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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.
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“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.
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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]
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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
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DEFENDING DEEP

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

4v4 GAMES

[4]
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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
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