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FROM THE CHAIRMAN 
Welcome to the August 2021 issue of Elite Soccer. 
In this month’s magazine we are delighted to have 
a Premier League defending session brought to us 
by the hugely respected Aston Villa manager Dean 
Smith and his former assistant John Terry. It’s a 
session focused on the back four and gets players 
to work hard on some of the real basics  
of defending.

Southend United manager, Phil Brown, worked 
in the Premier League when he was the boss of 
Hull City and in this issue of Elite Soccer, he has 
shared a realistic shooting and crossing drill for a 
front three. It’s a session that will help players to 
generate shots from the edge of the penalty box, 
from just inside the box and from crosses.  

Former Crawley Town manager Gabriele Cioffi is 
currently the assistant head coach of Italian Serie 
A side, Udinese. In this issue he shares a session 
aimed at showing centre backs how to build play 
from the back in the face of opposition pressure. 
It’s a transition session that teaches players they 
have to react quickly to defending a ball crossed in 
from the side after they have lost possession.  

Walsall academy manager, Miguel Llera, has 
written an easy to deliver training ground practice 
that will help players to understand the importance 
of efficient transitions and how vital they are to a 
successful team performance. 

To close the issue, Coventry United Ladies 
manager Jay Bradford shares her session on 
pressing from a mid-block. It’s an effective session 
that can be adapted to suit a variety of numbers and 
opposition formations.  

I hope you find that this month’s sessions will assist 
your coaching. We will return next month with five 
more thought provoking training sessions to help 
develop your team. 
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“We have a session from Villa manager 
Dean Smith and his assistant, John 
Terry, who was one of the greatest 
defenders to wear an England shirt”
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Dean Smith began his coaching career in 2005 
working with the youth players at Leyton Orient 
but it wasn’t long before he was appointed the 
club’s assistant manager, a position he occupied 
until January 2009. 

He subsequently became head of youth at 
Walsall, but in January 2011, with the team 
nine points adrift at the foot of League One, 
he accepted the role of caretaker manager. He 
successfully lifted the club out of the relegation 
zone and he was given the manager’s job on 
a permanent basis when safety was assured. 
He went on to lead Walsall to the final of the 
Football League Trophy in 2015 before leaving to 
manage Championship club Brentford. 

After a ninth place finish in his first season in 
charge, Smith substantially rebuilt the Brentford 
side and earned praise for creating a team that 
played attractive, passing football.

He was appointed as Aston Villa manager in 
October 2018 and took the club from 14th in the 
Championship to the Premier League in his first 
season. In 2020 he led the club to runners up 
spot in the League Cup.

He is a graduate of the LMA’s Certificate of 
Applied Management at Warwick University, a 
recipient of the LMA’s special achievement award, 
and a member of the LMA Board.

John Terry is a former England captain and 
a Chelsea legend. He has been assistant head 
coach of Aston Villa since October 2018 and was 
a vital part of the coaching team that oversaw 
Villa’s return to the Premier League in 2019.  

John left the club in July 2021 to pursue his 
own managerial aspirations.

MANAGER PROFILE 

DEAN SMITH & 
JOHN TERRY 
ASTON VILLA

“The players get out of it what they 
put in and they will find it beneficial 
to their roles within the team”

SESSION 

DEFENDING THE BOX
This session is all about the back four 
and the real basics of defending. It 
teaches players that if one player goes 
for a header, the other defenders should 
be covering around the area for any 
flick-ons that they can pick up.

When a player goes up for a header the 
other three defenders have to always 
anticipate their player will lose the 
ball and make sure they are covering 
at all times, we call this the “what if?” 
scenario. If your player wins the ball, 
squeeze up to become a back four again.

We always say to the players: ‘this is 
one of the most boring bits of the job’ 
but in some ways it’s one of the most 
critical. For that reason, it is something 
we would have as our focus on either a 
daily or a weekly basis. They might cover 
around 99 times in a season, but it’s 
that one time they don’t that could cost 
us three points and a league position, 
so it’s always really important to get the 
basics of defending right. If you do the 
basics really well, everything else should 
take care of itself.

The first bit of the session is not 
about the players enjoying it, but as 
they progress through the session, the 
players get out of it what they put in 
and they will find it beneficial to their 
roles within the team.

We would run this once or twice 
a week, usually on a Tuesday and a 
Thursday. The Tuesday session would 
be more about us and what our defence 
needs to focus on as a back four, 
whereas the Thursday would be more 
about the coming match and looking at 
the opposition players and what they do. 

We would hold a meeting before the 
session to focus on the opposition 
strikers and wingers. We take a look 
at what they tend to do, what foot 
they prefer, what their strengths and 
weaknesses are, and we get our players 
to consider whether they need to show 
their opponent inside or outside and 
whether they need to press them and 
be engaging them in and around the box.

4
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We set up for a moving and covering activity in 
the final third of the pitch with four mannequins 
positioned, as shown, and a further mannequin on 
each of the wings. Two small goals are positioned on 
the edge of the final third to be used in a later part of 
the session and a full size goal is in its usual position. 
We’re using eight outfield players, split into a blue 
back four and a red back four.

PRESS AND RECOVER

[1a]

DEAN SMITH & JOHN TERRY
DEFENDING THE BOX

There is no ball in this part of the session as 
it’s all about the movement by the defenders. 
When the coach calls the colour of a mannequin, 
the players react accordingly and take up 
positions relative to the colour of mannequin 
called, as shown [1a]. 

When the coach calls the colour of a different 
mannequin, the players reposition themselves 

Area:  
Final third of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
6 mannequins,  
2 small target goals,  
1 full size goal

Number of Players:  
8 players + 1 goalkeeper
Session time:  
Press and recover: 5mins
Defending crosses: 6mins
Defending the box: 7mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

When the coach calls the 
colour of a mannequin, the 
players react accordingly and 
take up positions relative to 
the colour of mannequin called

1
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[1b]

[1c]

DEAN SMITH & JOHN TERRY 
DEFENDING THE BOX

again, shifting as a unit, with the nearest player 
pressing the relevant mannequin, as shown [1b]. 

On calling a wide mannequin, the players must cover 
a greater area and position themselves accordingly, 
moving as a unit, as shown [1c].

We would run this in six blocks of 30 seconds, 
performed at increasing speeds.

