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FROM THE CHAIRMAN 
Welcome to the January 2022 issue of Elite Soccer. 
In this month’s magazine we have asked five leading 
managers and coaches to share their favourite 
training sessions with us. 

We begin this issue with a session written by Tony 
Mowbray. Tony is currently the manager of Blackburn 
Rovers, who are flying high in the EFL Championship 
this season. He has written a pressing session that 
is all about encouraging the different units of a team 
to connect together to win the ball back and create 
goal-scoring opportunities quickly and efficiently.

A former LMA manager of the year from his 
time with Newcastle United, Alan Pardew has also 
managed in the Premier League with West Ham 
United, Charlton Athletic, Crystal Palace and West 
Bromwich Albion. This month he has shared a 
session with Elite Soccer that is all about setting 
up a team in a 3-5-2 formation and coaching them 
to defend against crosses from wide areas. Initially 
working on preventing oppornities to cross from 
wide, the session also rehearses players to defend 
inside the penalty area if crosses come in.

Forest Green Rovers manager, Rob Edwards, has 

written a session for us that will help players to 
understand when, where and how to press to win 
the ball back and score, while Cardiff City first-team 
coach Mark Hudson has penned a couple of activities 
that will encourage players to make the quick 
transition from defence to attack.

Also featured in this issue is Leicester City U18s 

coach, Adam Barradell, who has written a series of 
activities that work on teams being able to sustain 
attacks, even if they come up against a tough and 
compact block.

I hope you find that this month’s sessions will assist 
your coaching and please let us know how you get on. 
We will return next month with five more sessions to 
help develop your team.
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“I hope you find that this month’s 
sessions will assist your coaching. 
Please let us know how you get on”
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Beginning his coaching career as first-team 
coach at Ipswich Town, Tony Mowbray had a 
brief spell as caretaker manager at the Portman 
Road club before taking his first permanent 
managerial job at Hibernian in the Scottish 
Premier League in 2004. In his debut season 
at Easter Road, he won the Scottish Football 
Writers’ Association Manager of the Year award 
and the following season he was voted Scottish 
Premier League manager of the year. 

Moving to West Bromwich Albion, he won the 
EFL Championship title in 2008 and led the club 
in the Premier League the following season. 
Mowbray was then appointed as manager of 
his former club, Celtic, before returning to 
Middlesbrough, the club where he had started 
his playing career. 

He subsequently enjoyed a spell as manager 
of Coventry City before joining Blackburn Rovers 
in February 2017. He was unable to prevent the 
struggling side from being relegated, but under 
his managership Blackburn won promotion back 
to the EFL Championship after just one season 
in League One.

MANAGER PROFILE 

TONY MOWBRAY 
BLACKBURN ROVERS

“The players will grow in belief 
when chances are created and 
goals are scored after winning 
the ball back in critical areas 
of the pitch”

SESSION 

PRESSING WITH 
TEAM CONNECTIVITY 
TO SCORE MORE
This session is all about encouraging 
the different units of a team to connect 
together to win the ball back from 
an opponent and create goal scoring 
opportunities quickly and efficiently.

It shows players that by setting traps 
and having a strong mentality, a team 
can control a game without having 
possession of the ball. This can lead 
to the team regaining possession when 
the opposition are in a defensively 
vulnerable position. The players will 
grow in belief when chances are created 
and goals are scored after winning the 
ball back in critical areas of the pitch.

We would tend to use this session 
when we are due to be playing against 
a possession-based team that builds 
play from the back. Or it can be run as a 
stock session to help build the identity 
of the team, and to keep reinforcing the 
messages that we see as key elements 
of how we are developing the out-of-
possession presses.

4
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We set up a playing area of 60x30 yards, including two 
five-yard end zones. Two small goals are positioned on 
each side of the pitch, as shown, and one goalkeeper 
is stationed in each end zone. 

We’re using 20 outfield players, split into two teams: 
a blue possession team of 12 and a red pressing team 
of 8. The teams are set up with six blues and three 
reds in a 6v3 in each half of the pitch, plus one extra 
red defender in each of the end zones.

PRESSING TO SCORE

[1a]

TONY MOWBRAY
PRESSING WITH 
TEAM CONNECTIVITY 
TO SCORE MORE

The coach starts play by serving a ball into a 
goalkeeper in one of the end zones. The goalkeeper 
receives and passes into a player on the blue 
possession team in the nearest half of the pitch, as 
shown [1a]. The aim for the six blues is to play through 
the red pressing team and create an opportunity to 
pass into the blues in the other half of the pitch, and 
then work the ball to the goalkeeper in the opposite 
end zone to score a point. 

Area:  
60x30 yards
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
4 small goals

Number of Players:  
20 players + 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
Pressing to score: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The coach starts the practice by 
playing a ball into a goalkeeper 

The keeper receives and 
builds play from the back 
with a pass into a player 
on the blue possession 
team, who have a 6v3 
overload in each half

The aim for the blues is to play 
through the red pressing team and 
pass into the blues in the other half. 
If they work the ball to the goalkeeper 
at the opposite end to where the ball 
started, the blues score a point

1

23
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[1c]

TONY MOWBRAY 
PRESSING WITH TEAM CONNECTIVITY TO SCORE MORE

If one of the three red players in the starting half 
wins possession, they must try to score by quickly 
passing the ball into one of the mini goals in that half, 
as shown [1b].

When the blues start to build play from the back, 
the three red players must decide whether to sit back 
and screen to prevent passes going into the opposite 
half, or whether to press aggressively together 

with the aim of winning the ball back high in the 
opposition’s starting half. This, in turn, will dictate the 
positioning of their three team mates in the other half. 
If the three active reds in the starting half don’t press 
high, their team mates in the other half must guard 
against a quality weighted pass over their heads by 
sitting deeper and reading the long pass but be always 
ready to move quickly forwards if necessary.

