ATTACKING AND DEFENDING TRANSITIONS

 11v11 TRANSITION GAME

[2]

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
When attacking, it’s important that we see a 
quick tempo in passing and movement from the 
possession team. Accuracy and ball speed of the 
pass across the ground is also important, as are the 
quick reactions and movements of players to start 
transitions. We want to see good timing and the 
correct speed of runs and passes to penetrate the 
opposition for goal scoring opportunities.

It’s a good session for individuals to practise 
quality execution in passing, receiving, dribbling 
and running with the ball skills. It can also be used 

to practice good intelligent decision making, with 
players having to select the best option to maximise 
the overload and score.

When defending, it’s important that players 
adjust from pressing to cover and balance in 
relation to the ball and the defensive line. We want 
to see players sliding across as a unit, remaining 
compact and leaving the furthest attacker away 
from the ball. Players should demonstrate good 
communication and decision making as to when  
to delay, press or deny a forward pass.

Players should also make a quick allocation 
of marking and covering roles and use good 
concentration and judgement to decide when  
to leave the man and press ball. 

We set up between the penalty area at one end of our 
pitch and the goal line at the other end. We are using 
the full width of the pitch and we position a goal and 
a goalkeeper at each end. We also mark a 10-yard 
zone across the width of the pitch at the halfway line. 
We’re using 20 outfield players split into two teams of 
11 including keepers.

We play an 11v11 game, with possession starting with 
the three central defenders from the blue attacking 
team in the central 10-yard zone. The two nearest red 
forwards in the central zone are passive in the initial 

phase but the rest of the red defending team must 
press and try to win the ball back.

If the reds succeed in winning possession, they pass 
the ball from the back into one of their strikers in the 
central zone, who looks to bring the other players into 
the game in a counter-attack, as shown [2].

Now faced with a counter-attack against them, the blue 
team can only defend using the three central defenders 
who can recover from the central zone, with the counter-
attacking red team pushing forward to overload in attack.

If the red team find it difficult to pass forward when 
they win the ball, when the phase of play stops the 
coach can pass a new ball into the red strikers and 
the transition begins from there. 

Play starts 
with the 
three central 
defenders 
from the blue 
attacking team 
passing in the 
central 10-yard 
zone. The two 
red forwards 
in the central 
zone are 
passive in the 
initial phase

The rest of the red 
defending team must 
press and try to win 
the ball back

If the reds win the ball, 
they pass to one of their 
strikers in the central 
zone, who must try to 
bring the other reds into 
the game in a counter-
attack

The blues can only defend using the three central 
defenders who recover from the central zone, while the 
reds should flood forward and counter-attack in numbers

4
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It was the legendary American soccer player Mia 
Hamm who said “Confidence takes constant nurturing. 
Like a bed, it must be remade every day.”

As a sport psychologist I have to agree. Confidence 
is an important performance ingredient, yet alarmingly 
fragile. When it’s present, it feels like a constant 
companion who’ll never leave your side and will 
always be there to help you. In contrast, when it’s 
lost, it feels like a stranger who you’ll never see again. 
Today’s feelings of confidence in training cannot be a 
guaranteed shoe-in for tomorrow’s game.

Confidence is so important. We want players to 
execute their actions positively. We want them to 
play with freedom rather than fear. And a lack of 

“We want players to execute 
their actions positively. 

We want them to play with 
freedom rather than fear”

confidence can negatively impact other key mental 
aptitudes. Confidence mediates focus – without 
confidence players can easily succumb to distraction. 
Confidence sways the influence of emotion – with 
little confidence players can submit too easily to 
anxiety, worry and doubt. 

Confidence affects how players execute their 
technique – reduced confidence can lead to a tight, 
tense player whose passes don’t meet their team 
mates, whose first touch is heavy, or whose tackles 
are mistimed. And confidence changes the speed and 
accuracy of the cognitive cycle – low confidence can 
lead to fewer search behaviours lessening awareness, 
slowing anticipation, and damaging decision making.

BUILDING PLAYER 
CONFIDENCE
SPORT PSYCHOLOGIST DAN ABRAHAMS EXAMINES HOW TO GET PLAYERS TO BUILD 
AND SUSTAIN THEIR LEVELS OF CONFIDENCE

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY
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CONFIDENCE PLAN
With the above in mind, I often find myself asking 
players what they do to try to retain their sense 
of confidence. I’m regularly met with silence. Most 
players, in my experience, don’t have a confidence 
plan, a framework to help support that most delicate 
of psychological qualities.