“There is no ball in this part 
of the session as it’s all about 
movement by the defenders”

When the coach calls the colour of 
a different mannequin, the players 
reposition, shifting as a unit. The nearest 
player presses the relevant mannequin

On calling a wide mannequin, 
the players must cover a 
greater area and position 
themselves accordingly

1

1
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DEAN SMITH & JOHN TERRY 
DEFENDING THE BOX

DEFENDING CROSSES

[2a]

[2b]

We add a goalkeeper to the previous set-up and the 
small goals are now used as targets for an out ball 
from the defenders. We’re using a back four defending 
the goal and two wide attackers on each flank, who 
must combine at match tempo to deliver crosses into 
the penalty area. We want to see the back four focus 
on heading, making clearances into safe areas, and 
using clear communication and good covering play.

We use the mini goals as an out ball, can we turn 
our clearances into passes? These are the positions we 
work on our wide players to be in so we can get on the 

attack. If this isn’t possible, a good connection on the 
ball to put out for a throw in as we don’t take any risks.

When the wide players cross the ball into the 
penalty area, the defenders should position 
themselves to clear the ball into the small goals if 
possible, as shown [2a]. The coach stands outside 
the penalty area and can shoot at goal if he picks up 
any poor clearances. We run it with three sets of two 
crosses from each side and we change the back four.

Next we use the same set-up, but this time the 
goalkeeper starts play by passing the ball out wide 
to the opposition attacker and the full back must 
sprint out to try and block the cross, as shown 
[2b]. If he fails to block the cross, he must quickly 

The wide 
players 
combine at 
match tempo 
to cross the 
ball into the 
penalty area

The defenders should 
position themselves to clear 
the ball into the small goals

The coach stands outside the 
penalty area and can shoot at goal 
if he picks up any poor clearances

This time the goalkeeper starts play by passing 
the ball out wide to the opposition wide attacker

The full back must sprint out to try to block the cross2

1

1

23
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[2c]

[2d]

DEAN SMITH & JOHN TERRY 
DEFENDING THE BOX

recover back inside the penalty area to pick up any 
rebounds and knockdowns, while another defender 
protects the goalkeeper and a third covers him, as 
shown [2c]. If the cross reaches the opposite wing or 
is cleared there, play continues without interruption, 
with the wide attacker on that side crossing back 
into the penalty area and the back four positioning 

themselves accordingly, as shown [2d]. Again, the 
coach stands outside the penalty area and can shoot 
at goal if he picks up any poor clearances. We run 
it with three sets of two crosses from each side, 
changing the back four as needed.

If we have any extra players, we can progress the 
activity by getting them to act as strikers.

If the full back fails to block the cross, he must 
quickly recover back inside the penalty area to 
pick up any rebounds and knockdowns

Another defender drops to 
protect the goalkeeper and 
a third covers the skeeper

If the cross is 
cleared to the 
opposite wing, 
play continues 
without 
interruption, 
with the wide 
attacker on that 
side crossing 
back into the 
penalty area 

The back four position themselves 
according to the threat anad the 
nearest presses the ball

The coach stands outside the penalty 
area and can shoot at goal if he picks 
up any poor clearances.

2

1

3

1

2
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DEFENDING THE BOX

[3a]

DEAN SMITH & JOHN TERRY 
DEFENDING THE BOX

Using the same set-up as in the previous activity, 
the four attackers now position themselves as two 
strikers and two wide players. The back four line 
up as normal. The aim for the attackers is to try 
and circulate the ball to set up shooting or crossing 
opportunities.

The coach begins play with a shot at goal, which 
the defenders attempt to block. The goalkeeper 
collects the ball and distributes to one of the wide 
players, as shown [3a], while the nearest defender 
presses the ball. When the ball moves inside, the 
defenders move across as a unit, replicating the 

“We want to see the defending team shifting and moving together, getting 
pressure on the ball, stopping shots and clearing crosses”

The coach begins play with a shot at goal, 
which the defenders attempt to block 

The goalkeeper collects the 
ball and distributes to one of 
the wide attacking players

The nearest defender 
presses the ball

1

2

3
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DEAN SMITH & JOHN TERRY 
DEFENDING THE BOX

movements practised in the first exercise, as shown 
[3b]. When the ball goes into a crossing position, the 
defenders drop deeper with one defender protecting 
in front of the goalkeeper and one covering him 
behind, as shown [3c].

We want to see the defending team shifting 
and moving together, getting pressure on the ball, 
stopping shots and clearing crosses.

Play always restarts with a throw from the 
goalkeeper. We play for six minutes.

When the ball is played inside, 
the defenders move across as a 
unit, replicating the movements 
practised in the first exercise 

The nearest defender 
presses the ball

When the ball goes into a crossing 
position, the defenders drop deeper 

One defender drops to protect in 
front of the goalkeeper and one 
covers behind

21

12
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Phil Brown took his coaching badges while still 
a player at Bolton Wanderers and got his first 
taste of management as the club’s caretaker 
boss for six games in 1999. 

He was appointed manager of Derby County 
in 2005, but it was at Hull City that he enjoyed 
his first big managerial successes, leading the 
‘Tigers’ to promotion to the Premier League 
in 2008. He spent the following two seasons 
managing Hull in the top flight.

After a spell in charge of Preston North End, 
he went on to enjoy five years at Southend 
United, achieving promotion to League One via 
the playoffs. After spells in charge of Swindon 
Town and Hyderabad FC in the Indian Super 
League, Brown returned to Southend as manager 
in April 2021. 

MANAGER PROFILE 

PHIL BROWN 
SOUTHEND UNITED

“I like this session because the 
players need to work hard and 
have to be switched on ready 
for a shot”

SESSION 

FINISHING WITH 
REALISM
This is a shooting and crossing session 
for a front three, generating shots from 
the edge of the penalty box, just inside 
the box and from crosses. It tries to 
create realism and makes the players 
think about their next actions.

I like this session because the players 
need to work hard and have to be 
switched on ready for a shot, or ready 
for the next stage of the practice. It 
should be performed at a realistic 
match tempo or as close to match 
tempo as possible.

This session could run once a week, 
however I think it has more impact 
when we run it every other week. We 
would use it in a session when the units 
are split and when attacking players are 
away from the defensive units.

It’s a technical session so hitting the 
target is the most important aspect, 
however running it at match tempo does 
bring a physical element into play.

11
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We set up on the final third of the pitch, with a 
goal and a goalkeeper at one end and three cones 
positioned outside the penalty area as shown.  
A mannequin is positioned centrally on the edge  
of the penalty area to represent a defender.

This session can be for as few as three shooting 
players plus one goalkeeper, or a larger group of 

FINISHING PRACTICE

[1a]

PHIL BROWN
FINISHING  
WITH REALISM

“This session can be for as few as three shooting players plus one 
goalkeeper, or a larger group of players split into three groups”

players split into three groups with players taking 
turns to rotate in.