“The aim for the blues is to play through the red pressing team 
and work the ball to the goalkeeper in the opposite end zone”

If the 
reds gain 
possession 
while the 
blues are 
playing out 
from the 
back, they 
must try 
to score by 
passing into 
one of the 
mini goals 
as quickly 
as possible 

The three reds in the active 
half can either sit back and 
screen a pass across the 
halfway line or, as here, 
press aggressively high

If the reds press aggressively 
high, then a team mate from the 
opposite half can step across the 
halfway line to join the press, 
creating a 4v6 situation

To ensure there are still three red 
players to defend an attack in case the 
blues manage to pass over the halfway 
line, the extrared defender steps out 
from end zone to support the press 

3 2

1

1
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TONY MOWBRAY 
PRESSING WITH TEAM CONNECTIVITY TO SCORE MORE

[1d]

[1e]

However, if the three red players decide to press 
the ball aggressively and high, then a red player from 
the opposite half can step across the halfway line 
to join the press, therefore creating a 4v6 situation 
with the aim of helping the reds win the ball high up 
the pitch. If this happens, the extra red player in the 
opposite end zone steps into the main playing area 
to support the press from the back, as shown [1c], 

ensuring that there are still three red players in that 
half in case the ball is transferred through by the 
blue passing team.

It is important that when the red team decides to 
press, everyone is connected and ready to press one 
by one. If one red fails to press, then the blues will be 
able to create an opportunity to pass into the other 
half, as shown [1d].

It’s important 
that when the 
reds decide 
to press, 
everyone is 
connected 
and ready 
to press one 
by one 

Here the red fails to press 
aggressively enough and the 
blues succeed in passing the 
ball across the halfway line

Once the ball 
has crossed 
the halfway 
line, the 
reds should 
continue 
to press 
aggressively

If the red pressing team regains the ball, they 
should quickly transition and use combination play 
to find a way to score in one of the mini goals

On losing 
possession, 
the blues 
should 
counter-press 
and if they 
manage to 
regain the 
ball, they 
must again 
try to transfer 
it from one 
goalkeeper to 
the other to 
score a point

3

2

1

2

1
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[1f]

TONY MOWBRAY 
PRESSING WITH TEAM CONNECTIVITY TO SCORE MORE

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look out for?
We want to see the pressing players cutting off 
passing lines and reading the eyes and intentions 
of the player in possession. The pressing team also 
have to recognise when to ‘jump forward’ in order 
to apply extra pressure, and when to sit and screen 
in an attempt to intercept forward passes.

We want to see the possession team, who are 
trying to pass the ball from end to end, using 
variety in how they achieve their aims, mixing short, 
sharp passes with long, high deliveries.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Players will press without a trigger and this should 
be the signal for the whole team to be alert to an 

opportunity. When this happens, if they’re not alert 
to the group press, individual players can be passed 
through and around and spaces between each unit 
of the team will be exploited by good passing and 
clever players.

How would I put this in a game situation?
This drill is taken onto a full size pitch which has been 
prepared with different coloured lines to help players 
get the distances between each team unit correct and 
compact. We would transfer it to the pitch on game 
preparation days and work in the designated zones 
before opening up the full pitch, so as to expose the 
players to the dangers of space and how good players 
and teams can exploit space if you allow them to. 

Some games, we would set up to play a high press, 
some with a mid block and some games we would 
play against a top team and expect to defend deep 
but always carry a counter-attacking threat.

If the blues succeed in transferring the ball across 
the halfway line and the ball is then regained by the 
red pressing team in the half being attacked, then the 
aim for the reds is to find a way to score as quickly as 
possible in transition by using combination play to help 
them finish into one of the mini goals, as shown [1e].  

But if the blue team counter-press and win the ball 
back, the blues must keep it and again try to transfer 
it from one goalkeeper to the other.

If a goal is scored by the red pressing team, then the 
practice restarts from the coach who plays a new ball 
into a goalkeeper, as shown [1f].

“It is important that when the red team decides to press, 
everyone is connected and ready to press”

Once the reds have scored in the mini goals, the coach 
restarts play with a new ball played to one of the keepers

The blue possession team again tries to pass 
out from the back and play continues as before

1

2
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Alan Pardew enjoyed his first experiences of 
coaching with Reading after finishing his playing 
career at the club. He had two spells as caretaker 
manager and one season spent as reserve team 
manager before being appointed to the top 
job and he subsequently led the first-team to 
automatic promotion to Division One in 2002 and 
to a fourth place finish the following season.

Becoming manager of West Ham in 2003 and 
reaching the play-offs in his first season in charge, 
he led the Hammers to promotion to the Premier 
League via the play-offs in his second season. 
His successes at West Ham included guiding the 
club to the 2006 FA Cup Final, narrowly losing on 
penalties to Liverpool after a 3-3 draw.

Pardew was appointed manager of Premier 
League Charlton Athletic in December 2006. He 
subsequently became manager of Southampton, 
where he enjoyed success as his team won the 
2010 Football League Trophy.

His career highlights also include winning the 
Premier League Manager of the Season award 
in 2012 when he was at Newcastle. He also won 
the LMA’s Manager of the Year award the same 
season. He subsequently moved to Selhurst Park 
and led Crystal Palace to the 2016 FA Cup Final. 
His career in coaching has also included spells in 
charge of West Brom and ADO Den Haag.

MANAGER PROFILE 

ALAN PARDEW 
LMA AMBASSADOR

“I like this session because it 
allows a coach to experiment 
with the squad and examine 
players in multiple roles”

SESSION 

DEFENDING CROSSES 
WITH A BACK THREE
This session is all about setting a team 
up in a 3-5-2 formation and coaching 
them to defend against crosses 
from wide areas. It initially works on 
preventing opponents crossing from wide 
but it also rehearses players to defend in 
the penalty area if crosses come in. 

