
WEST HAM UNITED

DAVID MOYES  
& PAUL NEVIN 
PRESSING FROM THE FRONT

WIN BETTER

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY: THE ALL-IMPORTANT TRAIT OF CONSCIENTIOUSNESS

ISSUE 137
DECEMBER 2021

+
GARY ROWETT  

& PAUL ROBINSON
Defending and 

the transition to 
counter-attack

CLINTON 
LANCASTER

Transition play

TONY  
DOCHERTY

Channel,  
press and  

counter

ALAN 
KEELING

Getting into  
the ‘Big W’  

to score



2

FROM THE CHAIRMAN 
Welcome to the December 2021 issue of Elite Soccer. 
In this month’s issue we have a five more training 
ground sessions written by some of the leading 
managers and coaches in the British game. 

We’re delighted to welcome David Moyes back to 
the magazine. His exciting West Ham side have been a 
pleasure to watch this season in the Premier League. 
He has shared a session that he and his first-team 
coach, Paul Nevin, use regularly with West Ham to 
encourage their players to impose a high press on 
opponents in the attacking third of the pitch.

Next up is another highly regarded British manager. 
Millwall boss, Gary Rowett, and his first-team coach, 
Paul Robinson, have penned a session that works on 
keeping possession and then encouraging players to 
transition quickly into counter-attacks.

Clinton Lancaster is the head coach of Watford 
Women and he has also shared a session that is focused 
on transitional play, but it is one that will encourage 
teams to get the ball out to the wide areas of the pitch 
as quickly as possible when launching an attack.

Former Aberdeen and Bristol City assistant 
manager, Tony Docherty, has written an attacking 

session designed to prepare teams to channel 
opponents into an area where they can win 
possession and quickly launch a counter-attack.

Meanwhile, Alan Keeling has drawn on the 
experience gained when taking his Brazilian Pro 
Licence to devise a training session aimed at getting 
players to attack an area of the pitch he refers to as 
the ‘Big W’. He believes this gives teams the maximum 
opportunity to score goals.

I hope you find that this month’s training plans will 
assist your coaching. We will return next month with 
five more sessions to help develop your team.
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“We’re delighted to welcome David 
Moyes back to the magazine. His 
exciting West Ham side have been a 
pleasure to watch this season”
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One of the leading coaches in the British game, 
David Moyes was the first three-time winner of 
the LMA Manager of the Year award, and only 
Sir Alex Ferguson has picked up the trophy on 
more occasions.

He was appointed assistant manager of 
Preston North End while still a player and he 
was given the top job at Deepdale just four 
months short of his 35th birthday. Preston 
reached the Division Two play-offs in his first 
full season in charge and achieved promotion as 
champions at the end of the following campaign. 

Having become one of the hottest properties 
in management, in March 2002 he was 
appointed manager at Everton. He led the 
club to a seventh place finish in the Premier 
League, an achievement that saw him voted LMA 
Manager of the Year. He picked up the award 
again two years later, after taking Everton to 
a fourth place finish and qualification for the 
Champions League. He picked up his third LMA 
Manager of the Year award in 2009, after leading 
the Toffees to fifth in the Premier League and to 
the FA Cup final.

In July 2013 he succeeded Sir Alex Ferguson as 
manager of Manchester United. He subsequently 
managed in Spain with Real Sociedad, before 
returning to the Premier League in 2016 as 
manager of Sunderland.

Moyes is currently in his second stint as 
manager of West Ham and in the 2020–21 
season he guided West Ham to a club record 
Premier League points total, finishing in sixth 
place and qualifying for the Europa League.

Paul Nevin is first-team coach at West Ham. 
He is a former head coach of the New Zealand 
Knights. He began his coaching career at Fulham, 
where his roles included academy manager and 
reserve team manager. He also served Norwich 
City as head of coaching and first-team coach 
and has worked for the Premier League as head 
of academy coach development. Before joining 
West Ham, Paul was first team coach with 
Brighton and Hove Albion and is also currently a 
member of Gareth Southgate’s coaching staff for 
the England team.

MANAGER PROFILE 

DAVID MOYES  
& PAUL NEVIN 
WEST HAM UNITED

“This session is all about 
developing an appetite and 
a strategy to impose a high 
press on opponents in the 
attacking third”

SESSION 

PRESSING FROM  
THE FRONT
This session is all about developing 
an appetite and a strategy to impose 
a high press on opponents in the 
attacking third.

Although there is a need for decision 
making and a structure to carry out an 
effective press, a lot depends on the 
desire and commitment of the first 
player and subsequent support behind. 

This session begins by establishing the 
desire and the tempo in the warm-up 
pressing boxes activity. The subsequent 
pressing game then adds some context 
to the press, followed by a 9v9 game. 
The session ends with specific strategy 
that relates to the tactical formation 
of our team versus the opposition’s 
chosen shape.

Once we have established that it will 
be necessary to try a high press in order 
to disrupt the opposition’s capacity to 
build from the back, we run this type 
of session early in the week due to the 
physical demands of the high speed 
running and repeated sprints required.

4
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We set up two adjacent boxes of 16x16 yards each. 
We’re using 18 outfield players split into two teams of 
nine, who compete in possession and pressing battles 
in each of the boxes. 

A coach starts play by serving a ball into the team 
of six in each box and the aim for the six possession 
players is to pass to keep hold of the ball. Three 
opposition players are sent in to full out press each 
of the passing teams for 45 seconds, making it 6v3 

PRESSING BOXES

[1]

DAVID MOYES & PAUL NEVIN
PRESSING FROM  
THE FRONT

in each box, as shown [1]. Every regain of possession 
or touch on the ball from any of the three defenders 
scores one point, with the coaches keeping score. 

The possession players should start off being 
restricted to two touches, but after players get used 
to the activity we then progress the game so the 
possession team is restricted to one-touch (apart 
from first player to receive from coach, who can have 
two touches if needed). We play for 10 minutes.

Area:  
Three quarters of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
2 full size goals

Number of Players:  
Up to 20 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
Pressing boxes: 10mins
Pressing game: 30mins
Tactical press: 15mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

A coach starts 
by serving a ball 
into the team of 
six in each box 

The aim for the six 
possession players is to 
pass to keep hold of the ball

Three opposition players are sent 
in to full out press each of the 
passing teams for 45 seconds, 
making it 6v3 in each box

Every regain of possession or 
touch on the ball from any of the 
three defenders scores one point

4

1

2

3
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“The out-of-
possession 
team must 
press the 

ball and their 
opponents to 
prevent the 
opposition  

from scoring”

PRESSING GAME

[2a]

[2b]

DAVID MOYES & PAUL NEVIN 
PRESSING FROM THE FRONT

We set up on a pitch between the penalty boxes 
with the width coned off to 50 yards. A goalkeeper 
is positioned at each end. We’re using 18 outfield 
players split into two teams of nine, who play a high 
pressing game from the front and who are set up in a 
4-3-2 formation.