To start the session, the blue player at cone 1 plays 
a one-two with the red player on cone 2 and takes 
a shot at goal, as shown [1a]. The blue player then 
returns to cone 1 with a ball at his feet ready for his 
next action. 

1a

1b

1c

1d

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3

1
2 3

Area:  
Final third of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
1 mannequin,  
1 full size goal

Number of Players:  
At least 3 players  
+ 1 goalkeeper
Session time:  
Finishing practice: 15mins
Small sided game: 10mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 
The blue player at cone 1 plays a 
one-two with the red player on 
cone 2 and then takes a shot at 
goal before returning to cone 1

1
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“We want to see the players aware of the realism of 
the situation and playing with match day intensity”

[1b]

[1c]

PHIL BROWN 
FINISHING WITH REALISM

As soon as the first ball is dead, the red player at 
cone 2 has three touches to beat the mannequin and 
finish with a right footed shot, as shown [1b]. After 
the red player has had his shot he quickly runs around 
cone 3 and sprints to the byline to collect another 
ball passed in by the coach. While he is doing this, 
the yellow player at cone 3 runs diagonally to the 

mannequin, dropping a shoulder and meeting a pass 
rolled into the penalty spot from the blue player on 
cone 1. The yellow player shoots first time from just 
inside the penalty area. He should look to hit the 
corner of the goal, as shown [1c].

Meanwhile, at the end of his run around cone 3, 
the red player has received a ball from the coach on 

The red player at cone 2 has three 
touches to beat the mannequin and 
finish with a right footed shot 

After the red player has had his shot, he 
runs around cone 3 and sprints to the 
byline ready to collect another ball

The blue player on  
cone 1 rolls a pass 
towards the penalty spot 

The yellow player at cone 3 runs diagonally to the 
mannequin and meets the pass with a first time 
shot. He should look to hit the corner of the goal

21

1 2
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PHIL BROWN 
FINISHING WITH REALISM

[1d]

COACHING POINTS
How do I progress the session?
We can progress this activity by asking the red 
player starting on cone 2 to produce a different 
type of cross at the end of his run to the byline. 
Can he chip the ball to the back post, or as we call 
it, can he “stand it up”? Can he try a curled cross or 
a cross made closer to his strikers?

We could also progress the activity by asking the 
red player on cone 2 to set the blue player for a volley 
or a half volley for the first shot.

What are the key things to look for?
Technically, we are looking for players to hit the 
target, find the corners, adopt the correct body 
shape when finishing, and hit the ball with as clean 
a contact as possible.

Tactically, we want to see the players aware of 
the realism of the situation and playing with a 

match day intensity. To do this, they should be fully 
aware and switched on all the time.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Sometimes players have a tendency to switch off 
after their shot and are not ready for the next pass, 
shot or cross. Make sure they play with the intensity 
of a match day to make the finishing as realistic as 
possible.

How would I put this in a game situation?
We would take this into a 6v6 small sided game [not 
shown] on a playing area the size of two penalty 
boxes with a goal and a goalkeeper at each end. 
We would ask the players to recreate the same 
movements when linking up in front of goal. 

While we don’t have to finish the session with the 
small sided game, we feel that some players need 
to see the realism in what they have been working 
on. We would play four games of two minutes.

the byline and crosses into the goalmouth, where the 
yellow player has made a back post run and the blue 
player has made a run to the near post, as shown [1d]. 

After one of them finishes on goal and the ball is 
dead, the blue player moves to cone 2, the red player 
moves to cone 3 and the yellow layer moves to cone 1. 

The series of attacks is then repeated.
After a time limit or a specified number of cycles, 

the drill should be repeated, this time starting on the 
opposite side of the pitch.

We would usually play four blocks of three minutes, 
with one minute’s rest between.

At the end of his run around cone 3, the red 
player has received a ball from the coach on 
the byline and crosses into the goalmouth

The yellow 
player makes a 
back post run

The blue player 
has made a run to 
the near post

1

2 3
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Gabriele Cioffi started his coaching career at 
Carpi in his home country of Italy, where he 
served as an assistant coach for the 2012–13 
season. In July 2013 he was appointed as the 
head coach of Gavorrano but he soon relocated 
to Australia and worked for two years as a  
youth coach for Eastern United.

He subsequently moved to the United Arab 
Emirates, where he joined Henk Ten Cate’s 
coaching staff as assistant head coach with  
Al-Jazira. After helping the club to lift the UAE 
President’s Cup and then return to the Asian 
Champions League, Cioffi joined Gianfranco 
Zola’s coaching staff at Birmingham City in  
the EFL Championship.

In October 2017 he returned to the UAE to 
become assistant manager of Al Dhafra and  
he helped save the team from relegation. 

He then moved to England to take over as 
head coach of League Two club Crawley Town in 
September 2018 and he took them to the fourth 
round of the League Cup for the first time.

Gabriele Cioffi is currently the assistant head 
coach at Udinese Calcio in Italy’s Serie A.

MANAGER PROFILE 

GABRIELE CIOFFI 
UDINESE

“We believe that to give players 
confidence, you have to work, 
make mistakes, work on those 
mistakes and practise”

SESSION 

BUILDING UP AND 
TRANSITION TO 
DEFEND A CROSS
This session is about how we get our 
centre backs to build up play against 
two or three opponents (two strikers, or 
two strikers and one midfielder) and it 
helps players to understand what would 
be needed in the face of opposition 
pressure. It also teaches players that as 
soon as they lose the ball, they have to 
react to defending a cross from the side. 

We play with a back three at Udinese. 
Our main target is to maintain Serie 
A status but we want to do it playing 
football, not just fighting or giving only 
a defensive mindset. We want to instil 
the confidence of playing a proactive 
style of football with the understanding 
that, not being either Barcelona or 
Manchester City, there is the chance for 
us to make mistakes so we have to be 
sharp to react in emergency situations.

We are keen to give to our players as 
many tools as possible to be able to 
leave them to manage the unpredictable 
aspects of the game. We believe that 
to give players confidence, you have to 
work, make mistakes, work on those 
mistakes and practise, sometimes giving 
them the solution and sometimes letting 
them find it for themselves.

In a normal week from Sunday to 
Sunday, we are used to practising this 
session on a Friday, two days before the 
game in a low intensity session.

15
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We set up on half a pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper 
at one end and we position three small goals at the 
other end, each one in front of a training pole. We 
mark wide channels on either wing.

