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FROM THE CHAIRMAN 
Welcome to the July 2021 issue of Elite Soccer. In 
this month’s magazine we have a handful of training 
sessions written by some of the leading managers 
and coaches in professional football. 

We kick off with a series of activities prepared for 
us by Daniel Farke, who has just taken his Norwich 
City team into the Premier League for the second 
time. The session he has shared with us is central 
to his playing philosophy and it is all about creating 
scoring chances through the centre of the pitch 
against teams that defend with a low block. 

Another coach experienced at achieving promotion 
for his team is Mark Robins, who has shared a session 
he uses regularly in the EFL Championship with 
Coventry City. It is designed to encourage players to 
finish from angles in and around the penalty area.

Carlisle United manager, Chris Beech, has shared 
a session he uses in League Two to encourage his 
players to make angles to get on the ball. It’s about 
providing space for players off the ball and options 
for the player in possession.

At Elite Soccer we try to shine a light on some 
of the great work going on in the British academy 

system and this month we have a thoughtful 
session written by Burton Albion U18s coach, Sam 
Rose. He has focused his attentions on playing 
forward from the defensive third.

To conclude this issue, we are pleased to have 
a session from Vicky Jepson, who most recently 
managed Liverpool in the WSL. She has turned her 

attentions to counter-attacking with a series of 
activities all about making the quick transition  
from defence to attack.

I hope you find that this month’s sessions will assist 
your coaching. We return again next month with five 
more training sessions to help develop your team.
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“The session that Norwich City 
manager Daniel Farke has shared 
with us is central to his team’s 
playing philosophy”
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As a player, Daniel Farke spent the majority of 
his career with German club SV Lippstadt 08, 
where he enjoyed three spells before hanging 
up his boots and being appointed as the club’s 
manager in 2009. He was in charge at Lippstadt 
for six years and took the team from the sixth 
tier of German football to the fourth, making it 
the most successful period in the club’s history.

In 2015, Farke accepted the opportunity to 
take charge of Borussia Dortmund II, the reserve 
side of the German giants. He managed the 
team for two seasons before he was recruited 
by Norwich City.

Farke completed his inaugural season in the 
EFL Championship in 14th place with Norwich, 
but by the following season he had built his own 
team, with six players brought in from Germany. 
He also had a clear idea about the kind of 
attacking football he wanted to play and a vision 
for what he wanted to achieve at Carrow Road. 

His methodical way of working delivered 
success and Norwich secured promotion to the 
Premier League as Championship winners in 
2019. He secured promotion back to the Premier 
League as champions again in 2021 and was 
voted LMA Championship Manager of the Year.

MANAGER PROFILE 

DANIEL FARKE 
NORWICH CITY

“The session focuses on integral 
parts of our playing philosophy 
and covers many topics that are 
crucial to our game”

SESSION 

BUILDING UP 
THROUGH THE 
CENTRE AGAINST  
A LOW BLOCK
The session is about creating chances 
through the centre against teams that 
defend zonal orientated in a lower block. 
The session focuses on integral parts of 
our playing philosophy and covers many 
topics that are crucial to our game. 

The main focus is on building up 
from the back with low passes and 
finding the offensive players in between 
the lines with vertical passes. Then 
it is about attacking the opposition’s 
backline in overload situations by playing 
fast combinations and finishing quickly.

We would run this session in pre-
season and at the beginning of the 
season to instil our style of play in 
our players, especially new players. 
Then we would run it every few weeks, 
especially when games are coming up 
against teams that like to defend zonal 
orientated in a low block.

4
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We like to use this passing drill during the warm up as 
a preparation for the main exercises that follow. We’re 
using 10 players in each group and we would normally 
run two groups simultaneously.

We set up as shown in an area of 40x20 metres. 
Pairs of players run the length of the course, one on 
each side, playing different combinations with two 
central wall players and working the ball from one end 
of the course to the other, as shown [1]. When they 
get to the end, a waiting pair of players receive the 
ball and set off to run the same course in the opposite 
direction, again combining with the wall players.

Different variations of combination play can be used. 
For example, the central wall players can just set 

PASSING DRILL

[1]

DANIEL FARKE
BUILDING UP THROUGH 
THE CENTRE AGAINST 
A LOW BLOCK

the ball to the second running player; or the central 
wall players can open up and play across into the 
space to the second runner; or two players can make 
overlapping runs on each side whilst combining with 
the central wall players.

This exercise includes many passing patterns that 
we want to see in the game, such as vertical passes, 
lay backs after vertical passes, opening up and playing 
passes into space to players that join the attack.

It is important to make sure that the combinations 
are played in a neat and tidy fashion at the highest 
possible speed, because this also has to happen in a 
game to create chances against compact teams that 
set up in a low block.

Area:  
Up to three quarters  
of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 
2 full size goals, 
3 small goals

Number of Players:  
20 players + 4 goalkeepers
Session time:  
Passing drill: 10mins
5v5 build-up game: 15mins
10v10 build-up game: 
30mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Pairs of players run the 
length of the course, with 
one on each side and with 
one ball between them

The runners 
play different 
combinations 
with two 
central wall 
players and 
work the ball 
from one end 
of the course 
to the other

It is important that players play the 
combinations in a neat and tidy fashion 
at the highest possible speed

A waiting player receives the 
ball at the end and then the 
new pair run the same course 
in the opposite direction, again 
combining with the wall players

41

2

3
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“It is important to make sure that the 
combinations are played in a neat and tidy 

fashion at the highest possible speed”

5v5 BUILD-UP GAME
[2]

DANIEL FARKE 
BUILDING UP THROUGH THE CENTRE AGAINST A LOW BLOCK

We are using two groups of 10 players, running this 
activity simultaneously with both groups. In each 
group the players are split into two teams. The playing 
area is 52x20 metres with a goal and a 16-metre end 
zone at each end (zones 1 and 4) and two 10-metre 
zones in the centre (zones 2 and 3), as shown [2].

The goalkeeper starts play with a pass to a centre 
back in zone 1. The keeper and the two centre 
backs must combine to work the ball past the one 
opposition striker who has entered the zone to press. 
The aim for the possession team is to get a centre 
back into a position to play a vertical pass to one of 
the two midfielders who are in a 2v2 in zone 2, or to 
break lines with a pass to the striker who is alone in 
zone 3.

The two opposition centre backs are in zone 4 and 
are not allowed to enter zone 3 before either the 
pass to the striker is played or one of the attacking 
midfielders opens up and dribbles into zone 3. 

When bypassed in the build-up play, the opposition 
striker and the two opposition midfielders must stay 
in their zones and cannot recover to help defend. 

As soon as the ball has been worked into zone 3, 
the two attacking midfielders and the one striker can 
move forward through the zones and combine to make 
a quick attack against the two defending centre backs. 
The attack is played with the offside rule.