I like this session because it allows 
coaches to experiment with the squad 
and during the session they can examine 
their players in multiple roles. For 
example, a full back that traditionally 
operates in a back four could be 
appropriate to serve as a wing back or 
indeed as a side centre back in a 3-5-2 
system. Similarly, a centre back that 
typically operates in a back four may be 
able to operate as a side centre back or 
as the central centre back in a 3-5-2. 
Possible factors that will determine the 
best positioning of the players include 
physical capacity, technical ability and 
specific defensive qualities.

How often I run this session will depend 
upon the team set-up that is most 
appropriate for the squad and gives the 
team the best chance of winning the next 
game. If the team is very comfortable 
in the 3-5-2 system, it may be good to 
run the session for an extended period 
to refresh the basics of defending this 
way. Running it regularly could also give 
coaches a degree of flexibility during 
games, as it is often beneficial to be 
able to change the formation of a team 
without making a substitution.

9
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1a

1b

1c

1d

2a

2b

After a warm-up [not shown] the initial part of the 
session would be a phase of play. We set up on half 
of the pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper at one end. 
We’re using 17 outfield players. 

The red team are set up to defend the goal in a 
3-5-2 formation minus one striker, using three central 
defenders, two wing backs, and two midfielders sitting 
in front of the defence. The defending team would 
also have a number 10 and a number 9 as an outlet, 
should the defenders win the ball.

We would set up the blue attacking team to 
provide an appropriate challenge, representing the 
opposition in our upcoming match – in this case 
the blues are set up to attack the goal in a 4-2-3-1 

PHASE OF PLAY 1

[1a]

ALAN PARDEW
DEFENDING CROSSES 
WITH A BACK THREE

formation, initially minus the team’s two full backs.
Often in a phase of play like this, we would ask the 

attacking team to mimic a particular style of play that the 
upcoming opponents will use. In this case, we have asked 
them to play a fast, possession-based brand of football, 
keeping the ball on the floor and using the width of the 
pitch to produce crosses and to score from crosses.
This part of the practice focuses on defending the 
final third. The starting positions of the defending red 
wing backs is relatively narrow, forming a back five. As 
this is not a transition, the red defending team are in a 
good shape at this stage.

Play would start from the halfway line with the blue 
attacking team being asked to play either into midfield 
or out wide. As shown [1a], the ball starts with a blue 
central midfield player who passes across field to a 
second central midfielder, who then plays out wide 

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

Session time:  
Pre Activation/Warm Up: 
30mins
Phase of Play 1: 20mins
Phase of Play 2: 20mins 
11 v 11: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 
The reds set up to defend the goal in a 
3-5-2 formation, minus one striker

The blues set 
up to attack 
the goal in 
a 4-2-3-1 
formation, 
minus full 
backs. Play 
starts with 
the blues, who 
pass out to the 
left winger

As the ball is 
travelling, the 
red right wing 
back goes out 
to engage the 
opposition winger

The three red 
centre backs 
must take 
up effective 
positions in 
front of the 
goal to defend 
a potential 
cross delivered 
into the box

The two 
red central 
midfielders 
must take up 
positions in 
front of the 
centre backs, 
ready to pick 
up oncoming 
attacking 
midfielders 
and win any 
second balls

5

4

1

2

3
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2a

2b

[1b]

[1c]

ALAN PARDEW 
DEFENDING CROSSES WITH A BACK THREE

to the blue left winger. The red right wing back goes 
out to engage the opposition winger as the ball is 
travelling. He can do this without hesitation, knowing 
that there are three centre backs and another wing 
back defending centrally. The three centre backs must 
take up effective defending positions in front of the 
goal to defend a potential cross delivered into the box. 
The two red central midfielders must also take up 
their positions in front of the centre backs.

If the blue left winger is successful in delivering a 
cross into the box, then the red team must aim to 
defend and clear the ball effectively, as shown [1b]. In 
the event of a cross coming in, the defensive positions 

of the central defenders and the other wing back must 
be coached. They should fill slots in the zone in front 
of the goal, with good body shape and an awareness 
of the opposition team’s movements and positioning. 
Red defensive midfield players should also fill slots 
in front of the red defenders to clear crosses in that 
area, picking up oncoming attacking midfielders and 
winning second balls if the centre backs fail to make  
a good clearance.

This can be repeated in waves for 20 minutes. We 
would run the practice on both sides of the pitch to 
check the understanding of each player within the 
defending unit, as shown [1c].

The red 
defenders 
must be 
positioned 
on an angle 
to be able 
to see the 
position of the 
attackers and 
the position, 
timing and 
flight of any 
incoming 
crosses 

If the blue 
left winger is 
successful in 
delivering a 
cross into the 
penalty area, 
then the reds 
aim to defend 
and clear the 
ball effectively 

The practice works on 
both sides of the pitch. 
Here the ball is played out 
to the blue right winger 

The red left wing back is 
now released from the 
back five to apply pressure 
on the ball and must try 
to prevent the cross

2

1

2

1
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1a

1b

1c
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2a

2b

ALAN PARDEW 
DEFENDING CROSSES WITH A BACK THREE

[1d]

The activity can be progressed to create a more 
challenging situation for the defending team, 
with the red defenders now being asked to take 
up starting positions outside of the penalty area, 
as shown [1d]. The ball is played out wide to an 
opposition winger with the red wing back moving 
out to engage. The nearest centre back may now be 

required to engage on the cover if the wing back is 
beaten by the winger in a 1v1 situation. The other 
defenders in the back line and the two midfielders 
retreat into the box to take up appropriate defending 
positions in relation to the ball, including the 
opposite wing back who may now need to be one of 
the three defenders in front of the goal.