We’re using eight outfield players. The blue team 
is made up of three players, two of whom start by 
defending the small goals and a third who starts 
behind the central small goal waiting to be used. The 
opposing red team comprises of a back five, which is 
made up of three centre backs and two wing backs. 
The back five start in a compact line at the edge of 

BUILDING UP FROM THE DEFENSIVE THIRD

[1a]

GABRIELE CIOFFI
BUILDING UP AND  
TRANSITION TO  
DEFEND A CROSS

the penalty and they are defending the main goal and 
attacking the small goals.

Play starts with coach 1 throwing a high ball to the 
red team’s goalkeeper and at the same time the three 
red centre backs and the two wing backs spread out 
to the full width of the playing area. As soon as the 
goalkeeper catches the ball, he passes out to one of 
the centre backs, who combine with each other. After 
the centre backs have made a few passes between 
themselves, they switch the play to one of the wing 
backs out in the wide channels, as shown [1a].

Area:  
Half a pitch
Equipment: 
Balls, bibs, cones,  
3 training poles, 3 small 
goals, 2 full size goals 

Number of Players:  
Up to 11 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
Building up: 25mins
Progression: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play starts with 
coach 1 throwing 
a high ball to the 
goalkeeper, as the 
three red centre 
backs and two 
wing backs spread 
out to the full 
width of the pitch

After catching 
the ball, the 
keeper passes 
it to one of the 
centre backs, 
who combine 
with each other

After some combination play, the red 
centre backs switch the play to one 
of the wing backs in the wide channel. 
When the wing back has the ball under 
control, that ball is dead

3

1

2
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[1b]

[1c]

GABRIELE CIOFFI 
BUILDING UP AND TRANSITION TO DEFEND A CROSS

When the wing back receives the ball and has it 
under control, that ball is dead. The coach then plays 
a second ball to one of the red centre backs and the 
three of them attack the blue defenders and either try 
to score in one of the mini goals, as shown [1b], or drive 
with the ball past the training poles before stopping 
with the ball. The third blue defender can join in to 
stop the second attack if needed to make it a 3v3.

The moment the second attack is dead, coach 2 
plays a third ball to the red wing back that didn’t 
receive the ball in the first attack. The red wing back 
is now supporting a blue attack and drives down the 
wing, crossing into the penalty area for the three blues 
who try to score in the main goal, as shown [1c]. The 
three red centre backs must recover in a bottleneck 
and defend against the attack.

When the first ball 
is under the control 
of the wing back, the 
coach plays a second 
ball to one of the red 
centre backs

The three red 
centre backs 
must either try 
to score in the 
mini goals, or 
drive past the 
training poles 
with the ball

The third blue 
player can join 
in to stop the 
second attack 
if needed, 
making it a 3v3

The red wing backs 
remain passive in 
the second attack

4

1

2

3

When the 
second attack 
is dead, coach 
2 plays a third 
ball to the red 
wing back that 
didn’t receive 
the ball in the 
first attack 

The red wing back 
drives down the 
wing and crosses 
to the three blues, 
who try to score in 
the main goal

The three red 
centre backs 
recover and defend 
against the attack

1
2

3
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PROGRESSION

[2]

GABRIELE CIOFFI 
BUILDING UP AND TRANSITION TO DEFEND A CROSS

We now remove the mini goals and the training poles 
and set up on half a pitch with a full size goal at each 
end and we play a game. We add another goalkeeper 
and a second full size goal. As a first progression 
we add a playmaker to the red team’s back five and 
an additional player to the blue team and we ask 

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
When in possession of the ball, we want to see 
players starting from a position where they are 
close to each other in a compact shape. Then, as 
they build through the defensive third, they should 
spread out and cover the full width of the pitch.

We want to see accuracy and quality from players 
when we stretch the play. We also want to see the 
ball carrier driving into space if there is no pressure 
on him at the time. 

If we play against a team where the stretch of 
play is not effective, we put the focus on a fast 
shifting of the ball and on driving forwards to make 
the opponents react.

Off the ball, we want to see bottleneck recovery 
runs from the three centre backs to defend, with 
the first centre backs on the near post, and the 
other two in the middle and on the far post. 

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Often the centre backs don’t recognise when 
to drive on and when to play forwards, while 
sometimes the wing backs don’t exploit the full 
width of the pitch and they don’t keep up with play 
properly. When the ball is played to one wing back, 
after a shift of play the opposite wing back is often 
still open when we would like him tucked in.

Another common mistake occurs when the centre 
backs are off the ball – they look at the ball, losing 
the opponent’s position.

the blues to emulate the playing style of our next 
opponents. As a second progression we complete the 
red midfield by adding two midfielders and we also 
add another player to the blue team.

Play starts and restarts from the red team’s keeper. 
The red team should use the principles they learnt in 
the first activity and should begin each attack from 
a position of compactness (both the defence and the 
midfield) and then they spread out, as shown [2].

Add two 
midfielders and 
a playmaker to 
the red team 
and play a 
game using the 
principles the 
players learnt 
in the first 
activity

Add a pair of 
players to the 
blue team, who 
should emulate 
the style 
of the next 
opponents

Play starts 
and restarts 
from the red 
team’s keeper

The reds 
should 
begin each 
attack from 
a position of 
compactness 
and then 
spread out

4 1

2 3
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As a player, central defender Miguel Llera started 
his career in the lower leagues of Spanish 
football and played for numerous teams in 
England, including Milton Keynes Dons, Sheffield 
Wednesday and Charlton Athletic. 

The holder of UEFA Pro, A and B licences  
and a PDP Advanced Youth Award, Llera started 
his coaching career working with Sheffield 
Wednesday’s U14s and subsequently worked  
as a scout for the club.

He has also served as assistant manager of 
Sheffield FC and as manager of the reserve 
teams at Sheffield Hallam University.

In August 2017, he took on the role of 
professional development phase coach at 
Chesterfield and in July 2019 he was appointed 
academy manager at League Two club Walsall.

MANAGER PROFILE 

MIGUEL LLERA 
WALSALL

“This practice is easy to  
deliver and it will help players  
to understand the importance 
of efficient transitions”

SESSION 

ATTACKING 
AND DEFENDING 
TRANSITIONS
This session is focused on attacking and 
defending transitions. Transitions are 
one of the crucial moments in the game 
and the best teams have to be capable 
of managing the offensive and defensive 
transitions with confidence and speed. 

This training ground practice is easy 
to deliver and it will help players to 
understand the importance of efficient 
transitions and how vital they are to a 
successful team performance.

I would run this kind of session once 
a week until the players understand 
the principles well enough. After that, 
running sessions like this once every 
two weeks could be fine as a reminder. 
I don’t like to repeat the sessions and I 
would keep working on transitions but 
using slighter different drills.