After the attack, the defending team becomes the 
attacking team and vice versa, with play starting from 
the goalkeeper and going in the opposite direction. 

To progress the activity, we can restrict the build-up 
phase in zone 1 to a 2v1, by insisting the centre backs 
cannot pass to the goalkeeper.

Also, once bypassed, allow one opposition midfielder 
to drop and help the two centre backs to defend, 
meaning the attacking team would have to play very 
quickly in order to exploit the overload situation.

We would play three blocks of five minutes each.
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15The goalkeeper starts play 
with a pass to one of the 
centre backs in zone 1. The 
attacking team combine 
to work the ball past the 
opposition striker who has 
entered the zone to press 

The attacking team must get a centre 
back into position to play a vertical 
pass to one of the two midfielders in 
zone 2 or to break lines with a pass 
to the striker who is alone in zone 3

Two opposition centre 
backs are in zone 4 and 
they cannot enter zone 3 
before either the pass to 
the striker is played or one 
of the attacking midfielders 
dribbles into zone 3

When bypassed in 
the build-up play, the 
opposition striker and 
the two opposition 
midfielders must stay in 
their zones and cannot 
recover to help defend

As soon as the ball has been worked 
into zone 3, the two attacking 
midfielders and the one striker can 
move forward through the zones and 
combine to attack the goal

5

31

2

4
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DANIEL FARKE 
BUILDING UP THROUGH THE CENTRE AGAINST A LOW BLOCK

10v10 BUILD-UP GAME

[3a]

We set up a playing area on three quarters of a pitch 
with a full size goal at one end and three small goals 
at the other end. A strikers zone, a midfield line zone 
and a back four zone are marked on the pitch, as 
shown. In addition, there is a 40x8 metre box marked 
out inside the back four zone.

We’re using 20 outfield players split into two teams 
of 10 plus four goalkeepers. The attacking team (the 
reds) play in a 4-1-4-1 or 4-2-3-1 formation. The 
game always starts and restarts with a pass from the 
goalkeeper of the attacking team and the reds build 
up play in a 4v2 at the back, with the goalkeeper, 
two centre backs and a holding midfielder trying play 
out of the strikers zone against the two opposition 
strikers who are pressing high. The aim for the red 
attacking team is to work the ball into the shaded 
40x8-yard box between the midfield line zone and the 

back four zone before they can attack any of the three 
small goals, as shown [3a]. Only players from the red 
attacking team can enter this 40x8-metre box.

Once the ball is played past the midfield line, the 
offensive players need to attack the opposition back 
four by playing quick combinations. Scoring in the 
central goal is worth two points and scoring in the 
wide goals is worth one point. The reason for this 
is because in a normal game the aim is to score in 
the central goal by playing combinations through 
the centre. Equally, the defending team will often be 
very compact in the centre and if the attacking team 
encounters this, it is important to play the ball out 
wide and attack by using options in wide areas.

A typical set up we want to see is the red wide 
players overloading the centre and the full backs 
in high positions to provide options in wide areas. 
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The game starts 
with a pass from 
the goalkeeper 
of the attacking 
team. The two 
red centre backs 
and a holding 
midfielder play 
out of the zone 
against the 
press of the 
two opposition 
strikers  

The aim for the 
reds is to work the 
ball into the 40x8-
metre box between 
the midfield line 
zone and the back 
four zone. Only red 
attacking players can 
enter this box

Once the ball has been 
played out of the 40x8-
metre box, the reds can 
attack any of the three 
goals. The side goals are 
worth 1 point and the 
central goal is worth  
2 points

The blue opposition team defend using 
a 4-4-2 formation in a low block. All 
players in the defending team are 
locked into their respective zones

4

1

2

3
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[3b]

DANIEL FARKE 
BUILDING UP THROUGH THE CENTRE AGAINST A LOW BLOCK

The number 8s can drop deeper to help to build up 
if necessary and also to get the opposition midfield 
players out of their positions to create passing lines to 
bypass the opposition’s midfield line.

The opposition team (the blues) defend in a 4-4-2 
with a low block. All players in the defending team 
are locked into their zones – the four midfielders 
are in the midfield line zone, while the back four are 
restricted to defending in the back four zone. If the 

blue strikers gain possession while pressing high, they 
should counter-attack the main goal.

The game is played with the offside rule and after 
15 minutes of play, the attacking team switches roles 
with the defending team.

To progress the game, we allow the defending 
players to come out of their zones to help stop the 
attackers, as shown [3b]. If the blues gain possession, 
they should counter-attack the main goal as normal.

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
The players must focus on a good passing choice 
and quality. Creating overloads in the centre and a 
good awareness level in terms of where to position 
themselves is equally crucial. Whenever possible we 
want the offensive players to open up and engage 
the defending players to create spaces rather than 
passing the ball too early.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Typical mistakes occur, for example, when offensive 

players do not have a good pre-orientation and 
positioning and then receive the ball with their 
back to the opposition goal. Therefore they can 
often only just play lay backs or they need extra 
touches to open up and attack the goal. Insisting 
that players provide options at an angle will give 
them the opportunity for quick improvements. They 
will have a better pre-orientation and receive the 
ball on the half spin. This allows them to open up a 
lot quicker rather than not knowing what’s going on 
behind them and playing lay backs, or taking extra 
touches and therefore delaying the attack.
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To progress the 
game, allow the 
blue defending 
players to come 
out of their zones 
and recover to 
help stop the 
attackers

1
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After playing for Manchester United, Norwich 
City and Leicester City, Mark Robins moved into 
coaching with another former club, Rotherham, 
initially as head of youth before becoming 
manager in March 2007. 

Guiding them through a period of instability, 
he left the club at the top of League Two in 
September 2009 to take charge of Championship 
side Barnsley, who he saved from relegation. 

He has subsequently managed Huddersfield 
Town and Scunthorpe, and is currently in his 
second spell in charge of Coventry City. He won 
the FA Trophy with Coventry in 2017 and led 
the club to promotion to League One via the 
playoffs the following season. He also secured 
the club promotion to the EFL Championship as 
League One winners in 2020.

A graduate of the LMA’s Certificate of Applied 
Management, he also enjoyed a consultancy 
role with the Premier League on the Elite Player 
Performance Plan.

MANAGER PROFILE 

MARK ROBINS 
COVENTRY CITY

“Across all three parts of the 
session, all players are required 
to do their fundamental jobs 
over and over again”

SESSION 

ANGLED RUNS IN 
THE FINAL THIRD 
TO FINISH
This session is designed to encourage 
players to finish from angles in and 
around the box. It also brings into play 
the concept of finishing from the second 
phase of an attack, taking snap shots, 
rebounds, and being alert in the penalty 
box to any type of finish.