Play starts with a pass from the goalkeeper to a 
defender. The aim for the possession team is to clip 

the ball into the hands of the opposition keeper, 
whose movement is restricted to within the ‘D’ of the 
penalty area, as shown [2a]. 

The out-of-possession team must press the ball 
and their opponents to prevent the opposition from 
scoring. For the first stage we ask the pressing team 
to apply a high press without regard for tactical cover 
or support in behind the initial press, as shown [2b], 

Teams are set up in 
4-3-2 formation. Play 
starts with a pass 
from the goalkeeper 
to a defender.

The aim for the 
possession team is 
to clip the ball into 
the hands of the 
opposition keeper 
to score a point

For the first stage the 
pressing team should 
try to apply a high press 
without regard for tactical 
cover or support in behind 
the initial press by the 
closest man to the ball 

An uncoordinated press 
allows the possession 
player passing options to 
play around the high press

2

1

1

2
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DAVID MOYES & PAUL NEVIN 
PRESSING FROM THE FRONT

[2c]

[2d]

with the closest man to the ball going all out to press.
To stop the possession team scoring, for the second 

stage we now ask the pressing team to allocate a 
first defender to press. This player is the trigger for 
support pressing and his move is followed with a co-
ordinated press by allocated player 2 and allocated 
player 3 and so on, as shown [2c]. This should show 

the players the benefits of a co-ordinated press. 
To progress the session, we add a full size goal at 

each end of the area and we play a 9v9 game with 
the focus on high pressing from the front, as shown 
[2d]. We ask the players to implement what they have 
learnt from the activity so far.

We play each stage for 8-12 minutes.

2a

1

2b

2d

3

2c
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1616
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1

2b

2d

3
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For the second 
stage, the pressing 
team should 
allocate a first 
defender to press 

The first pressing 
player is the trigger 
for support pressing. 
A co-ordinated press 
by allocated player 2 
and allocated player 3 
follows. This restricts 
the passing options 
of the possession 
players

To progress the 
session, a full size 
goal is added at each 
end and a normal 
9v9 game is played 
with the focus 
on high pressing 
from the front 

1

1
2
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“If the high press works, on 
regaining the ball players need 
to be able to decide whether to 
immediately counter-attack or 

retain the ball”

TACTICAL PRESS

[3]

DAVID MOYES & PAUL NEVIN 
PRESSING FROM THE FRONT

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

Each team is shaped into appropriate formations 
with one team representing our normal line-up and 
the other team representing an opposition-specific 
formation. We ask the players to employ a tactical 
press from different areas of the pitch, as shown [3].

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look out for?
We want to see players demonstrating the desire 
and the capacity to press at good tempo. They 
should show a clear understanding of the triggers, 
the support angles needed and the timing of the 
supporting press. Players also need to understand 
when the initial press has been breached and 
subsequent recovery lines needed.

If the high press works, on regaining the ball 

players need to be able to decide whether to 
immediately counter-attack or retain the ball and 
build play gradually.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
A common mistake that players can make is to 
press in isolation and get picked off by opponents. 
The poor timing of the supporting pressing player 
can make this worse and to prevent this happening 
players need to use the correct lines of approach to 
deny opponents a passing lane.

Play an 11v11 
game, asking the 
players to employ 
a tactical press 
from different 
areas of the pitch 

1
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Gary Rowett enjoyed a long playing career as 
a defender and played for three of the clubs 
he has subsequently managed: Burton Albion, 
Birmingham City and Derby County. 

Starting his coaching career in 2009 as 
assistant manager at Burton Albion, he was 
appointed to the top job in 2012 and he led the 
team to a fourth place finish and the League Two 
play-off semi-finals the following year.

He was appointed manager of struggling 
Championship side Birmingham City in October 
2014 and was highly regarded for his transformation 
of the team before his departure in December 2016, 
leaving with the club seventh in the table. 

He became Derby County manager in March 
2017 and spent 14 months at Pride Park before 
taking charge of Stoke City in May 2018.

He has been the manager of Championship 
club, Millwall, since October 2019.

Paul Robinson is Millwall’s first-team coach. He 
played for Watford, West Brom, Bolton, Leeds 
United and enjoyed a six-year spell at Birmingham 
City, where he was captain under manager Gary 
Rowett. He started his coaching career as a 
professional development coach at Birmingham 
City before joining Millwall in July 2021.

MANAGER PROFILE 

GARY ROWETT & 
PAUL ROBINSON 
MILLWALL

“All the activities are built around 
our playing principles, with 
the intention that the players 
implement this information 
on a match day when faced 
with similar situations”

SESSION 

DEFENDING AND 
THE TRANSITION TO 
COUNTER-ATTACK
These activities are designed to move 
the ball with speed and quality along 
with getting players to transition quickly 
into counter-attacks. They also focus 
on encouraging players to be more 
clinical in front of goal. The session 
comprises of a small possession game, 
a possession game with a transition that 
concludes with a variety of finishing, 
and a counter-attacking wave game that 
starts with a transition.

We have chosen these sessions to 
simulate the competitive edge of a 
match day in training. The players will 
be in three teams of six, competing 
against each other throughout the 
session, keeping the energy high tempo.  
All the activities are built around our 
playing principles, with the intention 
that the players will implement this 
information on a match day when faced 
with similar situations.

Sessions of this intensity are normally 
carried out at the start of the week 
dependent on the match schedule. 
With it being a high tempo session, we 
would run it on a Tuesday if there is no 
game until the Saturday, giving players 
Wednesday as a recovery day. 

Area sizes can vary depending on 
group size and how hard you want the 
group to work. These types of sessions 
would be done weekly unless there is a 
midweek match.

9
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We set up a playing area of 20x20 yards, comprising 
of four 8x8-yard boxes separated by a four-yard gap. 
We’re using 18 outfield players split into three teams 
of six, who play a competitive possession game. The 
reds start with their players split evenly across two 
boxes diagonally apart, as do the blues – these are 
the possession teams. The yellows are the defending 
team and they start with four players in the central gap 

POSSESSION AND DEFENDING

[1]

GARY ROWETT & PAUL ROBINSON
DEFENDING AND 
THE TRANSITION TO 
COUNTER-ATTACK

between the boxes and two on the outside of the area. 
The coaches start play by serving a ball into each 

of the red boxes. As soon as the balls have been 
received, one yellow defender can enter each of the 
active boxes to press, making it 3v1 in each of the 
boxes. The aim for the possession team is to pass 
a ball in the box and keep hold of possession under 
pressure from the yellow defender, as shown [1a].