19
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We set up in a playing area of 20x30 yards for a series 
of passing exercises, with four cones positioned 
as shown in each exercise. We’re using six outfield 
players, starting on the cones as shown.

In the first exercise, as shown [1a], the red player 
passes to the green on the central cone who plays a 

PASSING EXERCISES

[1a] [1b]

MIGUEL LLERA
ATTACKING AND  
DEFENDING  
TRANSITIONS

one-two with the blue and then carries the ball and 
passes to the yellow. The yellow player then passes to 
the white on the other side of the area, who plays the 
ball into the player on the central cone and the passing 
sequence begins again. After each action, the players 
follow their pass to the next station.

In the second exercise, as shown [1b], the red starts 
by playing a one-two with the green player and then 
passes out to the blue. The blue plays a one-two with 

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

Session time:  
Passing exercises: 15mins
2v1 finishing waves: 9mins
3v2 finishing waves: 9mins
4v3 finishing waves: 9mins
4v3 rapid attacks: 12mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The red player passes 
to the green. After each 
action, players follow their 
pass to the next station

The green 
receives on the 
move and plays 
a one-two with 
the blue and 
then carries the 
ball and passes 
to the yellow

The yellow player passes 
to the white on the other 
side of the area to end 
the sequence

The white will play the next 
ball into the player on the 
central cone and the passing 
sequence begins again

The red starts by playing a 
one-two with the green on 
the central cone and then 
passes out to the blue. After 
each action, players follow 
their pass to the next station

The yellow changes 
the point of attack by 
passing to the white

The blue 
plays a one-
two with the 
green and 
then passes 
to the yellow

The white will pass the ball 
into the player on the central 
cone to end the sequence

1

3

4

2

4

1

2

3
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“Technically, we want to see players demonstrating a good first touch and 
showing efficient control, finishing, turning, dribbling and receiving skills”

[1c] [1d]

MIGUEL LLERA 
ATTACKING AND DEFENDING TRANSITIONS

the green and then passes to the yellow, who changes 
the point of attack by passing to the white. The white 
plays the ball into the player on the central cone and 
the passing sequence begins again. After each action, 
players follow the pass to the next station.

For the third and fourth exercises the cones are 
repositioned. In the third exercise, as shown [1c], the 
red starts by passing to the green player and then 
makes an overlapping run outside. The green player 
passes to the blue, who passes back to red player at 
the end of the overlapping run. The red then plays 
across to yellow player, who plays a one-two with the 
green and then dribbles back towards the black at the 
starting position. The black begins the sequence again 

by making the starting pass with a new ball. After 
each action, the players follow their pass into the 
space in front of them.

In the fourth exercise, as shown [1d], the red starts 
by playing a one-two with the green and then passes 
to the blue player after moving off the cone. The 
blue passes to the green, who has moved forward to 
receive and passes to the yellow. The yellow player 
dribbles the ball towards the black, while the black 
begins a new sequence again by dribbling forwards 
with a second ball. After each action, the players 
follow their pass into the space in front of them.

We run each passing drill for three minutes with  
one minute’s rest inbetween.

The red starts by passing 
to the green and then 
makes an overlapping  
run past the green player 

The green passes to 
the blue, who passes 
back to the red at the 
end of the red player’s 
overlapping run. After 
each action, the players 
follow their pass into 
the space in front

The red receives on 
the move and passes 
across to the yellow, 
who plays a one-two 
with the green and 
then dribbles back 
towards the black at 
the starting position 

Play continues with 
the black making a 
new starting pass 
with a second ball

The green passes to the 
yellow, who dribbles the 
ball towards the black

The red plays a one-two with the 
green and then passes to the blue 
after moving off the cone. After 
each action, players follow their 
pass into the space in front

Next the black 
dribbles forwards 
with a new ball

The blue passes to the 
green, who has moved 
forward to receive

3

1

4 4

2

1
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FINISHING WAVES: 2v1 + GOALKEEPERS

[2]

MIGUEL LLERA 
ATTACKING AND DEFENDING TRANSITIONS

With this exercise we intend to approach the 2v1 
situation in a dynamic manner. Focusing on the 
principle of offensive support, we also coach the 
offensive transition, leading the player who is 
defending to make a quick change of attitude and 
positioning from the defensive to the offensive. 
We also reinforce the importance of the ball 
carrier attacking space and the opponent and the 
second forward trying to get open either wide or by 
overlapping behind his team mate.

We set up a playing area as shown, with a goal 

and a goalkeeper at each end. We would use 10 
outfield players divided into five teams of two, but 
it’s essentially a wave practice featuring different 2v1 
combinations. In the diagram [2], we are showing two 
reds attacking one blue and trying to score in the goal, 
but when the ball goes dead the reds go to the end 
opposite to where they began and wait off the pitch 
while a second blue enters the pitch with a ball. The 
second blue joins his team mate in going 2v1 against a 
player from a third team who has entered the playing 
area from the opposite end.

The red player 
makes a 
diagonal pass 
to his team 
mate, who has 
advanced into 
a different line 

After receiving the ball, 
the second red takes it 
towards the blue player

To fix the blue player’s position, 
the second red changes speed and 
makes a cutting run to receive a 
return ball and finishes on goal

1

2

3
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FINISHING WAVES: 3v2 + GOALKEEPERS

[3a]

[3b]

MIGUEL LLERA 
ATTACKING AND DEFENDING TRANSITIONS

Using the same attacking wave principles as the 
previous activity, we next run a 3v2 wave game using 
15 outfield players divided into five teams of three, 
plus two keepers. This time, after the basic attack 
is complete, either through a shot on goal for the 
attacking team of three or a recovery of possession 
for the defending team of two, the third player joins 
his two team mates and quickly initiates the next 
action by trying to score against two new players from 

a third team who have entered the area to defend.
This exercise is identical to the previous one with 

respect to its dynamics but it is more complex 
because it involves more players. We keep the 
dynamics of 2v1 as a base principle of our style of 
play, as shown [3a], with the possibility of opening a 
second passing lane to the third player. This exercise 
notes the importance of the third forward to open the 
pitch through width, as shown [3b].
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The red player in the 
central channel makes 
a diagonal pass to one 
of his team mates on 
the right or left

After receiving the 
ball, the second red 
player attacks the 
space or the closest 
opponent

To fix the defender’s 
position, the team mate 
who made the pass 
makes a run into space, 
leaving the player in 
possession with the 
option to dribble or pass

This exercise also 
shows the importance 
of the third forward 
to open the pitch 
through width

1

1

2

3
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“The session has to be nice and sharp and lots of decisions have to be 
made from both the attacking and defending point of view” 

FINISHING WAVES: 4v3 + GOALKEEPERS

[4]

MIGUEL LLERA 
ATTACKING AND DEFENDING TRANSITIONS

Using the same attacking wave principles, we next run 
a 4v3 wave game using 20 outfield players divided into 
five teams of four, plus two keepers, as shown [4].