“We would run the practice on both sides of the pitch to check the 
understanding of each player within the defending unit”

To progress the activity, 
the red team now take 
up starting positions 
outside the penalty area 

The ball is played out 
wide to a blue winger 
and the red wing back 
moves out to engage 
the winger

The nearest 
red centre 
back may now 
be needed 
to engage on 
the cover if 
the red wing 
back is beaten 
by the blue 
winger in a 1v1

The other defenders in the back 
line and the two red midfielders 
retreat into the box to take up 
appropriate defending positions 
in relation to the ball

The opposite 
wing back 
may need to 
shift over to 
become one 
of the three 
defenders 
in front of 
the goal

5

4

1

2

3
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1a

1b

1c

1d

2a

2b
“One of the most important things is the speed at which the wing backs 

are able to get out and engage opposition players in wide areas”

PHASE OF PLAY 2

[2a]

ALAN PARDEW 
DEFENDING CROSSES WITH A BACK THREE

The session is now progressed. The basic set up 
remains the same, but we’re now adding two outfield 
players. Previously the red defence was set up in 
an ‘ideal’ way. However, by adding two full backs 
to complete the blue attacking team’s line-up, this 
can give the red wing backs a dilemma. They now 
may have to go forward and engage an oncoming 
opposition full back, meaning the nearest centre 
back would have to come out to defend against the 
opposition winger in a 1v1 should the attacker receive 
the ball. This means the opposite red wing back may 
now need to shift over to become one of the three 
defenders in front of the goal, as shown [2a].

If the wing back and the nearest centre back to 
the ball are required to come out into the wide 
area and engage both the opposition winger and 
attacking full back in a 2v2 situation with the aim of 
stopping a potential cross, the two remaining central 
defenders, plus the other wing back and the two 
red midfielders, must retreat into the box to take 
up appropriate defending positions in relation to the 
ball, as shown [2b].

We would repeat this attack in waves for about 20 
minutes, alternating the side of attack and asking the 
red defenders to react appropriately to defend against 
the attacking situation.

Progress the session by adding two full 
backs to complete the blue attacking team. 
This will make the job of defending harder 
for the red team

Here the red 
wing back 
goes to engage 
an oncoming 
opposition 
full back and 
is taken out 
of the game 
when the full 
back passes 
down the line 
to the blue 
right winger

The left sided 
red centre 
back must 
now come out 
to engage the 
winger and the 
ball in a 1v1 
situation

Now the opposite red wing back 
must take up the third central 
defensive position in the box

4

1

2

3
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1a

1b

1c

1d

2a

2b

[2b]

ALAN PARDEW 
DEFENDING CROSSES WITH A BACK THREE

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
One of the most important things to look at is the 
speed at which the wing backs are able to get out 
and engage opposition players in wide areas. This is 
particularly relevant if any specific detail about the 
opposition has been identified, such as the winger 
always comes inside to shoot, so the wing back 
would need to get out quickly to show the attacker 
down the line. 

Also important is the body position of the central 
defenders and midfielders in the penalty box 
when anticipating a cross coming in. They must be 
positioned on an angle to be able to see the position 
and movement of the oncoming attackers and the 
position, timing and flight of any delivered crosses.

Crucially, we want to see the defensive line squeezing 
the penalty box after a clearance to deny space to the 
opposition and relieve the pressure on the goal. 

The goalkeepers should play a key role in this 
session too. Their communication, encouragement and 
ability to come and claim crosses will relieve pressure 
in the important defensive moments of a game.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
A typical mistake can be players being dragged 
out of position by the movement of the attacking 
players. Although attackers must be marked 
in the penalty area, defensive players need to 
communicate well, pass men on and be aware of 
danger. Defenders should never cross over and 
switch positions with each other in this situation. 

Wing backs and centre backs defending wide 
areas should not dive in – they should stand up and 
deny space to the attacker. Defending against the 
opposite wide attacker is also important, as is the 
body shape of the last defender.

How would I put this in a game situation?
We can develop this session into an 11v11 game. Both 
teams can attack and defend, but the team coached 
to defend through the session should exhibit the 
points that have been addressed previously. By the 
same token, the attacking team representing our 
forthcoming opponents should maintain the same 
style of play that they used in the earlier phases 
of play in order to elicit the desired scenarios: 
defending in wide areas and against crosses.

In this situation, the red 
wing back and the nearest 
red centre back to the ball 
are both required to come 
out and engage in a 2v2 
situation with the aim of 
stopping a cross 

The two remaining red central defenders, 
plus the other red wing back and the two 
red midfielders, must retreat into the box to 
take up appropriate defending positions in 
relation to the ball in case a cross comes in

12
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Rob Edwards played as a centre back for numerous 
clubs, including Aston Villa, Wolverhampton 
Wanderers and Barnsley. He also helped both 
Blackpool and Norwich City to promotions to the 
Premier League and gained 15 caps playing for 
Wales before retiring at the age of 30.

After hanging up his boots, Edwards became 
U18s coach at Wolverhampton Wanderers before 
being promoted to the role of first-team coach 
during the summer of 2015. He also spent two 
matches as caretaker manager of the club the 
following year.

After a season spent managing AFC Telford 
United he returned to Wolves as the head coach 
of the U23s and in his first season in charge, he 
led the team to promotion to Premier League 2 
Division 1, the highest level of youth football.

Moving to the Football Association, he worked 
as a coach with the England U20s before being 
appointed as head coach for the England U16s. 

He was appointed head coach of Forest Green 
Rovers in May 2021 and after picking up four 
wins from his first five matches, Edwards was 
awarded the EFL League Two Manager of the 
Month award.

MANAGER PROFILE 

ROB EDWARDS 
FOREST GREEN 
ROVERS

“Understanding when, where 
and how to press to win the ball 
back and score is the main aim”

SESSION 

PRESSING TRIGGERS 
WHEN OUT OF 
POSSESSION
This session focuses on pressing  
triggers and shows players how and 
when to press in certain scenarios  
from a compact shape.