1a

1b
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2b

2c

3a

3b

3d

3e

3c
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36

48

36

8

4

4 88
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Area:  
Up to three quarters of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
2 full size goals
Number of Players:  
Up to 18 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Possession and defending: 
15-20mins
Possession with transition: 
15-20mins
Transition to counter-attack: 
15-20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The coaches start play by serving a ball 
into each of the red boxes. The reds must 
pass each ball to keep possession

As soon as the 
ball has been 
received, one 
yellow defender 
can enter each 
of the boxes to 
press, making it 
a 3v1 in each of 
the two active 
boxes

The possession teams 
are limited to two-touch

1

2

3
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[1b]

GARY ROWETT & PAUL ROBINSON 
DEFENDING AND THE TRANSITION TO COUNTER-ATTACK

The possession teams are limited to two-touch 
and they must try to string six consecutive passes 
together in the box before they can transfer the ball 
to the rival possession team in the opposite box, as 
shown [1b]. When the possession teams successfully 
manage to transfer a ball, the yellow defenders rotate 
in and out, so there is always one defender pressing in 
each of the two active possession boxes.

The defender only needs to get a touch on the ball 

to score a point. Once a defending player has touched 
the ball, that player moves out and a team-mate 
moves into the opposite box where the coach restarts 
the exercise with a new ball. 

We play two two-minute rounds with a one minute 
break before rotating the teams so each team has a 
turn in the defending role. We play for 15-20 minutes 
and the defending team with the most touches at the 
end of session wins the competition.

The red possession team must string 
six passes together before they 
can transfer the ball to the blue 
possession team in the opposite box 

When the reds 
successfully 
transfer a ball, 
the yellow 
defenders 
rotate in and 
out, so there 
is always one 
defender 
pressing in 
each box

The defender 
only needs 
to touch the 
ball to score 
a point. Then 
that player 
rotates out 
and another 
defender 
moves into 
opposite box 
where the 
coach will 
restart play

1

2

3
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GARY ROWETT & PAUL ROBINSON 
DEFENDING AND THE TRANSITION TO COUNTER-ATTACK

POSSESSION WITH TRANSITION

[2a]

“If the defending team wins possession, they can immediately 
transition and must try to score by attacking either goal”

We set up a playing area of 36x48 yards with a full 
size goal and a goalkeeper at each end. We’re using  
18 outfield players split into three teams of six. 

The coach starts play by serving a ball into the 
possession players. Two of the teams (the blues and 

the reds) work together to keep hold of the ball for as 
long as possible under pressure from the third team 
(the yellows), as shown [2a]. 

The possession teams are limited to three-touch, 
while the pressing team have unlimited touches.

The coach starts 
play by serving 
a ball into the 
possession players

The blues and the reds work 
together to keep hold of the ball. 
The two possession teams are 
limited to three-touch

The yellows must press 
intensely and should try to 
win possession. They are 
allowed unlimited touches

1

2

3
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GARY ROWETT & PAUL ROBINSON 
DEFENDING AND THE TRANSITION TO COUNTER-ATTACK

[2b]

[2c]

If the defending team wins possession, they can 
immediately transition and must try to score by 
attacking either goal, as shown [2b].

If the yellow defending team scores a goal, the coach 
will serve a new ball to the yellow team and they must 
try to score again. The 12 players who were originally 
in possession (the blues and the reds) need to react 
quickly to any transition by pressing aggressively to 
win the ball back, as shown [2c]. If they succeed 

in regaining the ball they must then try to keep 
possession until the allocated time has finished.

We rotate teams so all the players get the 
opportunity to close down and score. We play for 
15-20 minutes with each team pressing for one three-
minute game and one two-minute game, with one 
minute’s rest in-between. 

At the end of the session, the winner is the pressing 
team that has scored the most goals.

If the yellow 
pressing team 
wins possession, 
they immediately 
transition and 
must try to score 
by attacking 
either goal

If the yellow 
pressing team 
scores a goal, the 
coach will serve 
a new ball into 
the yellows and 
they must try to 
score again

The blues and 
the reds must 
react quickly to 
any transition 
by pressing 
aggressively to 
win the ball back. 
If they succeed, 
they must pass to 
keep possession 
until time is up

2

1

1
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TRANSITION TO COUNTER-ATTACK WAVE GAME

[3a]

[3b]

GARY ROWETT & PAUL ROBINSON 
DEFENDING AND THE TRANSITION TO COUNTER-ATTACK

We set up a playing area between the penalty boxes 
using the full width of the pitch and with a full size 
goal and a goalkeeper at each end. We’re using 18 
outfield players split into three teams of six. 

The yellows are the attacking team, while four of the 
reds defend one end and four of the blues defend the 
other end. Two of the blues and two of the reds are 
locked into wide boxes marked out on either side of 
the halfway line, as shown.

The goalkeeper starts play by throwing the ball out 
to a player from the yellow attacking team of six, 

who has dropped into the opposite half to receive, 
as shown [3a]. The six yellow players then attack the 
goal defended by the four red players with the aim of 
trying to take advantage of their 6v4 overload to score. 

If the yellow attacking team scores, then the red 
defending team stays where it is and the yellow 
counter-attack now changes direction towards the 
opposite end, but if the yellow attacking team misses 
the target, or if the goalkeeper saves the shot, then 
the goalkeeper can deliver the ball to one of the two 
waiting red players on the halfway line, as shown [3b]. 

The keeper 
starts play 
by throwing 
the ball to a 
player from 
the yellow 
attacking team 
of six, who has 
dropped into 
the other half 
to receive 

Four of the blues 
start as defenders 
at the top end of 
the playing area

Four of the reds 
start as defenders 
at the bottom end 
of the playing area

Two players from 
each defending 
team start locked 
in wide boxes on 
the halfway line

The six yellow 
players attack the 
goal defended by 
the four reds. If the 
yellows score, the 
red defending team 
stays where it is and 
the yellow counter-
attack changes 
direction towards 
the opposite end

If the yellow 
attacking 
team misses, 
or if the shot 
is saved, as 
here, then the 
keeper can 
deliver a ball 
to one of the 
waiting red 
players on the 
halfway line

1

2

1
2

4

3
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[3c]

[3d]

GARY ROWETT & PAUL ROBINSON 
DEFENDING AND THE TRANSITION TO COUNTER-ATTACK

Both of the waiting reds can now break out of their 
wide boxes to counter-attack the goal at the top end 
defended by the blues. They are supported by the four 
red defenders, who must react and join the counter-
attack in a new 6v4 attacking situation, as shown [3c].