When receiving the ball from the keeper, the reds 
have an overload and a player comes up through 
the midfield and tries to create a goal scoring 
opportunity while facing the three opposition 

players. After the action is completed with a finish 
or by recovery of possession by the opposition team 
of three, the fourth player joins the defending team 
as they transition to attack. They use the first pass 
to play the ball to a team mate who runs through 
midfield and tries to score using their overload to 
get past the new opposition team of three.

When receiving the ball from the keeper, the reds have 
an overload and a player comes up through the midfield 
and tries to create a goal scoring opportunity 

1
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COACHING POINTS
How do I progress the session?
We always have to challenge the players more and more. 
We can do this by reducing the area size or limiting the 
numbers of touches players can take. We could also 
limit the amount of time players have to finish. 

What are the key things to look for?
The session has to be nice and sharp, performed in 
a short space of time when lots of decisions have 
to be made from both the attacking and defending 
point of view.

Technically, we want to see players demonstrating 

a good first touch, and showing efficient control, 
finishing, turning, dribbling and receiving skills.

Tactically, we want to see players using overlapping 
runs and recognising the space to receive the 
ball. We also want to see players using good 
communication skills and the ability to block shots.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
In transitions, the most common mistake is poor 
decision making.

Speaking technically, the most common mistake 
is using the wrong surface of the foot. Players can 
also play at the wrong tempo and lack intensity, with 
incorrect levels of aggression.

4v3 RAPID ATTACKS

[5]

MIGUEL LLERA 
ATTACKING AND DEFENDING TRANSITIONS

We change the size of the pitch, setting up between the 
penalty boxes with a goal and a goalkeeper at each end. 
We’re using 20 outfield players divided into five teams 
of four, plus two keepers, and we play 4v3 rapid attacks. 

This exercise keeps the same wave dynamic as the 
previous activities but with increased complexity. Play 
starts with the goalkeeper who plays the ball to an 
attacker. The attacker’s first pass should be a quick 
ball out to the wing, while the players attack the 

space and exploit the overload, as shown [5]. Once 
the first pass has been received, the three opposition 
defenders move to try and cover the attack and win 
the ball. The three defending players cover the middle 
areas so it’s like a counter-attack with the attackers 
looking to find and exploit space on the pitch.

When the ball is dead or when the defending team 
of three win possession, a fourth member of the 
defending team should enter play and they quickly 
transition to attack, making the first pass out to the 
wing and using width to attack a new defending team 
of three who have entered play.

Play starts with the 
goalkeeper who plays  
the ball to an attacker

The attacker’s first pass 
should be a quick ball 
out to the wing

Once the 
first pass has 
been received, 
the three 
opposition 
defenders 
move to cover 
the attack in 
the middle 
areas of the 
pitch and try to 
win possession

The attackers look to use their overload 
to find and exploit space on the pitch

4

1 2

3
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Jay Bradford is the youngest – and first female 
– manager to take charge of Coventry United 
Ladies. She retired from playing at 21 due to a hip 
injury but having already obtained her Level 1 and 
2 licenses, a career in coaching beckoned.  

With four games to go in the 2015/16 season 
Jay took on the role of Coventry United Ladies 
manager. One of those games brought Jay her first 
silverware in the form of the FA Women’s Plate.  

Between 2016-2019 Jay’s side reached 
consecutive County Cup finals, winning it twice 
and losing twice on penalties.  League success 
followed with the team progressing from 2nd 
and 4th place finishes to win the FA Women’s 
Southern National League in 2019 and gain 
promotion to the FA Women’s Championship. 

In 2019 Jay was forced to step down from 
her role as head coach as she didn’t hold the 
necessary A License. She gained her license and 
regained her role in 2020 - maintaining league 
status in the FA Women’s Championship with 
a 10th place finish, a feat she repeated the 
following season. The 2021/22 season will be the 
club’s first as a fully professional women’s team.

MANAGER PROFILE 

JAY BRADFORD 
COVENTRY UNITED 
LADIES

“This session allows all players, 
regardless of position, to see 
and understand the importance 
of the detail behind executing a 
mid-block press.”

SESSION 

PRESSING FROM A 
MID-BLOCK
This session allows players to understand 
when and how to press from a mid-block. 
By starting as a structured block the 
session’s progressions allow the player 
to recognise the triggers and execute an 
effective press to regain the ball.

Player engagement is key for any 
session – this session allows all players, 
regardless of position, to see and 
understand the importance of the detail 
behind executing a mid-block press.

It allows opportunities to be exploited 
by the opposition, which in turn allows 
the players to quickly learn from the 
exposure and make corrections to 
shape, reading triggers, communication 
and ultimately when to press and when 
to hold.

This is a practice that I would deliver 
whenever the session is looking at our 
shape out of possession. The session is 
effective in its teaching and all players 
can quickly grasp its concept whilst 
also being challenged – regardless of 
how many times the session has been 
delivered to them. This is because it 
can be adapted for all numbers and all 
opposing formations the players may 
face, whilst also being about us as a 
team and what we want to be able to 
achieve by pressing from a mid-block. 

The practise works well in blocks of 
time. 4 minutes blocks is often my go 
to, which you can then rotate the teams 
so the other half of one team get to 
become the team in the middle zone. 
Add a progression at each block interval. 

26
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The session begins with all players locked into 
their zones [1a]. This restriction allows players to 
understand that if they can’t get up to the ball and are 
flat, they will get played through. 

The Blues start with the ball and look to keep 

Block 1

[1a]

JAY BRADFORD
PRESSING  
FROM A  
MID-BLOCK

possession with their fellow blue team. If the reds win 
possession, they keep the ball with their fellow red team. 
The end zone teams get a rest period and must use the 
opportunity to fine tune their communication skills from 
behind the ball ‘Step, screen, left, right, press, hold’. [1b]

Steps: The area size can be changed depending on our desired 
outcomes regarding realism of distances and performance 
factors. If we are on an intensive day and our GPS data needs 
to have short bursts of work my area would be 40 yards x 40 
yards each zone being 10 yards x 40 yards. If we are on an 
extensive day and need to accumulate bigger sprint distance,  
I may use a full width of the pitch with each zone being 15 
yards deep. The beauty of the drill is its adaptability.