As it’s essentially a finishing session, it 
immediately engages the players. Across 
all three parts of the session, all players 
are required to do their fundamental 
jobs over and over again: defenders have 
to block and track runners, midfield 
players have to create and score, and 
centre forwards have to be relentless in 
their movement and be ready to finish 
from crosses as well as from second 
phases within the box.

Dependent upon the physical load of 
the players, this session would ideally 
be done on a Thursday after a recovery 
day. Running it in pre-season would 
also allow a significant amount of time 
to bed in the appropriate movements 
for the cross and finish within an 11v11 
environment. The opposition shape can 
be tweaked to prepare for an upcoming 
opponent and make the session more 
game-specific if needed.

9
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Chris, I’ve added a coach for continuity
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We set up a playing area of 40x40 yards. We position 
two target goals on each corner. We are using 20 
outfield players, split into two teams of eight, plus four 
playmakers who are positioned between the target 
goals on each corner. The playmakers are one touch. 

Each of the two teams has four players in each half, 
who are locked into that half. The aim for the team 
in possession is to go up against their opponents 
and try to score in a target goal. It’s 4v4 in each half 
but the possession team can pass the ball to team 
mates in the other half while building a goal scoring 
opportunity, as shown [1]. 

All shots at goal must be with a one-touch finish, 
meaning if the opposition defenders screen the goal, 
the possession team will have to combine with the 
corner playmakers or make a third man run to set up  
a shooting opportunity. If the defenders press the ball, 

TARGET GOAL GAME

[1]

MARK ROBINS
ANGLED RUNS IN 
THE FINAL THIRD 
TO FINISH

the attacking players can make runs to score without 
having to combine with the playmakers. 

If the defending team wins the ball, they can pass 
into their team mates in the other half of the pitch 
and attack one of the goals at the other end. 

There are no offsides. We play four games of four 
minutes at maximum intensity.

How do I progress the activity?
This activity can be adjusted to encourage or inhibit 
rotation. For example, if we wanted more finishes we 
could prevent the out of possession team from coming 
back over the halfway line, while simultaneously 
allowing a player from the back half to step in and 
overload the front half even more. 

By the same token, we could remove attacking 
players, forcing the team to attack while underloaded. 

Area:  
Three quarters of a pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
8 small target goals,  
2 full size goal

Number of Players:  
20 players + 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
Target goal game: 20mins
Crossing and finishing: 
25mins
Phase of play: 25mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Each team has 
four players 
locked in each 
half. The aim for 
the possession 
team is to score 
in a target goal

All shots must be one-touch. If defenders screen the 
goals, the possession team can combine with the 
corner playmakers to set up a shooting opportunity

The red defending 
team press and if 
they win the ball, 
they can pass to 
their team mates 
in the other half 
and attack one of 
the goals at the 
other end

1

2

3
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“Players tend to rush things. They should 
be patient in the attack, as the intensity 
can still be high without forcing the play”

CROSSING AND FINISHING
[2]

MARK ROBINS 
ANGLED RUNS IN THE FINAL THIRD TO FINISH

We set up a playing area of 40x80 yards, coning off a 
10-yard channel on each wing. We position a full size 
goal and a goalkeeper at each end and an unguarded 
target goal on each side, as shown [2]. We are using 18 
outfield players split into two teams of seven, plus four 
target players who are locked into the wide channels.

Each team has three defenders in one half and four 
attackers in the other half. Only the yellow target 
players can operate in the wide channels – they are 
one-touch but they can combine with the attacking 
team to cross the ball.

Play starts with a pass from one of the goalkeepers 
and the team in possession builds an attack on the 
opposite goal and tries to create a scoring opportunity 

by using the outside target players to put in a one-
touch cross if needed. 

If the defending team wins the ball, they can either 
quickly score in the unguarded target goals on each 
side, pass into their attackers in the other half to 
launch an attack on the main goal, or play the ball out 
to one of the target players, who can cross the ball.

We play for three blocks of eight minutes.

How do I progress the activity?
This activity could be progressed to allow defending 
players to step into the outside zones to stop crosses, 
as well as allowing midfield runners to join in and 
overload the penalty area.
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Chris, I’ve added a coach for continuity
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Play starts with a pass from the keeper. 
The team in possession builds an attack 
on the goal at the opposite end

The attacking team can 
create a scoring opportunity 
by combining with one of 
the outside target players to 
put in a one-touch cross

If the defending team wins the ball, 
they can either quickly try to score in 
the target goals on either side, or pass 
to their attackers in the other half to 
launch an attack on the main goal

1

23
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MARK ROBINS 
ANGLED RUNS IN THE FINAL THIRD TO FINISH

PHASE OF PLAY

[3a]

We set up a playing area on three quarters of a pitch, 
with a full size goal on the 18-yard line at one end and 
another full size goal in its usual position at the other 
end. The main attacking half of the pitch is divided 
into vertical channels, as shown.

We’re using 20 outfield players and 2 goalkeepers. 
The blue team lines up in a 3-5-2 formation and 
attacks the longer end of the pitch. Play starts  

with a pass from the blue team’s goalkeeper. The 
blues build an attack from the back, as shown [3a], 
being careful to play past the red front two, who are 
locked into the blue half of the pitch and who must 
try to win the ball in case a counter-attack is on.

Once the blues have created a crossing or scoring 
opportunity at the end they are attacking and the 
ball is dead, a second ball is served in by the coach 

The blue team lines up in a 3-5-2 
formation and attacks from the 
shorter end of the pitch with play 
starting from the keeper 

The red front two are locked 
into the blue half and if they win 
the ball they can counter-attack 
against the three defenders

The blues get the ball into the wide channel 
and cross to create a shooting opportunity. 
Only one red is allowed in the wide channel 
to try to prevent the cross

The blue attackers 
should make angled 
runs into the penalty 
area to meet the cross

4 1

23
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[3b]

MARK ROBINS 
ANGLED RUNS IN THE FINAL THIRD TO FINISH

for a 3v2 inside the penalty area, as shown [3b]. The 
attackers should make angled runs into the area to 
receive and shoot. 

If the reds win the ball before the blues can cross or 
shoot in either the first or second attacks, then they 
can break out and counter-attack the other end, with 
their forwards making angled runs into the box.

Only one red can go into the outside wide channel 
to defend, allowing the blue wide player to get a cross 
into the box with relative ease. 

The blue number 8 and the blue number 10 should 
make attacking runs to get into cut-back positions  
and make angled runs off the cross.

We play for four blocks of six minutes?

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
We want to see attackers making well-timed 
movements and demonstrating an alertness  
for any second phase finishing opportunities. 

We want to see third man runs away from the 
ball, while wing backs should get high and look to 
play off the shoulder. Midfield players should make 
runs into the box for cut-back finishes.