The yellow team that launched the first attack 
now replaces the reds as the defending team at the 
bottom end, with two yellow players going to the wide 
boxes on the halfway line, as shown [3d].

If the four blues are successful in defending 
against the red counter-attack and manage to win 
the ball, they can break out of their half by playing 
a forward pass into the path of either of their two 
waiting players on the halfway line and then the 
blues counter-attack against the goal now defended 
by the four yellows, as shown [3e].

We play three four-minute rounds with two minutes 
of rest after each round. We play for 15-20 minutes.

The two waiting reds 
can now break out 
of their wide boxes 
to counter-attack 
the goal defended 
by the blues 

The four red 
defenders must 
react to the 
transition and 
join the counter-
attack in a new 
6v4 attacking 
situation

The yellow team 
now replaces 
the reds as the 
defending team 
at the bottom 
end of the 
playing area 

Two yellow 
players replace 
the two reds in 
the wide boxes on 
the halfway line

2

1

1

2
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“When attacking we want to see positive and clinical finishing.  
When defending, we expect the players to be aggressive”

[3e]

GARY ROWETT & PAUL ROBINSON 
DEFENDING AND THE TRANSITION TO COUNTER-ATTACK

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
Within the session we look for the players to 
have good communication and concentration, 
quality with the ball, a quick speed of passing and 
clever movements. They should also be able to 
demonstrate composure on the ball. 

When attacking we want to see positive and 
clinical finishing. When defending and in transitions, 
we expect the players to be aggressive and have a 
good work ethic – individually and as a team. 

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Mistakes will happen throughout the session. 
These can be due to a variety of reasons: fatigue, 
a lack of concentration, misplaced passes, and 
erratic finishing. We would encourage players to 
keep motivated when mistakes happen. However, if 
players keep making the same mistakes, the session 
would be halted and we would ensure the group 
understand the session objectives. 

We try to get players to overcome mistakes by 
keeping the energy high with encouragement, 
positivity and extra practice.

If the four blues 
are successful 
in defending 
against the red 
counter-attack, 
they can break 
out of their half 
by playing a 
forward pass 

One of the wide 
blue players 
receives the 
forward pass 
and dribbles out 
of the box to 
counter-attack 

The remaining blues must react quickly to the 
transition and support the counter-attack 
against the yellows

1

2

3
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Clinton Lancaster started his coaching career 
with youth development teams at Chelsea. He 
joined Crystal Palace in 2014 and in his time 
at the club, he served as first-team assistant 
manager of Crystal Palace Women and head 
coach of the women’s U23 team. He helped the 
club to win the FA Women’s National League 
South East and the Surrey County Cup. 

He first joined Watford in October 2016 as 
head coach of the women’s U23 team, before 
he was made assistant coach for the first-team 
just over a year later. He became head coach 
of Watford Women in September 2019 and was 
voted Manager of the Month for December 
2019. He oversaw the club’s elevation to the FA 
Women’s Championship in 2021.

He is the holder of a UEFA A Licence.

MANAGER PROFILE 

CLINTON 
LANCASTER 
WATFORD WOMEN

“We will revisit this session if 
we recognise that we need to 
hit the wide areas against our 
upcoming opponents”

SESSION 

TRANSITION PLAY
The main focus of this session is on 
transitional play, where we aim to hit 
the wide areas of the pitch as quickly 
as possible. We then look at the many 
variations of how we hit the wide 
areas. For example, playing the ball 
wide directly from the goalkeeper, or 
playing it into the striker and then out 
wide, or sliding passes out wide from 
central areas.

This session gets everyone engaged 
as it has a variety of components that 
we can work on. It also allows my staff 
to work on other areas of play. I can 
allocate one coach to work on defending 
the cross, while another coach works 
on the press and how we prevent the 
possession team from building an attack 
and playing forward and wide. 

This session allows players to be 
creative in the final third. It focuses on 
the quick transition that allows players 
the freedom to attack the goal at pace 
and quickly score. On the flip side of the 
attacking transition, we can also use it 
to look at the defensive transition and 
how players should recover at speed.

It’s not a session we run every 
week, but it is one we will revisit if we 
recognise that we need to hit the wide 
areas against our upcoming opponents. 
If we notice that our forthcoming 
opposition like to get their full backs 
high when in possession, we will use 
this session as a reminder to the players 
to hit those wide spaces in behind.

17
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We set up on half a pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper 
at each end. The main playing area is coned of to 
the width of the penalty area and an 18-yard box 
is marked out in front of each goal. A wide channel 
flanks the main playing area on either side and 
mannequins are positioned outside the halfway line as 
starting points for the wide players and full backs. 

We’re using 16 outfield players split into two teams 
of eight. In each half a pair of central defenders come 

TRANSITION GAME

[1a]

CLINTON LANCASTER
TRANSITION PLAY

“What I am looking for in this session is an awareness of how 
to exploit the wide areas of the pitch as quickly as we can”

1

2

3

18

18

18

18

18

18

up against two strikers in a 2v2, or a 3v2 including 
the goalkeeper. The wide players and full backs for 
each team wait outside of the main playing area in the 
wide channels on either side of the halfway line. The 
attacking teams wingers should be positioned at the 
mannequins in their attacker’s half, as shown.

Play starts with the red goalkeeper, who passes the 
ball out to a central defender to build play from the 
back in a 3v2 situation. The aim for the possession 

Area:  
Half a pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
4 mannequins,  
2 full size goals

Number of Players:  
16 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
30mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play starts with a pass from the keeper and 
the red possession team builds from the 
back. In each half a pair of central defenders 
come up against two strikers in a 2v2 

The red 
possession 
team looks to 
pass the ball 
forwards into 
a striker in the 
attacking half. 
The red striker 
then combines 
with a wide 
player on the 
outside

The red 
wide player 
crosses, with 
the forwards 
making well-
timed runs to 
meet the ball 
and finish

The red 
attacking 
team’s wide 
player on the 
opposite side 
of the pitch 
can join in 
by making a 
supporting 
back-post run 

The opposition 
full backs can 
also make 
recovery 
runs to help 
their team to 
defend, but 
they can only 
do so once 
the ball has 
crossed the 
halfway line

5

4

1

2

3
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“We encourage players to slide passes across the floor. 
The aim is to attack quickly, so we need players to 

recognise the type of pass that will allow that”

[1b]

CLINTON LANCASTER 
TRANSITION PLAY

team is to pass the ball forwards into a striker in 
the attacking half. The red striker then combines 
with a wide player on the outside, who has made 
a supporting forward run to receive. The attacking 
team aims to produce a cross and a finish, with the 
forwards making well-timed runs to meet the ball. 