“If the pressing player goes too early or doesn’t have the 
correct body shape to show their teammates which way 

they are pressing, the team will get played through”

Area:  
40yards x 40 yards
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones
Number of Players:  
16
Session time:  
4 minutes per block

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 
The blue team is trying to 
retain possession and move 
the ball between zones

The red team 
move to block 
passing lines

The red team in the 
bottom zone rests

1

2

3
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Block 2 

[2]

JAY BRADFORD
PRESSING FROM A MID-BLOCK

Allow one player to step into the 
opposition zone to press the ball [2]. This 
gives them the understanding of being 
the trigger. If the pressing player goes too 

early or doesn’t have the correct body 
shape to show their teammates which 
way they are pressing, the team will get 
played through.
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[1b]

Now the red 
team can send 
a player into 
the zone where 
the ball is

The player’s 
body shape 
and angle help 
to make play 
predictable for 
the defending 
team

1 2

On gaining 
possession, 
the red team 
tries to move 
the ball 
between zones

The resting 
blue team 
communicates 
with the active 
defenders

The defending 
team move 
across to block 
passing options 
for the player 
in possession

2

1

3
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JAY BRADFORD
PRESSING FROM A MID-BLOCK

Block 3 

[3]

“Encourage the midfield to get closer to the ball 
and start to dictate the opposition”

Allow two players from the middle box to enter 
the opposition zone, along with one from the 
end zone of the team out of possession [3]. 
This encourages the midfield to get closer to 
the ball and start to dictate the opposition with 
body shape where they want to be forced into 

to allow a regain. The player in the end zone can 
step in to encourage being able to recognise that 
the gap between units must be tight to not get 
played through – they can demonstrate front foot 
aggressive pressure from deeper than the unit 
attempting the win the ball. 

1a

1b

2

3

4

Left

10

10

10

10

40

When the red defenders press, 
a team mate can now move up 
from the resting zone

The exta player allows 
the first defender to 
press more aggressively

Here the extra 
player is able 
to screen two 
attackers

1

2

3
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1a

1b

2

3

4

Left

10

10

10

10

40

Block 4

[4]

JAY BRADFORD
PRESSING FROM A MID-BLOCK

Now allow the team in possession to match numbers 
that move into the opposition zone [4]. If the red team 
in the middle zone sends three players, the end zone 
red team can match the numbers and move into the 
blue middle zone.

FURTHER PROGRESSION AND SSG
Throughout all the above progressions the in-

possession team can also match what the out of 
possession team does in regard to sending numbers 
between zones. Or they can remain structured and 
look to play through that way. 

Finally, the practise can be changed into a SSG  
by adding goals and allowing freedom of movement 
but keeping the zones in as reference points for  
the players.

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look out for
Technically the players must be able to 
demonstrate the ability to keep possession for their 
team so the drill can function well for the out of 
possession team to remain out of possession for 
periods of time. 

Players must be able to physically move across 
the ground to close the ball down and have good 1v1 
body shape with their shoulders and hips showing 
where they want to make the opposition play.

Tactically the players must understand formations 
and where on the pitch they may be exploited. i.e 
are they a midfield 3 playing against a midfield 5? 
If so, we can manipulate the number of players in 
each zone to reflect  specific formations.

A common mistake in this session is that all 
players see the box as a restriction and allow their 
unit to become flat because they all move up to 
the line or drop off flat. This is easily rectified by 
coaching them to recognise the movement of the 
ball and who in the unit should drop or step – it 
becomes almost a shadow practice until the players 
are free to move between zones. 

Now the 
resting team 
can match 
the number of 
players that 
move into the 
ball zone

If 3 players 
press, 3 can 
move up

1

2
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When Ben Garner was let go from League One side 
Bristol Rovers 11 games into the 2020-21 season it 
didn’t come as a complete shock to him. It was, 
nevertheless, a disappointing end to what was 
Garner’s first foray into full-time management.

“My remit going into the role was very clear, to 
change the style of play, lower the average age of 
the squad and the wage structure, improve the 
infrastructure and develop the training ground, and 
I’m proud of the enormous progress we made towards 
those targets during my 11 months in the role,” he 
says. “It was disappointing not to be able to see those 
plans through, but I know that the experience I gained 
at the club was invaluable. I learned so much.”

Despite his 16 years of experience as a coach, nine 
as head coach or assistant head coach, his coaching 
licences and the LMA Diploma, Garner says there were 
things you just couldn’t prepare for. 

“There were challenges I faced that I’d never have 
expected in terms of infrastructure and logistics. I’d 

ALL THE WAY UP

worked up through a wide range of roles, but this 
was the most demanding in terms of how I was able 
to work and the environment I was able to create. 
However, it was all valuable experience that will stand 
me in good stead for the future.”

BOUNCING BACK
Garner allowed himself just a week of downtime to 
let the disappointment sink in and pass over, before 
digging deep to see what he might learn from this 
important period in his career.

“After doing an enormous amount of reflection,” he 
says, “I identified the factors that were outside of my 
control and influence – recognising there was no point 
in getting downhearted about them – then took real 
ownership of those elements that were. I reviewed 
every training session and every interview that I had 
given while at Rovers, and looked at what I might have 
done differently or do better next time, as well as 
what I did well in the role.”

HAVING RISEN THROUGH THE RANKS AS A COACH FOR HIS BOYHOOD TEAM, CRYSTAL 
PALACE, FORMER BRISTOL ROVERS MANAGER BEN GARNER HAS EARNED HIMSELF AN 
ENVIABLE REPUTATION AND WORKED UNDER SOME FANTASTIC MANAGERS.

INTERVIEW BEN GARNER

“After doing 
an enormous 

amount of 
reflection, I 

identified the 
factors that 

were outside of 
my control and 

influence”
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Rather than viewing his departure from Rovers as 
the closing of one door, Garner took comfort and 
positivity from his strengths and achievements and 
saw it as the chance to open another. “I looked back 
over my years of coaching experience, the roles I’ve 
held and the great people I’ve worked with, and asked 
myself what the next phase in my career might look 
like. What are my aims and ambitions?”

Most of all, though, he was determined to take as 
many lessons as possible from his first experience of 
management and to use his time out of the game to 
develop himself as much as possible. 

“As well as studying games and doing as much 
personal development as possible, I’ve spoken to a 
number of players, managers and technical directors 
within football. However, I’ve perhaps gained even more 
by speaking to leaders in other sports and industries,” 
he says. “Hearing their different perspectives on 
coaching and development has been invaluable.”