We want to see defenders tracking runners, 
making blocks and being alert to defend against 
second phase attacks.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Players can sometimes tend to rush things. They 
should try to be patient in the attack, as the 
intensity can still be high without forcing the play. 
Players should control the ball speed by dictating 
the tempo and should be able to quicken the game 
when they want to score

Another typical mistake players tend to make is 
to switch off in the second phase of the attack. It’s 
important for both the attackers and the defenders 
to remain alert and either score or defend quickly 
on transition.

Once the blues have created 
a crossing or scoring chance 
and the ball is dead, a 
second ball is served in by 
the coach for a 3v2 attack 
inside the penalty area

The reds press and 
if they win the ball 
before the blues can 
cross or shoot in 
either the first or the 
second attack, then 
they can break out  
and counter-attack 
the other end

The blue attackers make 
angled runs to receive and 
shoot

1

3

2



141414

A UEFA Pro Licence holder, Chris Beech 
began his football career for his hometown 
club, Blackpool, playing under manager Sam 
Allardyce. After stints with Hartlepool United 
and Huddersfield Town, he finally retired in  
2004 while playing for Rochdale.

Turning to coaching, he worked with the U12s 
at Bury before impressing as the club’s youth 
team manager. He subsequently returned to 
former club, Rochdale, to work with the youth 
team, and he also enjoyed a month as caretaker 
manager in their 2011-12 League One campaign. 
He was promoted to assistant manager in 2013, 
a role he held at Spotland for nearly six years. 

He was appointed manager of League Two  
club Carlisle United in November 2019.

MANAGER PROFILE 

CHRIS BEECH 
CARLISLE UNITED

“This session gives players an 
understanding of how to help 
team mates create the space 
to receive”

SESSION 

MOVEMENT TO 
RECEIVE THE BALL
This session is all about encouraging 
players to constantly make angles to  
get on the ball. It’s about providing 
space for others and options for the 
player in possession.

It’s an engaging session because 
players constantly demand to receive 
the ball and they do it with enthusiasm. 
It gives the players an understanding 
of how to help team mates create the 
space to receive the pass and it works 
on the quality of the pass to help a 
quick progression to the player receiving. 
It also helps players improve their 
awareness, both on and off the ball.

We would run this session once a week 
or every two weeks. We would definitely 
run certain parts of the session every 
week in the build-up to a match day. 
We use it to refocus the style of play 
we want from the team, no matter the 
opposition we are facing.

14
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We set up a passing box of 10x10 yards, with four 
mannequins inside the box, as shown [1]. We’re using 
four outfield players, with one positioned on each 
side of the box. The players pass the ball around 
the box, from one side to the other or through the 
mannequins. We want to see the players alert and 

UNOPPOSED PASSING BOXES

[1]

CHRIS BEECH
MOVEMENT TO  
RECEIVE THE BALL

“We want to see the players constantly moving from 
side to side to change the angle of passing”

on their toes, constantly moving from side to side to 
change the angle of passing.

We would use the full squad for this and run five 
boxes concurrently. We would run this for two blocks 
of 10 minutes, with one minute’s work followed by 
one minute’s rest.

1

2

3

Attack!

10

10

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

Session time:  
Unopposed passing boxes: 
20mins
Unopposed attacks: 
20mins
11v11 game: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

One player is 
positioned on 
each side of 
the box 

The players pass the ball 
from one side to another or 
through the mannequins

The players 
should be 
constantly 
moving from 
side to side 
to change 
the angle of 
passing

1

2

3



1616

1
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3

Attack!

10

10

“We’re using a team of 10 players who attack unopposed and 
they must build up play and try to score in the goal”

UNOPPOSED ATTACKS

[2]

CHRIS BEECH 
MOVEMENT TO RECEIVE THE BALL

We set up a playing area on half a pitch with a goal 
and a goalkeeper at one end and 10 mannequins 
representing the opposition, positioned in team  
shape as shown [2].

We’re using two teams of 10 players who take 
turns to attack unopposed and they must build up 
play and try to score in the goal. Play starts with 

the goalkeeper throwing or kicking the ball to the 
opposition’s back four and the team builds up play 
through the mannequins. We want to see players 
moving in relation to the movement of the ball, using 
quick forward passes. On the coach’s call, they must  
attack the goal and try to score.

We play for 20 minutes.

Play starts 
with the 
goalkeeper 
throwing or 
kicking the ball 
to the opposite 
back four

The team 
builds 
up play 
through the 
mannequins 
by making 
quick 
forward 
passes 
where 
possible

On the 
coach’s 
call, the 
team must 
attack the 
goal and 
score

1

2

3
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1
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3

Attack!

10

10

CHRIS BEECH 
MOVEMENT TO RECEIVE THE BALL

11v11 GAME

[3]

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
We want to see the whole team using the correct 
movement in relation to the movement of the ball, 
enabling players to have options to get on the 
ball and maintain a secure shape in transitions of 
possession.

All players must remain focused but relaxed in 
order to provide quality on the ball and they must 
have an awareness of the picture unfolding around 
them at all times. 

We want to see players moving the ball at the 
correct speed and with a tempo of play that 

enables them to exploit spaces that open up. 
The players should also make sure they are in an 
efficient team shape on regaining the ball.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Sometimes players stop making angles when 
they think they won’t get the ball. To solve this 
the players must make good movements off the 
ball and when on the ball they must show they 
understand the type and quality of pass that  
leads to a breakdown in play.

We make sure teams play at match speed and we 
don’t let each part of the session go on for too long 
to keep it fresh and sharp.

We set up on a full pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper 
at each end. We’re using 20 outfield players split into 
two teams of 11 including goalkeepers.

We play a normal 11v11 game, focusing on the principles 
of the session when in possession in the attacking half. 
Play starts and restarts from the goalkeeper, as shown [3]. 

We make sure players keep in a good team shape 
ready for transitions in possession, so they can exploit 
opportunities when attacking and are able to revert to 

a good recovery shape if the ball is given away.
We encourage players to make their own pictures 

on the pitch to create opportunities by receiving the 
ball on the half turn. We also want to see that players 
know how to help the player they are passing to and 
that players are always moving in relation ball. They 
should also demonstrate they are clinical with the 
final pass, cross or shot.

We play for 20 minutes.

Play 
starts and 
restarts 
from the 
goalkeeper 

Play a normal 11v11 game, focusing on 
the principles of the session when in 
possession in the attacking half

Players 
should keep 
a good team 
shape and 
should be 
moving in 
relation ball

1

2

3
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Sam Rose is a professional development phase 
lead coach at Burton Albion academy. After a spell 
at Derby County as a community coach, he joined 
Burton in 2010 as the club opened its centre of 
excellence. Rose has worked as a foundation 
phase lead coach and head of coaching and has 
been leading the U18s programme since the 2015-
16 season. Holder of the UEFA ‘A’ Licence, the FA 
Advanced Youth Award, a BSc (Hons) in Sport and 
Exercise Science, and a graduate of the Premier 
League’s Elite Coach Apprenticeship Scheme 
(ECAS), he works closely with the academy 
manager and coaching staff to help develop 
players for the first-team.