The attacking team’s wide player on the opposite 
side of the pitch can join in by making a supporting 
back-post run into the main playing area, creating an 
initial 3v2 overload in favour of the red attacking team. 
One opposition full back from each wide channel can 
also make recovery runs to help their team to defend, 

but they can only do so once the ball has crossed the 
halfway line, as shown [1a].

If the red forwards fail to get on the end of the 
cross and it is claimed by the opposition goalkeeper, 
the ball can be distributed immediately into one of 
the two strikers on their team. The practice now 
continues in the opposite direction, with the blue 
striker bringing an outside wide player into the game 
with a pass out into the wide channels. The recovering 
red full backs from the previous attack should now 
sprint back into their original starting positions in the 
outside channels, as shown [1b].

If the red forwards fail to 
get on the end of the cross 
and it is claimed by the 
blue keeper, the ball can be 
distributed immediately into 
one of the two blue strikers

The striker brings an outside wide player 
into the game with a pass out into the wide 
channel and the blues counter-attack

The recovering 
full backs and 
the attacking 
wide players 
from the 
previous 
attack should 
now sprint 
back into 
their original 
starting 
positions in 
the outside 
channels

1

2

3



2020

1

2

3

18

18

18

18

18

18

CLINTON LANCASTER 
TRANSITION PLAY

[1c]

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
What I am looking for in this session is an 
awareness of how to exploit the wide areas of the 
pitch as quickly as we can. I want to see players 
winning the ball in our half and then playing forward 
quickly to get in behind the opposition full back. If 
we are unable to play forward quickly, then the next 
best option is to maintain possession and build.

Once we win the ball, we need to recognise 
whether our striker can receive or if we can play 
directly wide. I am therefore looking at the striker’s 
body positions: have they been pinned by the 
defender or are they moving into pockets of space? 

I’m then looking for the quality of the pass into the 
wide areas: is it to feet, is it into space? What does 
the pass say to the wide player: play off one-touch 
or play off two-touch? Lastly, we want to see good 
supporting movement from the attacking team.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
A typical mistake players can make is to force play 
wide when it isn’t on. Sometimes players must turn 
the option down and build play a different way. 

Another common mistake occurs when players 
look to play a high ball into the wide area. This 
makes it harder for the wide player to play off 
one-touch. To remedy this we encourage players 
to slide passes across the floor. The aim is to play 
and attack quickly, therefore we need players to 
recognise the type of pass that will allow that.

How long does the session last?
It can last for 30 minutes. This includes jumping 
in with coaching points and progressions. I have 
always found the players enjoy this session, so don’t 
be afraid to overrun it slightly. The most important 
thing is that you make your messages clear.

On receiving the ball from the keeper, the striker 
can link up with either outside wide player and, as a 
progression, the wide player can also now drive inside 
the main playing area with the ball and is free to 
shoot at goal from an angle. The opposite wide player 

continues to join the attack by making runs to the 
back post area, as shown [1c].

The session can be progressed further by allowing the 
possession team to build play with a pass directly into the 
wide area rather than going straight into the striker first.

On receiving the 
ball from the 
keeper, the striker 
can link up with 
either outside 
wide player 

As a progression, 
the wide player 
can also now 
drive inside the 
main playing area 
with the ball and 
is free to shoot 
at an angle

1

2
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Tony Docherty began his coaching career as 
a Scottish Football Association development 
officer for the Glasgow area, spending three 
years in the role before a move to Falkirk to 
work as a community coach. Following Ian 
McCall’s appointment as Falkirk manager, 
Docherty became the club’s assistant manager, 
and when McCall moved to take charge of 
Dundee United in early 2003, Docherty came as 
part of the coaching team. He was subsequently 
promoted to first-team coach, a position he held 
at the club under successive managers.

Docherty left Dundee United in November 
2007 and moved to Scottish First Division side 
St Johnstone as assistant manager, working 
under former United player Derek McInnes. 
The pair achieved promotion back to the SPL 
18 months later and when McInnes became 
manager of Bristol City in October 2011, 
Docherty followed him to Ashton Gate as 
assistant manager. In March 2013 he once again 
teamed up with McInnes, this time as assistant 
manager at SPL side Aberdeen. 

Docherty left Aberdeen in March 2021 and 
currently has the role of coach educator for the 
Scottish FA, assessing the UEFA A and B Licences.

MANAGER PROFILE 

TONY DOCHERTY 
LMA AMBASSADOR

“It’s a session that gives the 
players a clear understanding of 
everything they need to channel 
as a team, press as a team and 
counter-attack as a team”

SESSION 

CHANNEL, PRESS 
AND COUNTER
This session is designed to prepare 
the team to channel opponents into 
an area where we have an advantage 
or an overload, then intensely press to 
win possession and quickly launch a 
counter-attack. 

It’s a session that I would run on 
a weekly basis with the team as it 
gives players a clear understanding of 
everything they need to channel as a 
team, press as a team and counter-
attack as a team. It also helps to give 
the team its identity as a pressing 
team who can counter-attack at a 
really high intensity. 

The session progresses as the 
players develop an understanding of 
each component part of the session 
and grasp that the channel leads to 
the press, which in turn leads to the 
counter-attack.

Before commencing this session, the 
players would be presented with a video 
analysis of the upcoming opponents. 
This video would usually illustrate key 
components that we would be looking 
to work on in the practical session and 
the reasons for doing it.

21
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We set up on three quarters of a pitch with a goal and 
a goalkeeper at one end and two small target goals 
at the other end. We mark a midfield box around the 
centre circle, as shown, and mark a box on each flank 
for the possession team’s full backs.

We’re using 13 outfield players split into a red 
possession team of seven and a blue counter-attacking 
team of six. The reds have two centre backs and two 
full backs. The full backs are locked in boxes on each 
wing. The counter-attacking blue team has a front 
three ready to attack and the remaining three players 
from each team start in a 3v3 in the midfield box.

COUNTER-ATTACKING GAME

[1a]

TONY DOCHERTY
CHANNEL, PRESS  
AND COUNTER

Play begins with the goalkeeper, who passes out 
to a red centre back. The defender receives the 
ball and must try to build play from the back by 
passing the ball into the midfield box, where the red 
midfielders have to try to string four consecutive 
passes together.

While the reds must pass the ball in the midfield 
box, the aim for the blue counter-attacking team is to 
win the ball back with an interception and then break 
forward quickly by passing the ball into one of the 
attackers in the blue front three, as shown [1a]. 