A LEARNING JOURNEY
Garner’s response in the face of setbacks shows a 
resilience and maturity that some managers take the 
best part of a career to master.

He credits a difficult 12 months away from the 
training ground and a partial season spent at Indian 
Super League side ATK with helping him to put events 
into perspective.

“Working over in India certainly made me more 
humble and changed my views on life,” says Garner.  
“It was wonderful, both for me as a person and 
in terms of developing my career, to experience a 
completely different culture and style of football,  
to coach in a different language, and take into account 
religious rituals, values and beliefs when working with 
the players. It really challenged me and stood me in 
good stead for the future.”

Garner also relished the opportunity to work with, 
and learn from, Steve Coppell, who had achieved 
such success as manager of Garner’s hometown club, 
Crystal Palace. It was also there that he got his first 
coaching job, starting with the U11s and working his 
way up over the course of a decade through the age 
groups to head coach of the first-team.

After several years as assistant head coach at West 
Brom under Tony Pulis, he joined Coppell in India. Garner 
says that, as career pathways go, his was perfect. 
“I wouldn’t change a thing. To have to think early on 
about how to coach those young players, the level of 
information that you give them, the kind of terminology 
you use, what is important to them – that was an 
important first step on the learning journey for me,” he 
says. “As I progressed through to the first-team it was 
wonderful to see some players develop and move up with 
me, to see how they matured and developed at different 
rates, and understand some of the problems they faced.

“Being aware of the challenges that young players 
can be dealing with off the pitch, the tough upbringings 

BEN GARNER 
INTERVIEW

“Throughout your career journey 
you have to be a sponge and take in 
as much information as possible”
some of them might have had, improves your abilities 
as a coach, manager, psychologist and figure of 
support,” he adds. “Throughout that gradual career 
pathway, I always felt I was striving to get the next 
level and being stretched. It was a wonderful journey.”

KNOW YOURSELF
Garner is thankful to have worked with some great 
managers, including Coppell, Pulis, Ian Holloway, Neil 
Warnock, Alan Pardew and Terry Venables.

“They were all big personalities with different 
strengths as managers and all had a strong influence 
on me,” he says. “Throughout your career journey you 
have to be a sponge, take in as much information as 
possible, and try to learn from both the good things 
that you see and the things you might do differently.  
I know I have my own distinct personality and style, 
so it’s important to reframe it all to fit my own 
approach and philosophy around the game.

“From the outset I had a clear set of beliefs and 
values, not just around coaching but around discipline 
and behaviours and how a team should be set up.  
I was certain that we could produce technically very 
good and tactically very intelligent players in this 
country and that was my motivation.”

While Garner has learned and improved, he hasn’t 
strayed too far from those core values over the years, 
nor changed how he treats people. 

“Who you are as a person and how you see the 
world dictates how you interact with other people, 
but on top of that you learn about the game, you learn 
from other managers, you watch as many games and 
take as many training sessions as possible. Over time 
I’m gaining experience, learning, adapting and evolving, 
but I know who I am as a person and what I believe in. 
Within that, I just need to be the best I can be.”
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The narrative your players hold in their mind day-to-
day, even moment-to-moment, matters. How they 
speak to themselves, how they describe their past 
successes and failures, how they define their current 
challenges and how they perceive their future status, 
influences how they feel about themselves and their 
game. How they feel mediates how they behave and 
subsequently how they perform.

There’s strong neuroscientific evidence to support 
this. Research has demonstrated that many brain 
regions involved in language also play a role in 
controlling the insides of the body. These brain 
regions, called the ‘language network’, guide heart 
rate up and down, adjust the amount of glucose 
entering the bloodstream to fuel cells, and change the 
hormones that are released.

As one of the world’s leading neuroscientists, Lisa 
Feldman Barrett says: “Words are tools for regulating 
human bodies”.

One study that Feldman Barrett conducted was to 
have participants lie still in a brain scanner and listen 
to a series of short descriptions like the below:

“You are driving home after staying out drinking all 
night. The long stretch of road in front of you seems 
to go on forever. You close your eyes for a moment. 
The car begins to skid. You jerk awake. You feel the 
steering wheel slip in your hands.”

Incredibly, as participants listened to this script, 
researchers saw activities in regions of their brain that 
are involved in both movement and vision (even though 
their eyes were closed). They also found increased 
activity in regions that influence breathing, heart rate, 
metabolism, hormones and immune system.

Words matter. Player narratives matter. Their inner 
stories count!

What are your players thinking about today’s training? 
What are they saying to themselves about an upcoming 
game? What is their perception of their current situation 
at the club? Their capacity to engage optimally, to learn 
efficiently, and to high perform consistently under 
pressure are all influenced by their inner world.

This is why it’s so important for coaches to take 
time to help players direct (and redirect) their inner 
narrative. For example, coaches can help players to 
rehearse success. “Tell me about your best game” is a 
request that coaches should never tire of asking their 
players. Tapping player memory of best games help 

steer player narratives in the right direction. “What 
will it look like on this weekend if you are player of 
the game?” is a question coaches can ask to tap into 
player imagination. By asking players to project a great 
performance, coaches can guide inner feelings of 
confidence, energy and effort.

The internal drives the external, so coaches would 
do well to engage in communication that helps players 
take charge of their inner narrative.

Litter your instructions with mood enhancing action-
based words – upbeat, alert, alive, lively, relentless, 
dominant, positive, athletic. These are the type of 
words players can visualise, and can link to the 
responsibilities in their role. They’re also the kind of 
words that can perturb their nervous system, helping 
players curate an exciting, energising inner story.

“What will it look like if you execute your actions 
dominantly? What will a relentless performance look 
like? What will others see if you’re positive with every 
run, every movement and every motion?”

Great questions open up great pictures. Great pictures 
drive invigorating feelings. Feelings that activate and 
stimulate help players engage in the kind of committed 
behaviours that promote high performance.

So what narratives, what inner stories are being 
generated in the minds of your players right now? 
Consider their internal stories, and introduce them 
to words, questions and statements that help them 
feel great! 

INNER STORIES MATTER
SPORT PSYCHOLOGIST DAN ABRAHAMS EXPLAINS HOW THINKING ABOUT YOUR PLAYERS’ 
INTERNAL STORIES CAN HELP THEM FEEL GREAT ABOUT THEMSELVES 

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY



“I wish I’d had it when I started coaching”
Sir Alex Ferguson

“A fantastic magazine”
Arsène Wenger

“l look forward to receiving every issue”
Jose̓  Mourinho

WIN BETTER
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