Enter one of the world’s leading psychologists, 
Professor Albert Bandura. Now in his 90s, Bandura 
would be regarded by many in my profession as one  
of the foremost thinkers in psychology over the past 
100 years. 

Some of Bandura’s extensive work revolved around 
a psychological construct called self-efficacy. In 
simple terms, self-efficacy can be translated as 
self-belief. There is some debate as to whether self-
belief is the same thing as confidence, but for ease 
of understanding many sport psychologists nowadays 
use the two terms interchangeably, and we’ll do so in 
this article.

Though his studies and research, Bandura managed 
to demonstrate that self-belief is underpinned by four 
different sources. And you can use these sources to 
help players build their self-belief. Let’s go through 
them one by one…

Past experiences: Bandura’s work showed that 
the strongest mediator of confidence are past 
experiences. Translated to football, Bandura’s research 
suggests that the experiences of your players matter. 
This has enormous implications for you as a coach. 
You can help your players work on their confidence 
every day by reminding them of their best games, 
their best moments, their greatest strengths and their 
standout aptitudes. You can deliberately have players 
engage in activities that enable them to experience 
success (alongside the stretch activities you’re already 
setting them). 
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Your involvement in this confidence building process 
is crucial here because your feedback can help players 
take a granular viewpoint of their experiences. Players 
typically remember the bad moments rather than the 
good ones, and tend to resonate their weaknesses 
more so than strengths. By asking them questions 
that help them detail their successful performances, 
and by jolting their memory about their strengths, you 
can guide player confidence daily.

Vicarious experience: Bandura found that people can 
gain the confidence to accomplish a task by watching 
both themselves or someone else successfully 
complete the task they’re trying to accomplish. In 
other words, when you help players model their own 
behaviours, or the behaviours of someone else, you can 
increase their feelings of self-belief and confidence.

This can have implications for the way you utilise 
video analysis and subsequently feedback on footage. 
Understandably, individual player analysis is used from 
a deficit perspective – for example, providing players 
with footage of actions they can improve on. That has 
its place, but have you ever considered showing clips 
of strengths, assets, aptitudes and best moments in 
order to help players maintain confidence? Based on 
Bandura’s research, this might be a useful coaching 
practice to engage in.

Verbal persuasion: Bandura emphasised the 
importance of verbal persuasion on feelings of 
confidence. Individuals who are socially persuaded 
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by coaches and team mates to believe they have 
the capabilities to achieve are more likely to exhibit 
greater effort and persistence, enhancing their 
performance. Positive feedback can help players 
build confidence. 

Whilst hardly a revelation, it’s the nature of the 
verbal persuasion that counts. “You can do it” may 
suffice for surface level confidence, but a deeper and 
more meaningful confidence arises as a result of more 
specific feedback. 

With that in mind, take time to report back to 
players the things they do well (and did well) that you 
feel they may have missed or might not be aware of. 
Better still, use a psychological tool like scaling to 
help players uncover their best moments. I’ve spoken 
about scaling before in this column, but to refresh 
your memory it goes like this…

Coach: “Give me a mark out of 10 for your last game”
Player: “Not great, perhaps a six!”
Coach: “Okay, why as high as a six – what did go well 

for you during the game?”
By using scaling you can help a player to reframe 

their game. Cutting away emotion, you can help them 
detect the moments of success that unfolded during 
a match. You can reflect back what they’ve uncovered 
and supplement through verbal persuasion…

Player: “My delivery was pretty good. I just wish 
someone had got on the end of one of the crosses”

Coach: “Okay, I hear you say that your crossing was 
strong. I agree – remember that brilliant whipped in 
cross in the first half? That’s you at your best. You had 
a few moments like that during the game. When you’re 
focused on finding the danger area you do so more 
often than not.”

Being ‘can-do’ with your coaching feedback goes 
beyond simply telling players they ‘can-do’. That’s so 
often a blunt communication tool. Verbal persuasion 
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“By asking questions 
that help them detail 

their successful 
performances and 

recall their strengths, 
you can guide player 

confidence daily”

that packs a strong punch requires the subtle art of 
questioning and the power of affirmation to really give 
a player a sense of confidence.