MANAGER PROFILE 

SAM ROSE 
BURTON ALBION 
ACADEMY

SESSION 

PLAYING FORWARD 
FROM THE 
DEFENSIVE THIRD
This session is aimed at developing a 
team’s decision making in possession 
when playing against an opposition that 
press high. The session is set up as a 
phase of play, using three quarters of a 

pitch, and involving at least two full units 
of two teams – for example, the 4-4 part 
of a 4-4-2 versus the 3-3 part of a 4-3-3. 
However, the closer the team organisation 
looks to the 11v11 game, the better for the 
realism of the practice.

Playing out short against a high press 
is a common theme in both development 
and performance football and it is this 
trend that can sometimes override a 
rational approach to restarts from the 
goalkeeper when in possession of the 
ball in the defensive third, with teams 
at both development and performance 
level playing out from the back at every 
opportunity, even when the opposition is 
set up to press high. Whilst it is important 
to develop well rounded players capable of 
receiving and playing under pressure, it is as 
important to develop decision making and 
an understanding of how and when to play 
forward, and to balance risk and reward. 

This session aims to develop all of 
the opportunities to play forward that a 
team has when building possession from 
the defensive third, linking the purpose 
of having possession of the ball to the 
outcomes on the pitch – playing forward 
and creating scoring opportunities. This 
session challenges players to embrace 
the significance of varying their build-up 
play, particularly when some players and 
teams are reluctant to play longer passes, 
or to play and run to spaces in-behind 
the opposition, or to take a more direct 
approach to their play.

The session also gives the coaching team 
the opportunity to coach principles of play 
both in and out of possession. Working as 
a coaching pair to ‘cancel each other out’ 
is a good way to create challenges and 
realism in the session (with one coach 
working with the team playing forward 
and the other coach working with the 
pressing team), and ultimately to create 
an environment that stresses the players’ 
decision making and tactical awareness. 

Setting the session up with a scenario 
also adds to the returns and can help 
achieve different outcomes. For example, 
the attacking team is 1-0 up, or the 
attacking team is 2-0 down. Doing so 
asks the players to link the state of the 
game to their decision making with the 
ball as a team or unit, and ultimately to 
strive for the desired outcome with the 
ball; creating a chance to score and/or 
minimising the risk of conceding a goal in 
a counter-attack.

18
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We set up on three quarters of a pitch with a goal and 
goalkeeper at one end and three small goals at the 
other end. We’re using 18 outfield players. The attacking 
red team has the goalkeeper and is set up with a 
back four, two midfield players and a front three. The 
blue defending team is set up with a back four, three 
midfield players and a front two. This organisation gives 
the coaches the opportunity to work with teams linked 
to both 4-4-2 and 4-3-3 formations.

The session set-up is simple and has the aim of 
replicating the game as closely as possible. The 
session starts with the red goalkeeper taking a goal 
kick, as shown [1a]. The aim for the red team is to 
build up play and score in one of the three small 
goals, while the aim for the blue team is to win 
possession of the ball and score in the main goal. 

DECISION MAKING WHEN PLAYING OUT FROM THE BACK

SAM ROSE
PLAYING FORWARD 
FROM THE 
DEFENSIVE THIRD

“The session allows the coach to develop decision 
making and to give technical and tactical detail linked  

to playing forward from the defensive third”

In this example, let’s say the attacking team (the 
reds) are 2-0 down with 30 minutes remaining. Setting 
this scenario will create a sense of urgency amongst 
the red team, encouraging them to create as many 
opportunities to score in the small goals as possible, 
with the blues working harder to defend their lead and 
create counter-attacking opportunities.

 Coaching the principles of play to the team  
in possession.
With the attacking team (the reds) 2-0 down and not 
in control of the game, it is their aim to gain control 
of the momentum and to maximise the opportunities 
they have to score, and of course to avoid conceding a 
third goal. The emphasis is therefore on their decision 
making and the outcomes with the ball. 
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[1a]

Area:  
Three quarters of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 1 full 
size goal, 3 small goals

Number of Players:  
18 players + 1 goalkeeper
Session time:  
Session: 30mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

This is the set up 
for playing out 
from the back, with 
the goalkeeper 
playing out via the 
red number 5. The 
attacking scenario 
takes shape from 
there 

The aim 
for the red 
attacking 
team is to 
score in one 
of the three 
small goals

The aim for the 
blue defending 
team is to win 
possession of 
the ball and 
counter-attack 
the main goal

1

2

3
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[1b]

SAM ROSE 
PLAYING FORWARD FROM THE DEFENSIVE THIRD

The coach working with the opposition blue team 
will highlight the importance of regaining the ball, 
and therefore the blues are likely to make one of 
two decisions: to press high in the hope of regaining 
the ball around the goal, or to drop off and look 
to counter-attack from deeper in the pitch. This is 
where the session now allows the coach of the reds 
to develop decision making and to give technical and 
tactical detail linked to playing forward from the 
defensive third. The reds will either have space to 
play in front of or in behind the blue team, and the 
outcomes of their decisions here will likely affect the 
overall outcome of the session and the game scenario.

 Creating the opportunity to play forward 
against a high press.
Balancing risk and reward here is important for the 
red players, and so is the team shape. The reds should 
create support for the ball and different options to 
play forward from the goalkeeper, and/or the player in 
possession. In the diagram [1b], the red team stretch 
the pitch to create height, width and depth, creating as 
much space as possible, therefore giving the blue team 
a bigger area to defend, and importantly, giving the red 
goalkeeper options to play short, long, wide and central.

 Creating and playing into an overload.
Now that the red team have stretched the pitch, they 
have the opportunity to play short and long. The key 
here is for the goalkeeper (or player in possession 
of the ball) to identify the overload – a red front six 

against a blue back five, as shown [1b], or a red back 
six against a blue front four, as shown [1c], and to play 
quickly and effectively into that area of the pitch.

 Playing to the space in-behind.
Whether the team has played short or long, the 
emphasis must now be on playing away from pressure 
and into space. This is often either between the lines, 
or in-behind. Playing and running in-behind from 
the defensive/midfield third is an effective way of 
stretching the pitch; causing the opposition to drop 
deeper and creating spaces/passes between the lines, 
all helping to create time on the ball and opportunities 
to play forward, bypassing the press. Challenging the 
players’ decision making as to when they play short, to 
feet and in front of the opposition press, rather than 
looking to play and run forward and into space here 
is important. Passes through the pitch/opposition and 
into space will have massive benefits when playing 
against a high press in forcing the opposition to drop 
deeper and/or recover to defend their goal. 