We want to see that players have 
a positive mentality when pressing 
the ball from a compact shape. 
Understanding when, where and how  
to press to win the ball back and score 
is the main aim of the session. 

Players need to be able to spot the 
right time to press and to recognise and 
exploit a bad touch from the opposition 
or capitalise on a switch of play. The 
specific roles and responsibilities of each 
player in the press are very important.

We would run this session once a 
week, two days before a match. The 
shape of our upcoming opponents  
would dictate which shape we would 
play against in the session.

15
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We set up a playing area of 18x12 yards. We’re using 11 
outfield players split into two teams of four and one 
team of three. The red team of four starts with two 
players on either side of the playing area and they 
must pass the ball to keep possession, while the blue 
team of four starts inside the playing area and they 
must press to win possession. 

POSSESSION 4v4+3

[1a]

ROB EDWARDS
PRESSING TRIGGERS  
WHEN OUT OF  
POSSESSION

The neutral yellow team of three has a player 
at each end and a player in the centre of the 
playing area. The three yellows play for the team in 
possession, combining to make it a 7v4 situation to 
keep the ball, as shown [1a].

If the blue pressing team of four wins the ball back 
successfully they aim to find a pass to a neutral 

Area:  
Up to full pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
8 mannequins or poles,  
2 full size goals

Number of Players:  
Up to 20 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
Possession 4v4+3: 8mins
10v10 possession with 
goalkeepers: 14mins
11v11 game: 14mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 
The four red players on the 
outside of the playing area 
aim to keep possession of the 
ball by passing to one another

The three yellow neutrals play 
for the team in possession and 
must help them keep the ball, 
making it a 7v4 situation

The four blue players aim to press and 
win the ball back whenever possible 

12

3
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[1b]

ROB EDWARDS 
PRESSING TRIGGERS WHEN OUT OF POSSESSION

yellow player as quickly as possible in transition. If this 
happens, the blue and red teams change roles quickly – 
the blue players now move to positions on the outside of 
the area and replace the red players, who move into the 
middle to press the ball, as shown [1b].

The key details we want to see are players making 
the quick transition to pressing after losing possession 
and they must demonstrate that they are aware of the 
pressing triggers.

We play three games of two minutes.

“We want to see players making 
the quick transition to pressing 

after losing possession and 
they must demonstrate they are 

aware of pressing triggers”

If the blue pressing team wins the 
ball back successfully they aim to find 
a pass to a yellow neutral player as 
quickly as possible in transition 

After winning possession, the 
blues switch roles with the reds 
as quickly as possible. The blues 
move to positions on the outside of 
the area and replace the reds

The red players now 
move into the middle 
to press the ball 

1

2

3
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ROB EDWARDS 
PRESSING TRIGGERS WHEN OUT OF POSSESSION

10v10 POSSESSION WITH GOALKEEPERS

[2a]

[2b]

We set up a playing area of 52x58 yards on the centre 
of the pitch and position four mannequins at each end. 
An additional scoring zone is marked out at each end. 

We’re using 20 outfield players and two goalkeepers 
split into two teams of 11. Both teams are set up in a 
3-5-2 formation inside the central playing area with a 
goalkeeper positioned at each end on the edge of the 
scoring zone.

Play starts with a pass out from the back into the 
playing area by one of the goalkeepers. The aim for the 

team in possession is to attack the opposite end and 
arrive in the scoring zone behind the four mannequins 
with the ball under control to gain a point. As the 
possession team attacks, the defending team aims to 
set pressing triggers to win the ball back and the team 
must press together as a unit, as shown [2a].

If the pressing team wins the ball then the aim is to 
try to score a point in transition by counter-attacking 
the end scoring zone, as shown [2b].

We play two games of six minutes.

The reds start play as 
the possession team. 
They are set up in a 
3-5-2 formation and to 
score a point a red must 
arrive in the end scoring 
zone behind the four 
mannequins with the 
ball under control

The blues start play as 
the defending team. 
They are set up in a  
3-5-2 formation and aim 
to set pressing traps to 
win the ball back

The blue 
team must 
press 
together 
as a unit

If the blue pressing team wins the 
ball, the aim is to score a point 
in transition by attacking the end 
scoring zone. Here the blues have won 
possession via an interception

The attacker on the ball has to 
decide whether to dribble into the 
scoring zone or to play a forward 
pass for a team mate to run onto to 
receive the ball under control in the 
end scoring zone

1

2

1

2

3
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11v11 GAME

[3]

ROB EDWARDS 
PRESSING TRIGGERS WHEN OUT OF POSSESSION

We set up on a full size pitch with a full size goal 
at each end. This allows us to test the players in a 
realistic scenario. 

We’re using 20 outfield players and two goalkeepers 
split into two teams of 11. The session now progresses to 

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
Managing the opposition is an important part of this 
practice. The opposition needs to make it realistic 
and really try to play through our compact shape 
to make the session work. We would normally have 
another coach managing the opposition to get the 
realistic outcomes from the session. 

The players must be able to answer the following 
questions after working on the session: When do 
we press? Which area of the pitch are we forcing 
them into and why? Who presses the ball and how? 

What is a pressing trigger? What do we do when we 
win possession of the ball?

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
The typical mistake players make includes pressing 
when the distances are too big and therefore they 
press alone and are isolated. 

Pressing on the wrong trigger is also a common 
mistake. To remedy this, it is important to give 
players a clear understanding of the pressing 
triggers and pressing distances to engage the ball, 
as well as making them understand that they have 
to put active pressure on the ball.  

an 11v11 game, with one team set up in a 3-5-2 formation 
and the other team set up in the formation used by our 
forthcoming opponents, as shown [3]. The idea now is to 
implement specific pressing triggers that were worked 
on in the previous activities. A goal scored as a result of 
a pressing trigger is rewarded with an extra point.