As soon as a blue attacker receives the forward 

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

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

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play begins with 
the goalkeeper 
passing to a red 
centre back

The red centre back 
receives from the 
keeper and must 
build play from the 
back by passing into 
the midfield box

It’s 3v3 in the 
midfield box. The 
red midfielders 
must try to string 
four consecutive 
passes together 
while the blue 
midfielders attempt 
to win possession

If the blue 
midfielders win 
possession in the 
midfield box, they 
break forward 
quickly by passing 
to one of the 
attackers in the 
blue front three

4

1

2
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[1b]

[1c]

TONY DOCHERTY
CHANNEL, PRESS AND COUNTER

pass, it becomes a 3v2 situation and the blues must 
try to score a goal, as shown [1b].

If a goal is scored, or if the ball goes out of play, the 
practice restarts with a ball from the goalkeeper, who 
once again passes out to a red centre back. The blue 
front three must ensure that they direct play into the 
midfield box by preventing options for the opposition 
centre back to play out wide to a red full back. Once 
the ball goes into the midfield box, the reds must pass 
the ball again in a 3v3 situation and the blues press to 
win possession, as shown [1c].

If the red team succeed in making four consecutive 
passes, then they must try to pass the ball out wide 
to one of their two advanced full backs who are 

positioned in a box each on the wing. Once the red full 
back receives the ball, the aim is to finish by passing 
the ball into a small target goal that is positioned at 
the end of the practice area, as shown [1d]. 

To progress the practice, once the blues have won 
the ball back in the midfield box, they should still 
pass forwards into the front three, but now we allow 
one blue midfield player to break out of the midfield 
box to join the attack as quickly as possible, creating a 
4v2 counter-attack. 

To progress the practice further, we allow both 
red full backs to make recovery runs to help defend 
the counter-attack alongside the two centre backs, 
making it a 4v4 situation, as shown [1e].

“The blue front 
three must 

ensure that they 
press to direct 
play into the 
midfield box 

by preventing 
passing options 
to the red full 

backs”

As soon as a blue 
attacker receives 
the forward pass 
from the midfield 
box, it becomes a 
3v2 situation and 
the blues must try 
to score a goal 

If a goal is 
scored, or if the 
ball goes out of 
play, the practice 
restarts with a 
pass from the 
keeper to a red 
centre back

The blue front 
three must press 
to direct play into 
the midfield box 
by preventing 
options for the 
reds to pass to 
one of the full 
backs

Once the ball goes 
into the midfield 
box, the blues must 
press aggressively 
as a team and try 
to win possession

3

2

1

1
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TONY DOCHERTY
CHANNEL, PRESS AND COUNTER

[1d]

[1e]

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
This activity allows the counter-attacking team 
to channel opponents into an area where the 
team is prepared to win possession and break 
on defenders whose organisation is disrupted. It 
allows for coaching of ball-winning in midfield, 
making a quick first pass forward, supporting runs 
and clinical finishing.

We want to see players working as a team to 
channel the opposition into areas where there is an 

overload or where the pressing team is able to win 
the ball. This will allow players to press as a team 
and gain possession. Once in possession, the pace 
of the counter-attack and attacking runs are of 
paramount importance.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
A typical mistake players make is take up poor 
positioning in relation to the rest of the team. 
We can correct this by ensuring that players are 
all on the same page and understand what is 
required of them.

1
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If the red team make 
four consecutive 
passes in the midfield 
box, they can pass the 
ball out wide to one of 
their two advanced full 
backs The red full back 

must finish by 
passing the ball 
into one of the 
small target goals

To progress the practice, 
once the blues have won 
the ball back allow one 
blue midfielder to break 
out of the midfield box 
to create a 4v2 counter-
attack 

To progress the 
practice further allow 
both red full backs 
to make recovery 
runs to help defend 
the counter-attack, 
making it 4v4

2

1

1

2
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Alan Keeling spent 20 years as a coach 
educator for the FA and for the PFA. He 
served Morecambe as academy manager and 
assistant first-team manager and he spent 
several years at Stalybridge Celtic. As academy 
manager, he twice took Stalybridge teams 
to the Conference Youth League title and 
he later became manager of the U21s. After 
gaining his Brazilian Pro Licence, he helped to 
take the club forward with a full time training 
programme for the first team.

He has also served Hyde United as assistant 
manager, Oldham Athletic as manager of the 
academy U15s and U16s, and he helped lead 
Maltese club Floriana from the relegation zone 
into the top four as first-team coach.

He is the founder of the Football For 
Life Premier Academy, which was the first 
organisation to run BTEC Sports Education and 
Football programmes.

MANAGER PROFILE 

ALAN KEELING 
LMA AMBASSADOR

“This session encourages 
players to show they have 
no fear of making forward 
runs and shows them they 
can succeed in scoring as 
long as the passing is of a 
high standard”

SESSION 

GETTING INTO THE 
‘BIG W’ TO SCORE 
FIRST TIME
This training session is all about 
coaching players to understand how and 
why they need to get into the correct 
area – the ‘Big W’, as I call it – to give 
them the maximum opportunity to score 
goals for the team. 

The ‘Big W’ is effectively the penalty 
area but for training purposes we funnel 
the attacking players directly towards 
the goal for maximum impact.

The whole squad tends to enjoy this 
training session because it can be used 
for the benefit of every player in the 
squad, whatever position they play in. 

It is used to encourage the team to 
play the ball forwards and advance 
up the pitch into the ‘Big W’ area. All 
players love to score, even defenders, 
and this session gives them plenty of 
opportunities to do this. 

It encourages players to show they 
have no fear of making forward runs 
and shows them they can succeed in 
scoring as long as the passing is of a 
high standard.

These passing activities can become 
the foundation of every session as a 
warm up. They also show players the 
philosophy of the team, using high 
quality passing at a fast tempo.

25
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We set up a playing area of 40x20 yards. We’re using 
12 players who work in pairs to produce combination 
play in this passing and movement exercise. The blue 
pair are strikers and are positioned in the centre of the 
area, while the remaining players start in pairs at either 
end, as shown. The exercise works in both directions.

Play starts at the bottom of the playing area with 
a pass being played into one of the blue strikers by a 

PASSING AND MOVEMENT

[1a]

ALAN KEELING
GETTING INTO THE  
‘BIG W’ TO SCORE

player from the first red pair. The blue striker sets the 
ball off to the second player from the first red pair, who 
then plays a through pass into the path of his forward 
running team mate who started the passing pattern. 