The red team’s number 7, number 9 and number 11 
have a responsibility to hold their positions, creating 
height and width, and with well-timed movement 
and forward passes, to create opportunities to 
receive in behind. The number 8 also has the 
responsibility to run forward to create an overload in 
support of the ball. It’s important here to also coach 
the actions of the red backline once the ball has 
been played forward, making sure that they ‘play-up, 
move-up, close-up’!

Now the red team has stretched the pitch, 
they have the opportunity to play short and 
long. The key here is for the goalkeeper (or the 
player in possession of the ball) to identify 
the overload and play the pass accordingly

In this phase 
of play, the red 
front six have an 
overload against 
a blue back five

The players must 
play quickly and 
effectively, using 
longer passes to 
make use of the 
overload up front 
and get in behind 
the defenders

1
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SAM ROSE 
PLAYING FORWARD FROM THE DEFENSIVE THIRD

[1c]

“For this 
session 

to be 
successful, 

players 
must be 

comfortable 
playing and 
receiving 

under 
pressure”

COACHING POINTS
How do I progress the session?
Good players will quickly recognise how to beat 
the session and find ways to create success under 
the conditions. It is the coach’s responsibility to 
continue to challenge players and stress their 
decision making, linked to the state of the game. 

Players may also switch off from the theme and 
potentially resist the need to be more direct in 
their play and run in behind, or to sit off and not 
press with match intensity, as this is physically 
challenging. The coach should encourage players to 
stay engaged with the theme, the scenario and their 
specific technical/tactical responsibilities within the 
session. The coach should look for opportunities to 
positively reinforce good decisions/actions and to 
give feedback/instruction when the players don’t 
achieve the desired outcomes.

What are the key things to look for?
Both teams will need to have a good understanding 
of the basic attacking and defending principles 
of play, as well as good technically ability. This is 
a tactical practice, and therefore isn’t the type 
of session that creates opportunities for much 
technical development. That will occur in the lead-in 

session or throughout the remainder of the training 
week. For this session to be successful, players must 
be comfortable playing and receiving under pressure, 
with the ability to turn, play forward and play a 
variety of short and longer passes.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Undoubtedly players will over-play, complicate 
things and take too many touches. Of course, 
there are times in a game when it is appropriate 
to stay on the ball and put passes together, but 
this isn’t that type of session. Ideally, the red team 
will create lots of opportunities to score in the 
three small goals. The likelihood is that they won’t 
achieve this by playing slowly and overcomplicating 
their play if the opposition are pressing effectively.

How long does the session last?
This is the type of session that can’t be rushed. 
Trying to improve tactical awareness and to get the 
optimum repetition of decision making takes time. 
It’s worth allocating at least 30 minutes to this 
session. Giving the session a bit of time to develop 
is important. It may not be until later in the session 
that the best learning takes place, when the session 
finds a natural ebb and flow, and both teams have 
chance to settle in to the scenario.

In this 
scenario the 
opposition 
blues are 
pressing high

The red back six are playing against 
a blue front four and must recognise 
this as an opportunity to pass short, 
using the space between the lines to 
get forwards and beat the high press 

1

2
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Starting her elite football career at Liverpool 
FC girls Centre of Excellence in 2009, Vicky 
Jepson has since progressed through every 
age group of the women and girls talent 
pathway. Throughout her 12 years at Liverpool 
FC, Vicky managed Liverpool Women U23s and 
also volunteered as a first-team analyst with 
Liverpool Women’s first team as they became 
back to back WSL champions. 

After winning the FA Female Development 
Coach of the Year award in 2015, Vicky also 
spent time working within England’s national 
team setup with the WU17 national team during 
the 2018 season, achieving qualification to the 
European Championship finals in Lithuania. 
Vicky went on to become the LFC Women’s first-
team assistant manager before quickly being 
promoted to manager of the team in the FA WSL 
and then the FA Women’s Championship.

MANAGER PROFILE 

VICKY JEPSON 
LMA AMBASSADOR

“I chose this session as it 
played an important part in 
the process of preparing our 
Liverpool team when playing 
against other WSL teams”

SESSION 

TRANSITION FROM 
DEFENCE TO ATTACK
This session is all about counter-
attacking and making the quick 
transition from defence to attack.  
It rehearses players in the movements 
needed to trigger the attack and 
focuses on the movements of the 
numbers 7, 11 and 9 and the passing 
quality to ignite the attack and to 
exploit the space in behind. It’s all 
about finding forward passes to players 
in the pockets and in the half spaces 
and it helps players to find the forward 
runs beyond the back line.

I chose this session because it formed 
an important part in the process of 
preparing our Liverpool team when we 
were due to face WSL teams who played 
expansive and who possessed the ball 
with quality thanks to the world class 
players within their squads. 

When aiming to control the game 
without possession, it’s important that 
there is belief and a clarity on how we 
get success when we regain the ball 
so we can exploit the space with our 
pace in behind. This type of session 
plan contributed to our team competing 
against top flight WSL teams such as 
Arsenal, Chelsea and Manchester United.

This is a typical session I would run 
relating back to our game plan when 
playing against top flight opponents, 
drawing them onto us while controlling 
the game without the ball and waiting 
for the regains of possession. It works 
on light switch moments to exploit the 
space in behind.
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We set up on two thirds of a pitch with a goal and 
goalkeeper at one end. Four mannequins are positioned 
as shown. We’re using 12 players split evenly into two 
groups. Players are set up on cones in their positions, 
representing number’s 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 and 11. 

Play begins with the reds. The red number 8 passes 

TECHNICAL UNOPPOSED DRILL

[1a]

VICKY JEPSON
TRANSITION FROM 
DEFENCE TO ATTACK

to the number 11. The number 11 cuts inside to receive 
the ball and drives towards the defender mannequin, 
playing a pass in behind the mannequin for the red 
number 9 to make a blindside run to receive and finish 
on goal, as shown [1a]. The red players each rotate to 
the next station ready for their turn to go again.

Area:  
Up to full pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
4 mannequins,  
2 full size goal

Number of Players:  
Up to 20 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
Technical unopposed drill: 
20mins
Tactical conditioned 11v11: 
30mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play begins 
with the 
red number 
8 passing 
to the red 
number 11

The red number 11 cuts inside to receive and drives forward 
with the ball, playing a pass in behind the mannequin 

The red number 9 makes a 
blindside run to receive and 
then finishes on goal

1

2
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[1b]

[1c]

VICKY JEPSON 
TRANSITION FROM DEFENCE TO ATTACK

The sequence is repeated on the opposite wing of 
the pitch with the blues, starting with a pass from the 
number 6 to the number 7, who cuts inside to receive 
before driving forwards and playing the ball in behind 
the mannequin. The blue number 9 makes a blindside 
run to receive the ball and finishes on goal, as shown 

[1b]. The blue players then rotate to the next station.
We can progress the activity by running the same 

sequence but instead of running on to have a shot at 
goal after receiving, the number 9 would turn and cross 
for the number 10 to shoot instead, as shown [1c].