We play two games of six minutes with minimal 
interventions.

“It is important 
to give players 

a clear 
understanding 
of the pressing 

triggers and 
pressing 
distances 
to engage 
the ball” Play an 11v11 game, 

with one team 
set up in a 3-5-2 
formation and the 
other team set up 
in the formation 
used by upcoming 
opponents Work on specific 

pressing triggers 
in relation to the 
previous practice. 
Here the blues 
press as a team to 
win the ball back

1

2
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Beginning his professional career coming 
through the ranks at Fulham, Mark Hudson went 
on to play as a centre back with Crystal Palace, 
Charlton Athletic and Cardiff City, but it was 
after hanging up his boots at Huddersfield Town 
in 2017 that he turned to coaching. 

Joining Huddersfield’s backroom team, he was 
soon appointed manager of the U23 squad. He 
also enjoyed two spells as the club’s caretaker 
manager in 2019, including taking charge of 
Town’s Premier League fixture with Manchester 
City. In November 2021 Hudson rejoined his 
former club, Cardiff City, as first-team coach.

COACH PROFILE 

MARK HUDSON 
CARDIFF CITY

“The session is designed 
to engage the players with 
directional play and it allows 
them to create plenty of 
goal-scoring chances”

SESSION 

ATTACKING 
TRANSITION FROM 
A FIGHT ZONE 
This session is all about rehearsing 
players to make the transition from 
defence to attack. It is made up of two 
parts: the first part is a 5v5 transition 
end zone game and as the session 
progresses it culminates in an 11v11 ‘fight 
zone’ practice with transitions.

The session is designed to engage 
the players with directional play and it 
allows them to create plenty of goal-
scoring chances. It requires players to 
demonstrate possession and movement 
skills so it has a somewhat technical 
feel to it, but it also needs them to 
exhibit tactical knowledge too. 

The required physical output is high 
because it is a player versus player 
session, plus it finishes with an 11v11 
game, which adds psychological value. 

The first part of the practice flows 
naturally into the second part and gives 
the players enough of a feel for the ball to 
go into an intense game-relevant scenario.

We would run this session once a week 
on a two or three-week cycle, as this 
type of training is always relevant to how 
our team would play and reinforces our 
philosophy. It also engages the players in 
an enjoyable and competitive environment. 
The fact that it focuses mostly on our own 
style takes away the need to over-focus 
on the upcoming opponent. 

The physical nature of the session 
means we would run it three days 
before match day.

20
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We set up a playing area of 38x22 yards including four-
yard end zones at each end and eight mannequins 
positioned as shown. We’re using 10 outfield players 
split into two teams of five.

Play is directional with each team defending one 
end zone and attacking the opposite end. A coach or 
server starts play by serving the ball into one of the 
teams and they must attack by playing through the 
opposition and the mannequins, with the ultimate 

END ZONE GAME

[1a]

MARK HUDSON
ATTACKING  
TRANSITION FROM  
A FIGHT ZONE 

aim of passing to a team mate who can score a point 
by receiving in the opposition’s end zone, as shown 
[1a]. We want to see attacking players making runs in 
behind to enter the end zone to receive.

If the team in possession successfully scores a point 
by entering the opposition’s end zone, they restart the 
game with a new ball which is played into the main 
area by a coach or server from their own defensive 
end zone. The team that just conceded the point must 

“We want to see the attacking players making runs 
in behind to enter the end zone to receive”

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

Number of Players:  
20 players + 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
End zone game: 12mins
Fight zone game: 22mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play starts 
with a pass 
into one of 
the teams by 
a server. It’s 
a directional 
5v5 game and 
each team 
attacks one 
end zone and 
defends the 
opposite end

The team in possession attacks 
by playing through the opposition 
and the mannequins 

The aim for the possession team is to pass to 
a runner who must dart into the end zone to 
receive the ball to score a point

1

2

3
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[1b]

[1c]

MARK HUDSON 
ATTACKING TRANSITION FROM A FIGHT ZONE 

react quickly by pushing up the area together to get 
into effective positions to be able to apply pressure to 
the new ball being played in, as shown [1b].

To progress this 5v5 game, the team in possession 
must make five consecutive passes in possession 
before they can attempt to score a point by passing 

the ball into a runner in the end zone, as shown [1c]. 
We would play four blocks of two minutes, with 

one minute’s rest between blocks. The first two 
blocks would be the basic activity and we would 
introduce the minimum pass requirement for the 
next two blocks. 
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Once the 
possession 
team has 
scored, they 
restart with a 
new ball that 
is played into 
the area by a 
server from 
their defensive 
end zone

The team that 
conceded must 
react quickly 
by pushing up 
together to 
apply pressure 
to the new ball 
being played in

To progress 
this 5v5 game, 
the team in 
possession 
must make five 
consecutive 
passes before 
being free to 
score a point 
by entering the 
end zone 

1

1

2
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MARK HUDSON 
ATTACKING TRANSITION FROM A FIGHT ZONE 

FIGHT ZONE GAME

[2a]

We set up a playing area between the 18-yard lines, 
using the full width of the pitch. We mark out a 
central ‘fight zone’ that is eight yards longer than the 
centre circle on each side of the halfway line. We also 
mark a ‘defensive build-up line’ a further 10-yard back 
in each half. We position a goal and a goalkeeper at 
each end of the playing area.

We’re using 20 outfield players split into two teams 
of 10. The game is directional and all the outfield 
players start in the central ‘fight zone’.

Play begins from a goalkeeper who can pass out to 
one defender who drops into the defensive build-up 
zone to receive unopposed. The defender must pass 
or drive with the ball into the central fight zone area 
and then play is live, as shown [2a].