The pattern continues with a pass being played 
across into the second blue striker, who has made a 
diagonal run to create space for the initial through 
pass. The passing and moving continues as shown [1a] 

Area:  
Up to half a pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
flat discs, 2 full size goals
Number of Players:  
Up to 12 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Passing and movement: 
15mins
The ‘Big W’ game: 15mins
The ‘Big W’ drill: 15mins
Attacking the ‘Big W’: 
15mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The red players work in pairs. Play starts 
with a pass into one of the blue strikers 
by a player from the first red pair

The blue striker 
sets the ball off 
to the second 
red player, who 
then plays a 
through pass into 
the path of his 
forward running 
team mate

The first red passes across into the 
second blue striker who has made a 
diagonal run to create space

The pattern finishes when the ball 
is played to one of the waiting reds 
at the top of the playing area

4

1

2

3
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[1b]

ALAN KEELING
GETTING INTO THE ‘BIG W’ TO SCORE

until the ball is worked to one of the waiting players  
at the top end of the playing area. 

The exercise is then repeated from the opposite 
end of the area, with the same passing pattern being 
executed by the players in the other direction. Players 
should use one-touch only whenever possible, as 
shown [1b].

“Players work in pairs to produce 
combination play in this passing 

and movement exercise”

1a

1b

2a

2b

3

4

40

20

40

20

The active red players 
from the first pattern 
make their way to the 
back of the queue at 
the end they finished

The player who receives the finishing pass 
of the first pattern plays a starting pass 
to the blue striker and the same pattern is 
executed in the opposite direction

Players should use 
one-touch only 
whenever possible

1

2

3
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ALAN KEELING
GETTING INTO THE ‘BIG W’ TO SCORE

THE ‘BIG W’ GAME

[2a]

We set up a playing area on half a pitch with a goal and 
a goalkeeper at each end, coned off to the width of the 
penalty area. An 18-yard box is marked in front of each 
goal, with four cones placed along each 18-yard line. The 
area of the ‘Big W’ is marked with flat discs at each end. 
We’re using 10 outfield players split into two teams of five. 

Play starts with a pass out from the keeper. We play 

a 5v5 game in the central area of the pitch, with the 
team in possession aiming to enter the area of the ‘Big 
W’ (the penalty box) by playing through balls beyond 
the cones for forward-running attacking players to 
capitalise on. When a player receives the ball in the 
‘Big W’, they have one-touch only to finish past the 
goalkeeper, as shown [2a]. 

Play starts with 
a pass out from 
the keeper 

Play a 5v5 game in 
the central area, 
with the team 
in possession 
aiming to enter 
the ‘Big W’ area 
of the penalty 
box by playing 
through balls 
beyond the cones 
for a forward 
to run onto

When a player receives the 
ball in the ‘Big W’, they must 
finish past the goalkeeper 
with a first-time shot

1

2

3
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ALAN KEELING
GETTING INTO THE ‘BIG W’ TO SCORE

[2b]

“The target is to get three players 
into the ‘Big W’ during each attack 

for a goal to count and the shot 
must be taken first time”

The game is directional and the aim is to produce 
combination play through the pitch to enter the ‘Big 
W’ and score a goal. 

We can progress the activity by requiring three 
attacking players to be inside the ‘Big W’ for a goal 
to count, as shown [2b].

Progress the 
activity by 
requiring three 
attacking 
players to be 
inside the ‘Big 
W’ for a goal 
to count

Play restarts from 
the keeper after a 
goal is scored

The aim 
is to use 
combination 
play through 
the centre 
of the pitch 
to create the 
chance to 
play a through 
ball into the 
penalty area

1

3

2
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“It’s important that players use the correct choice of finish, knowing 

 when to pass the ball into the net and when to hit it with power”

THE ‘BIG W’ DRILL

[3]

ALAN KEELING
GETTING INTO THE ‘BIG W’ TO SCORE

We set up a playing area on half a pitch coned off 
to the width of the penalty area, with a goal and 
goalkeeper at one end. The area of the ‘Big W’ is still 
marked with flat discs in front of the goal.

This exercise is a progression from the first passing 
pattern and links to the previous game. Players 

attack in pairs using the same passing pattern as 
used in the first exercise to combine with a pair of 
strikers. The aim is to get three players entering the 
‘Big W’ at the same time, creating a goal-scoring 
opportunity for any one of them, as shown [3]. 
Alternate the side of the starting pass.

Players attack in pairs using the 
same passing pattern each time 

The starting 
pair combine 
with a pair of 
strikers up 
the pitch. The 
aim is to get 
three players 
entering the 
‘Big W’ area at 
the same time

The drill 
should end 
with a first-
touch shot on 
goal with three 
players inside 
the ‘Big W’

1

2

3
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ATTACKING THE ‘BIG W’

[4]

ALAN KEELING
GETTING INTO THE ‘BIG W’ TO SCORE

We use the same playing area with the ‘Big W’ still marked 
with flat discs in front of the one goal and goalkeeper, but 
we add wide channels to either side, as shown. 

We’re using 10 outfield players, split into a red 
attacking team of eight and two blue defenders. 
The eight red attacking players are set up as part of 
a 4-3-3 formation, with two supporting full backs 
operating in the wide channels. The full backs are 
free to receive the ball in the wide channels and pass 
back inside the central area.

The aim for the team of eight attacking players is to 
produce combination play to move the ball beyond the two 
defenders and the four cones positioned on the 18-yard 
line in order to enter the ‘Big W’ and score a goal, as shown 
[4]. Once again, the target is to get three players into the 
‘Big W’ during each attack for a goal to count and the shot 
must be taken first time. To be successful, players must 
time their runs well to break the final defensive line. 

After each attack is dead, players must reset and 
attack again.

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to 
look out for?
The key points to look out for 
are: the quality of pass and the 
quality of control, the timing 
of support runs, and the timing 
and speed of the pass. It’s also 
important that players use the 
correct choice of finish when a 
goal-scoring chance is created 
– they should demonstrate they 

know when to pass the ball into 
the net, when to place their shot 
with accuracy and when to hit the 
ball with power.

What are the typical mistakes 
players might make and how 
do I avoid them?
Players can’t avoid making 
mistakes, they can only improve 
their performance over time, with 
plenty of effort and experience. 

Common mistakes that players 
make during this session include 

receiving the ball square on, 
instead of side on. Also, players 
can control the ball poorly with 
their first touch, putting it into 
the wrong place for the next 
pass. 

Other common mistakes include 
making poorly timed support runs 
and selecting the wrong finishing 
option to score.