We play for 20 minutes.

“We progress 
the activity 
by running 
the same 
sequence 

but instead 
of running 

on to have a 
shot at goal, 
the number 
9 would turn 
and cross”

The previous 
sequence is 
repeated on the 
opposite wing 
of the pitch, 
starting with a 
pass from the 
blue number 
6 to the blue 
number 7

The blue number 7 cuts inside to receive before driving 
forwards and playing the ball in behind the mannequin

The blue 
number 9 
makes a 
blindside 
run and 
finishes 
on goal

Progress the activity by running the same sequence but 
instead of running on to have a shot at goal, the number 9 
turns and crosses for the number 10 to shoot at goal 

1

1
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VICKY JEPSON 
TRANSITION FROM DEFENCE TO ATTACK

TACTICAL CONDITIONED 11v11

[2a]

We set up on a full size pitch with a goal and a 
goalkeeper at each end. Two ten-yard zones are marked 
across the width of the pitch on one side of the halfway 
line, as shown, and restrictions apply in the zones. 
We’re using 20 outfield players and two goalkeepers, 
split evenly into two teams of 11. The teams are set up 
with the red team attacking in a 4-2-3-1 formation and 
defending in a 4-4-1-1 formation, and with the blue team 

attacking in a 4-4-2 diamond formation and using a 
medium block when defending. Blue players 4 and 5 start 
in the blue zone and blue number 2 and 3 start in the 
opposition half. The red number 9 starts in the red zone.

Play always begins with one of the coaches passing 
to either the blue number 4 or 5, who look to combine 
and pass into their attacking players in the opposition 
half, as shown [2a]. The blues should build up play 
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The red number 9 
starts in the red zone. 
The reds attack in a 
4-2-3-1 formation and 
defend in a 4-4-1-1

Blue players 4 and 5 start in the blue zone and 
blue numbers 2 and 3 start in the opposition half. 
The blues attack in a 4-4-2 diamond formation 
and use a medium block when defending

Play always begins with one of the 
coaches passing to either the blue 
number 4 or 5, who combine and 
work the ball to their attacking 
players in the opposition half

If the reds win the 
ball, they must 
quickly transition 
to counter-attack
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[2b]

VICKY JEPSON 
TRANSITION FROM DEFENCE TO ATTACK

and try to score in the goal at the end they are 
attacking, but if the reds win the ball, they quickly 
transition to counter-attack and try to get their 
number 9 and number 10 into positions to score  

goals, as shown [2b]. As soon as the ball enters the 
red zone there are no longer any restrictions and 
players can move freely.

We play for 30 minutes.

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look out for?
We want to see the reds defending with a good 
shape, using a narrow and compact mid block, 
denying forward play and back pressing if their line 
gets broken by a pass or dribble.

We also want to see a fast attacking transition on 
winning the ball, with players reacting with speed 
and an awareness to play forwards.

We want to see good supporting movements from 
the red 9, 7 and 11, who should counter-attack the 
space behind the opposition. 

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Timing of movement and quality of the pass is 
vital to exploit space in behind. Having a member 
of staff to manage the offside line can help with 
managing the timing of the movement into those 
key areas.

How would I put this in a game situation?
We would finish with an 11v11 free play game lasting 
10 minutes with the ball rolling the whole time.

“We want to see a fast attacking transition on winning the ball, with 
players reacting with speed and an awareness to play forwards”

The reds must 
try to get their 
number 9 and 
number 10 
into positions 
to score goals

The reds counter-attack. As soon as 
the ball enters the red zone, there 
are no restrictions and the restricted 
players can move freely

2

1
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I once watched a wonderful clip on YouTube that 
involved the late Apple founder, Steve Jobs. It’s quite 
old now and the footage isn’t so great, but it’s still 
compelling viewing.

The footage was taken at a time when Steve Jobs 
had just returned to Apple after a period away from 
the company he had originally formed. In it he’s 
seen taking questions from Apple employees. One 
question in particular stopped him in his tracks. He 
was challenged strongly by a member of the audience 
who suggested that a new product they had recently 
released was inferior to an older version of a similar 
product. The employee put up a technical argument 
by way of explanation. His statement and subsequent 
question was likely designed to antagonise the 
returning CEO.

And then? Silence! A long pause. Steve Jobs 
considering his response, calculating his answer.

And when he did answer the question, he did so 
slowly, carefully, building speed as his confidence 
grew in what he was saying. He explained that, in his 
opinion, great products are only great if the customer 
enjoys using them. It’s the customer experience that 
matters, more so than the technology.

“You’ve got to start with the customer experience 
and work backwards to the technology.”

I suggest reading that, and then reading it again.
I have no idea if the employee was appeased by 

the Apple founder’s answer, but it demonstrates the 
different lenses people can see things through. The 
employee, probably a techy kinda guy, looked to the 
efficacy of the technology. Steve Jobs, the marketeer, 
looked at how the public would view the experience 
of using the product. So what has this got to do with 
coaching football? A lot! Allow me to play with the 
idea of putting ‘engagement first’.

ENGAGE YOUR PLAYERS
SPORT PSYCHOLOGIST DAN ABRAHAMS EXAMINES THE IMPORTANCE OF ENGAGING YOUR 
PLAYERS WITH THE TRAINING ACTIVITIES YOU RUN

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

“It’s a useful idea to picture 
the engagement you want 
your players to have”
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ENAGEMENT FIRST
“You’ve got to start with your players’ engagement 
first and work backwards to the X’s and O’s.”

When you sit down to write your activities, it’s a 
useful idea to start by picturing the engagement you 
want your players to have before you get into the X’s 
and 0’s, before you get to your principles of play or 
your game models. Why? Because your job as a coach 
becomes much easier when you’re able to engage your 
players. Learning starts with engagement. Competing 
starts with engagement. 

If you want to engage players you have to captivate 
their interest. You have to hold their attention. You have 
to give them an experience that’s meaningful to them.

I remember several years ago witnessing a player 
collapse on the ground, exhausted after a training 
session. One hand to his head, another clasping his 
side, I asked him if he was ok. He sat up, a big smile 
enveloping his face, sweat dispersed across his 
cheeks: “Yeah, that was great. I loved every minute  
of that, it was so much fun.” 