The idea is for the team in possession to play through 
the lines and find a runner beyond the defensive line 
(which doubles as the offside line) and then try to 
score a goal. A maximum of three forward players can 
run beyond the last defensive line and the attacking 
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“The main principle of this session is defence to attack and an 
understanding of this is required throughout the game model”

Play starts with a pass from a goalkeeper to 
a defender. The defender can drop into the 
defensive zone to collect the ball unopposed 

After receiving unopposed in the defensive build-up 
zone, the defender must pass or drive into the central 
‘fight zone’ area and then play is live 

1

2
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[2b]

MARK HUDSON 
ATTACKING TRANSITION FROM A FIGHT ZONE 

team must score within just one pass of receiving 
the ball beyond the line, as shown [2b]. No defending 
player can track back beyond the defensive line.

If the defending team wins the ball during the build-up 
play, they must quickly transition to attack and try to 
produce combination play to pass through the central 
fight zone and beyond the opposition’s defensive line, as 
shown [2c]. The ball must stay below head height, which 

places a high demand on good passing, possession, and 
movement. Once again, only three forward players can 
run beyond the final line to create and score a goal.

In a simple progression, we allow two defenders 
to now track runners beyond the defensive line and 
defend their goal, as shown [2d]. Offsides always apply.

We would play two blocks of 10 minutes, with the 
second block being the progression.
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[2c]

The possession team builds play through the lines 
and must make a pass to a runner beyond the 
defensive line and try to score a goal

Only three 
attackers can 
run beyond the 
defensive line 
and they must 
score within 
one pass 
of crossing 
the line

No defending 
player can 
track back 
beyond the 
defensive line

If the 
defending 
team wins 
the ball, they 
transition to 
attack and use 
combination 
play to pass 
through the 
opposition and 
beyond the 
defensive line 

The ball must 
stay below 
head height 

Only three 
forward 
players can run 
beyond the line 
to create and 
score a goal

2

1

3

1

2
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[2d]

MARK HUDSON 
ATTACKING TRANSITION FROM A FIGHT ZONE 

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
We would outline to the players what is required 
of them before we start the first activity. 
We want to see players staying with runners, 
defending 1v1 situations, winning the ball back 
and then breaking forwards. Players should 
take care of the ball once they have regained 
possession, making a secure first pass. We also 
want to see players making good movement off 
the ball, with forward runners offering support.

The main principle of this session is defence to 
attack and an understanding of this is required 

throughout the game model. If we defend well as 
a team, it gives us the best opportunity to attack 
well as a team too.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
On occasion you will see players let their 
runners go, or maybe they demonstrate they 
are too eager to win the ball back and jump out 
of position and lose shape, causing a disjointed 
team and creating more space for the opponents 
to attack. This then becomes the coaching 
point to focus on. Technical mistakes are to be 
expected and can be worked on individually and 
within other sessions.

Progress the 
activity by 
allowing two 
defenders  
to recover  
beyond the 
defensive  
line and  
defend 
the goal

1
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Adam Barradell is currently the head coach of 
Leicester City U18s.

He started his coaching career as a technical 
specialist coach for Coerver Coaching. He 
subsequently enjoyed spells at Derby County 
as lead youth development phase coach 
and foundation phase coach, and he has 
also worked at Mansfield Town as centre of 
excellence manager and as a professional 
development phase coach with the U18s.

After working as a technical development 
coach at Burton Albion and as a first-team 
opposition tactical analyst for Peterborough 
United, he joined Leicester City in 2016.

COACH PROFILE 

ADAM BARRADELL 
LEICESTER CITY

“There is lots of variety to 
the practices and plenty of 
opportunities to embed the 
key coaching points within 
the session”

SESSION 

SUSTAINING AND 
FINISHING ATTACKS
This session is made up of a series of 
practices that work on the abilities of 
individuals and the team to sustain 
attacks and ultimately finish attacks. 
It opens with a practice that focuses 
on attacking in 1v1s and 2v2s, as well 
as forward passing and playing off 
one-touch. It works on playing forward 
through the units first time with the 
correct ball speed to break lines.

As the session develops, the second 
activity works on the team’s ability to 
sustain the ball against opponents who 
are using a compact block and who are 
ready and willing to press aggressively. 
It’s an activity that helps to develop 
the shape of the group and shows the 
players how to play around the block, 
over the block and in between the 
block. It also works on the ability of the 
team to counter-press when possession 
is lost, showing the players how to 
recover the ball to again build and 
sustain constant pressure with the ball.

The session culminates in a phase of 
play exercise that requires the team to 
sustain constant pressure with the ball 
in the opposition half. It utilises tactical 
situations to be able to exploit the 
opposition block, using the team’s good 
movement off the ball, its individual 
creativity and its passing and dribbling. 

This session is unique and engaging 
as it incorporates both individual 
development and group development. 
With the progression of the practices 
the players are moving through an 
individual skill development practice to 
a unit practice to a team practice. There 
is lots of variety to the practices and 
plenty of opportunities to embed the 
key coaching points within the session. 
The practices are challenging for both 
the individual and for the team.

26
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We start with a skill and technique practice and work 
on attacking 1v1s and 2v2s, as well as forward passing 
and playing off one-touch. 

We set up adjacent grids of 36x12 yards with two 
mannequins in the centre of each and a small target 
goal positioned at the top end. 

We’re using three players in each grid: a yellow 
midfield player, a red attacker and a blue defender. We 
run the same passing/attacking sequence in each grid. 

SKILL & TECHNIQUE PRACTICE

[1a]

ADAM BARRADELL
SUSTAINING AND  
FINISHING ATTACKS

The yellow player starts by passing the ball to the red 
attacker, who is positioned to the side of the mannequin. 
The red attacker sets the ball back to the yellow, who 
then punches a longer pass into the blue defender at 
the top end of the grid. The blue defender sets the ball 
back with one-touch to the red player and the red then 
attacks the blue defender in a 1v1 situation with the aim 
of scoring in the mini goal at the top end of the area, as 
shown [1a]. We would run this in blocks of two minutes.