To help players understand 
the session fully, it’s okay for 
coaches to walk them through 
the practice to begin with.
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eight red 
attacking 
players 
are set up 
as part of 
a 4-3-3 
formation

Two red full 
backs can 
support play 
from the wide 
channels

The aim for the reds is to use 
combination play to move the ball 
beyond the two blue defenders 
and enter the ‘Big W’ area

Three attacking 
players must be 
inside the ‘Big 
W’ for a goal to 
count and the 
shot must be 
taken first time
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Ask a coach what they look for most in a player and 
the answer ‘hard-working’ will likely be towards the 
top of their wish list. A hard worker on the pitch, a 
hard worker in day-to-day training.

Other characteristics? They want players to be 
ambitious, organised, disciplined, self-controlled, 
capable and orderly.

That sounds like a great player, right? Especially  
if they’re blessed with a bit of skill as well!  

Perhaps unbeknown to most coaches is that 100 
years of psychological research has shown that all 
of these characteristics are a part of one single 
personality trait – a trait called conscientiousness.

It’s perhaps a bit of a mouthful, but the personality 
trait of conscientiousness is all-important. 
Specifically, it relates to effort and self-control. 
More broadly, people who are high conscientious are 
industrious and organised. They tend to be purposeful, 
strong-willed, and determined. They orient towards 
being scrupulous, punctual, and reliable.

The opposite? Well, it’s not that those who are low 
conscientious are lacking in moral principles, it’s that 
they can tend to be less exacting when it comes to 

applying them. They can be slightly less focused  
in working towards their goals. They can struggle  
to engage in effortful control and self-regulation.

Interestingly, there’s substantial evidence to  
suggest that conscientiousness is a strong predictor  
of success in the workplace, and, although slightly 
less relevant for coaches, it’s also a positive predictor 
of life length. Those low in conscientiousness tend to 
die younger.

Of course, not everyone who turns up for your 
training sessions will be high conscientious. Some 
of your players are bound to be more towards the 
low end of this crucial trait ( just because they have 
a great deal of skill in their feet doesn’t mean they’ll 
be highly conscientious). And it may not be their fault 
– whilst the hereditary aspects of personality are 
complex, research suggests that around 40-50% of 
conscientiousness is passed on from parents. 

The good news is that every player can learn to be 
a little more conscientious. Traits, whilst influenced 
genetically, are shiftable. They’re malleable! And you, 
their coach, can help players develop this trait. Let’s 
look at some ways…

THE IMPORTANCE OF 
CONSCIENTIOUSNESS
SPORT PSYCHOLOGIST DAN ABRAHAMS EXAMINES HOW UNDERSTANDING THE ALL-
IMPORTANT TRAIT OF CONSCIENTIOUSNESS CAN HELP COACHES TO HELP THEIR PLAYERS.

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY
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ACCEPTANCE AND EMPATHY
Some players just don’t have the patience for 
detail. Some players will be disorganised and late. 
Some players will experience distraction on and 
off the pitch. In my experience, I’ve found a great 
entry point for coaches to help a player raise their 
conscientiousness is to actually accept that low levels 
of this trait exist, and to accept that it’s enormously 
tough for players to change to higher levels. 

Acceptance of low effort or a lack of self-control 
isn’t to give-up on a player, it’s more a willingness  
to engage with the complexity of the human, with all 
their inner (and outer) challenges. By doing so, I’ve 
found that coaches then give themselves a better 
chance to approach their players’ personal and 
professional challenges in the right frame of mind.

Acceptance is best followed by empathy. That 
may sound frightening to a coach – “What, I have to 
empathise with less effort or with ill-discipline?”.

To empathise isn’t to agree. It’s not to sympathise. 
It’s not to say that the low conscientious behaviours 
in front of you are acceptable. But it is to see your 
players as fallible humans. And it is to understand 
that change is more likely when players see you 
less as a threat and more as a collaborator. And 
it’s unlikely that you’ll change behaviour through 
insistence, through aggression or through argument. 
Insistence often leads to resistance, so empathise 
with the person in front of you:

– “I know you find it challenging to talk about the 
details of the game”

– “It’s tough for you to be on-time for meetings 
sometimes”

– “I’ve noticed you get distracted. Okay, let’s work 
on that”

Empathy is to listen, and when you listen to 
someone (and I mean really listen), you invite the  
first steps of change.

HELP THEM SET BEHAVIOURAL OBJECTIVES
Acceptance in place, empathy projected, and now’s 
the time to start brainstorming and agreeing on  
new behaviours. 

To start this process, ask open-ended questions.  
Try to borrow from their past, help them envision their 
future, or get them to examine what others do:

– “Tell me about when you’ve really felt the urge to 
study the game in detail.” (the past)

– “If you were to be on-time for every meeting, 
what specific things would you be doing to help that 
happen?” (the future)

– “Is there another player who seems to always be 
focused? What do you think they’re doing to help them 
be like that?” (modelling others)

It’s difficult for a player to change their behaviour if 
they’re not able to picture what different looks like. 
Through the skill of asking open-ended questions you 
can help players to envision what high conscientious 
actually looks like:

– “When I’ve studied the game it’s when I’ve played 
well. I have to admit I do like watching my best 
performances” (Great! Now you have a vital clue to 
help you increase the effort of this player – they’ll 
watch their best games!)

– “If I was to be on time for our morning meetings I’d 
get into training earlier. I find that difficult but I’ve done it 
a few times. I had a spell of being early when I got one of 
the other players to wake me with a phone call” (Great!  
A behavioural clue to help this player be more orderly!)

– “Jane is always focused when she plays. She’s on her 
intensity non-stop. I’ve asked her about it before and she 
says she’s always talking to herself to keep her attention 
high” (Great, a modelling clue to help this player improve 
their capacity to pay attention – use self-talk!)

Questions, questions, questions! Help players 
borrow from the past, consider their future, and 
examine what others do to shift from low to high 
conscientious behaviours.

REINFORCE HIGH CONSCIENTIOUS BEHAVIOURS
Once you’ve brainstormed the behaviours that 
players need to display in order to heighten their 
conscientiousness, get their permission to constantly 
be on the lookout for those behaviours. Reinforce 
them regularly, and praise players for engaging 
with them. If they slip up, rather than scold them, 
revert to the system of empathy, question them for 
understanding, then reinforce the agreed behaviours. 

The reality is that some players will find engaging 
with high conscientious behaviours a tough ask – for 
the whole of their football career, and even the rest 
of their lives. Personality traits are sticky and durable, 
and players who are very low may require a great 
deal of support. That can be challenging for coaches. 
But with patience, behaviour change is possible, and 
seeing your people build the capacity to adjust can be 
very rewarding indeed.

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
THE WORLD'S MOST EXTENSIVE LIBRARY OF PROFESSIONAL 

COACHING SESSIONS AT YOUR FINGERTIPS

elitesoccercoaching.net 

CELEBRATING 10 YEARS AS THE COACHES’ CHOICE
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