Sweat and smiles, sweat and smiles!
When you sit down to write your session plan, 

think about how you’re going to engage them. Aim 
for an opening activity that helps them release a hit 
of dopamine (their ‘interest’ hormone). How? Well, 
you can start with something that activates them 
physically, but also mentally. Something unusual, 
perhaps something they haven’t seen before. With  
or without a ball. A ball at their feet or in their hands. 
A game of tag. Humans are designed to pay attention 
to the ‘new’, so give them a novel activity at the start 
of your sessions as often as possible. By stretching 
them in the first activity, you support their learning 
and performance in the subsequent activities.

Stretch and support, stretch and support!

GET PLAYERS COMMUNICATING
Next, how about an activity that demands psycho-
social skills – an activity that incorporates leadership 
or teamship challenges, something that gets players 
communicating. It can be an activity as simple as 
a keep-ball or a small-sided game, but with an 
emphasis on players leading each other or helping 
each other’s team. It could be an activity that asks 
them to find a solution together – problem-solving 
activities turn up the volume of attention and turn 
down the volume of boredom. Puzzles that demand a 
combined effort help players engage as a unit, and not 
as separate entities.

Ask yourself: what do I want players to experience 
internally? How do I want them to work together? 
What feelings do I want coursing through their body? 
What questions do I want them asking? How do I want 
to open the session to help build engagement, and 
how do I want to close it to heighten curiosity?

When you take time to brainstorm the kind of 
experiences you want to surprise and delight your 
players with, then you give yourself a better chance 
to engage players, and to subsequently help them 
become better learners and improved competitors. 

Remember, your sessions don’t end when they end. 
Your players carry your sessions home with them. 
They reflect on them, they picture them, they question 
them, and they build joy and confidence around them. 
Just like Steve Jobs, your responsibility is great – far 
wider than the X’s and O’s. 

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

“Problem-solving activities turn up the volume of 
attention and turn down the volume of boredom”
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Whether your first step into management has been 
carefully planned or thrust upon you out of the 
blue, there is something unique about the mix of 
excitement and anxiety that comes with the first 
days of the job. Even experience in an assistant or 
supporting role won’t fully prepare you for the mental 
challenges of being in charge, with all the pressure 
and responsibilities that it entails. There are, however, 
things you can do to get ready to lead, starting with 
these five areas of focus…

1CLARIFY YOUR VALUES AND PRINCIPLES
Perhaps the single most important piece of work 

you can do ahead of starting your first job is to get 
clear on what your leadership values and principles are. 
Numerous pieces of leadership research tell us that we 
are more likely to follow, engage with and be motivated 
by someone who is clear on what they stand for and 
who demonstrates those beliefs consistently.

PREPARING TO LEAD

What can your players expect from you? How will 
you show up for your staff every day? What is your 
core belief about people and leadership, and how are 
you going to live that every day?

2DEVELOP DIFFERENT CONNECTIONS
If you’re moving out of the dressing room and into 

the manager’s office, one of the biggest changes early 
on is likely to be the nature of your relationships.

You will never be able to have quite the same 
connection with a group of players again. With this 
in mind, it is vital to develop a new, different set of 
connections in order to avoid the sense of isolation 
that many managers feel.

If you have the opportunity to recruit your own staff, 
they can form part of the group that gives you that 
important social connection, but you also need to 
think beyond this. Who will you spend time with away 
from work? Who are your trusted confidants? Who will 

A LITTLE PREPARATION CAN MAKE THE TRANSITION TO FULL-TIME MANAGEMENT LESS 
OF A PSYCHOLOGICAL SHOCK TO THE SYSTEM.

MANAGEMENT MATTERS 
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give you energy when you need it and who can help 
you to relax? When things are at their toughest, who 
are the best people to spend time with?

You will need your connections at the most 
difficult of times, so don’t leave relationships and 
support to chance.

3PRIORITISE RECOVERY
Too many managers think that relentlessness 

is the foundation of success, but you can’t expect 
yourself to perform at your best without structured 
rest and recovery.

Recovery should be viewed as an important 
performance factor, and as such it must be scheduled, 
protected and regular. As a new manager, there is 
so much to learn, and so many new situations will 
challenge you mentally and drain your energy. The idea 
that it is healthy and productive to work at maximum 
capacity every day for the season and recuperate 
afterwards is outdated. Schedule social time, exercise, 
family and relaxation and stick to the schedule diligently.

4EMPOWER PEOPLE
There might be a temptation in your first job 

to stay in firm control by doing everything yourself. 
However, a consistent trait of genuinely confident 
leaders is their ability to relinquish power. Doing so 
means forward planning.

If you’re clear on your values and principles, it should 
be easier to decide what you do and what others will be 
responsible and accountable for. It also helps if you are 
able to recruit your own staff, with an understanding of 
what you need them to deliver and how.

Whether or not you hire your own staff, it’s important 
to set people clear goals and expectations, then let 
them get on with doing their jobs. If they underperform 
or under-deliver, manage them, but also remember to 
give them feedback on good work so they can learn, 
progress and be more willing to do it again. 
Delegation can itself take time, so ideally all 
of this should be planned ahead of your first 
day in the job.

5SELF-LEADERSHIP AND 
WELLBEING

When preparing for large-scale change, 
there are four critical areas for 
self-leadership and wellbeing. 
These should be developed 
ahead of your first role 
to give a solid emotional 
base for the challenges 
and excitement ahead:
Self-efficacy – the 

sense that you can make 
a difference, learn and 
overcome challenges. 
This can be developed 

MANAGEMENT MATTERS 
PREPARING TO LEAD

by reflecting on previous successes and by gathering 
feedback from others.

Self-esteem – by focusing on times when you have 
had a positive impact on others and contributed to 
challenging situations, you will increase the value you 
place in yourself.
Resilience – the ability to recover from challenges 

is an innate one. Spending time reviewing situations 
when you have overcome difficulties further develops 
resilience.
Self-confidence – the core emotional state of 

trust in yourself is crucial for optimal performance 
and decision making. Reflect on situations when you 
felt naturally confident and imagine yourself in other 
more challenging situations feeling just as confident. 
Remember, confidence is an internally generated state 
rather than something that develops as a result of 
external achievements.

Many managers run headlong into their first 
jobs without preparing themselves, mentally and 
emotionally, to face the myriad of decisions and the 
complex challenges that the job entails. With a solid 
foundation, based around the four critical areas, you’ll 
have the best chance of making the most of that first, 

crucial opportunity.
Give yourself time to consider the role from 

every angle. What will leadership mean to you? 
How will you live your values and principles? 
What are your motivations and hopes, and are 
your expectations realistic? Think, too, about 
who you will surround yourself with and what 

roles they might play, at work and away from it, 
and who you might turn to for support and 

advice. Leave nothing to chance, especially 
not your wellbeing.

This article is an extract from the LMA 
Mental Health and Resilience Guide.
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