Emotional and physiological experience: Bandura’s 
fourth source examines the relationship between inner 
feelings and confidence. Emotions such as anxiety and 
fear, when seen as unhelpful, can reduce confidence. 
Similarly, experiencing bodily sensations such as 
nerves or tense muscles can also diminish a person’s 
sense of confidence.

POSITIVE EMOTIONS
Thus coaches should strive to help players experience 
positive emotions (or at least emotions that players 
feel help them) and helpful bodily states prior to a 
performance. In my work, I’ve found at times that 
coaches are a little too quick to dismiss the influence 
positive emotions such as joy and fun can have on 
performance (often in favour of grit, determination 
and effort). I think confidence offers a neat half-
way house here. By engaging in these types of 
positive emotions – sensations that are enjoyable to 
experience – players may feel increased confidence 
and high perform more often. 

In my own practice with players, I’m constantly 
engaging them in a conversation that helps drive an 
inner narrative aligned with developing confidence. 
I want them to reflect on their best games (past 
experiences). I want them to model their successful 
behaviours and those of other players that are 
appropriate. I want them to listen to positive 
communication that’s been given to them by coaches 
and others around them. And I want them to practise 
playing with helpful, positive and energising emotions 
and bodily sensations every training session. In other 
words, I want them invested in building and sustaining 
confidence daily.  
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One of the most important roles the player care 
department holds within a sporting organisation is that 
of coordinating the needs of the football department 
with those of the wider club. Often the only non-
football person in and around the team, there can be 
a significant amount of pressure on the player care 
representative to have a strategy that balances the 
plans of the football department with the requirements 
of the other departments at the football club, as these 
are often not the same thing. 

Any organisation runs best when all of its different 
departments work in sync and a football club is no 
different. Forward planning is often difficult as so much 
usually rests on the fixture and training schedule. That 
schedule – which is subject to so many external factors 
due to the weather, TV scheduling, replays and progress 
in cup competitions – kicks off a hundred different 
processes throughout different departments within 
a club. These include activities as disparate as the 
chef ordering the food, the commercial team booking 
sponsor events, the kit man preparing his rota, and 
the security department organising shifts. So having 
someone within the team who has an eye on both what 
the team needs and what the support network needs is 
pretty vital. 

In my experience, the manager always has the final 
say on what the team does – but it’s important that 
the manager and their staff are given all the relevant 
information needed. Experience has taught me that this 
process works best when one of the coaching team is 
included in a group that brings together the different 
departments to construct a “suggested schedule”. This 
includes sports science, operations, player appearances, 
media, medical – with the football department given 
the opportunity to tweak the final draft before the 
schedule is issued. This is much more time efficient for 
the coaching team, who can make any changes without 
having to spend their valuable time on individual timings. 

Although those departments around the football 
team will always try their best to anticipate its needs, 
having a clearly set out schedule means that the bits 
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that fit in and around the team will always be best 
organised. This open line of communication works 
both ways too – for example, in my experience, when 
the commercial department has communicated the 
pressures the club is under to generate revenue, 
the football department has been able to be more 
sympathetic to their requests. 

An example of this would be the commercial 
department asking all players to be available for a 
photo shoot whenever training finishes. This isn’t 
ordinarily an issue – but if the football department 
isn’t aware of the plan, training could move to the 
afternoon at short notice, inadvertently disrupting the 
shoot. The earlier each department communicates 
their schedule and any changes to it the better. The 
coaching department may still move training for pure 
football reasons, but they would have been aware of 
the full impact of their decision and the commercial 
department would be able to adjust accordingly. 

Things in football change – from rearranged games to 
COVID rules and even the weather – but clear channels 
of communication can allow all departments to 
function like a well-oiled machine, as well as to provide 
the best service to support the manager, the team and 
the players. 

Hugo Scheckter is the MD of The Player Care Group,  
a consultancy that implements and improves player 
care at sporting organisations around the world.  
He was previously at Southampton and West Ham.  
www.playercaregroup.co.uk

PLAYER CARE CONSULTANT HUGO SCHECKTER OUTLINES THE IMPORTANCE OF SCHEDULES 
IN THE SMOOTH RUNNING OF A FOOTBALL CLUB

PLAYER CARE

“Clear communication allows all 
departments to function like a well-
oiled machine, as well as provide the 
best support to the manager”
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