“These passing 
drills work on 

pre-movements 
to receive and 
setting the ball 
first time. They 

also work on 
being in a position 

to receive and 
protect the ball”

Area:  
Up to three quarters of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 
mannequins or poles,  
4 small goals, 1 full size goal
Number of Players:  
20 players + 1 goalkeeper

Session time:  
Skill & technique practice: 
20mins
Possession practice:  
20mins
Attacking phases of play: 
20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

In each grid the yellow player 
starts play by passing the ball 
to the red attacker, who is 
positioned to the side of the 
mannequin 

The red attacker 
sets the ball back 
to the yellow 
player, who then 
punches a longer 
pass into the 
blue defender

The blue 
defender sets 
the ball back to 
the red attacker 
with one touch. 
The red then 
attacks the blue 
defender in a 
1v1 situation 
and attempts to 
create a shooting 
opportunity

1

2
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[1b]

[1c]

ADAM BARRADELL 
SUSTAINING AND FINISHING ATTACKS

Next we would run a different passing sequence. 
The red attacker starts with the ball between the 
mannequins and passes down the grid to the yellow 
player. The red immediately follows the pass to press 
the yellow. The yellow must take a touch to the side to 
avoid the press before playing a long chipped pass into 
the blue defender at the top end of the area. The blue 
defender sets the ball with one touch to the red player, 
who attacks the blue defender in a 1v1 situation with 
the aim of scoring in the mini goal at the top end, as 
shown [1b]. We would run this in blocks of two minutes.

These passing drills work on pre-movements to 
receive and setting the ball first time. They also 
work on being in a position to receive and protect 
the ball, and on playing forward through the units 
first time with the correct ball speed to break lines. 
They rehearse players in 1v1 attacking and defensive 

duels and give attackers the opportunity to be able 
to knock the defender off balance and allows them to 
use a variety of techniques, feints or tricks to beat the 
defender and score. 

Next we would progress the activity by joining each 
pair of grids together and we would run the passing 
sequences again on one side. However, this time when 
the ball approaches the goal it now becomes a 2v2 
situation and the red attacking pair must try to get 
past the blue defending pair to score in either of the 
two mini goals, as shown [1c]. 

This progression encourages quick combination 
play to exploit defenders and it allows us to work on 
2v2 attacks. It encourages the ability to play in pairs, 
while showing players when to come short and when 
to penetrate with runs in behind. We would run this in 
blocks of two minutes.

The red attacker starts 
with the ball between the 
mannequins and passes into 
the yellow player before 
following the pass and 
pressing the yellow 

The yellow must take 
a touch to the side as 
they are being pressed 
and then make a long 
chipped pass into the 
blue defender

The blue defender sets the ball 
with one touch to the red, who 
has made an attacking run up the 
grid. The red attacker takes on 
the blue defender in a 1v1 with 
the aim of scoring in the mini goal

Combine two grids 
into one and run the 
previous attacking 
sequences again, 
but this time each 
passing drill finishes 
in a 2v2 with the 
attacking pair of 
reds attempting to 
get past the two 
blues to score in 
either of the mini 
goals 

1

1 2

3
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ADAM BARRADELL 
SUSTAINING AND FINISHING ATTACKS

POSSESSION PRACTICE

[2a]

We now run a possession practice that will work on 
the team’s ability to sustain the ball against a compact 
block that is prepared to press. This activity works the 
shape of the group to be able to play around the block, 
over the block and in between the block. 

We set up a playing area of 55x30 yards with a 
mini goal at each end and we mark a central box 
that contains a pair of mini goals facing outwards, as 
shown. We’re using 18 outfield players split into a red 
possession team of eight and a blue pressing team of 
eight, both playing in the main area, plus two yellow 
midfielders who play unopposed in the central box.

The coach starts play by passing the ball into the 
red possession team to start the practice. The reds 
must attempt to keep the ball from the pressing 
blue team while trying to find the opportunity to 
pass to one of the two yellow midfield players in the 
central box. 

Once the ball has been played into one of the 
yellow midfielders, the yellows aim to link play back 
to the red possession team, who then try to score 
by finishing in one of the two out-facing central mini 
goals, as shown [2a]. However, if the blue pressing 
team wins the ball back successfully, they must try to 

The coach plays 
the ball into the 
possession team to 
start the practice 

The red possession 
team of eight 
attempts to keep 
the ball by passing

The blue team 
of eight presses 
and tries to gain 
possession

The red possession team must 
try to create an opportunity to 
pass to one of the two yellow 
midfield players in the pockets

The yellow midfielders aim to link 
play with the red possession team, 
who try to score by finishing in one of 
the two central mini goals

5

4 1
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ADAM BARRADELL 
SUSTAINING AND FINISHING ATTACKS

[2b]

“This activity helps the possession team to recognise when to increase 
the tempo of the passing in order to pull opponents out of the block”

score as quickly as possible in transition by finishing in 
one of the two mini goals that are at each end of the 
playing area, as shown [2b].

This activity helps the possession team to recognise 
when to increase the tempo of the passing in order 
to pull opponents out of the block and to enable the 
possession team to play in between the block to score 
in one of the mini goals. It works on individual receiving 

techniques that show players how to be in a position 
to receive to protect, lend or create, depending on 
the situation. It develops individual decision-making 
when receiving and encourages one-touch passing 
and passing over longer distances. It also works on 
the team’s counter pressing when possession is lost 
and encourages players to recover to build again and 
sustain constant pressure with the ball. 

If the blue pressing team wins the ball back 
successfully then they must transition quickly 
to attack and try to score in one of the two 
mini goals at each end of the playing area

1
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[3a]

ADAM BARRADELL 
SUSTAINING AND FINISHING ATTACKS

In the third part of the session we work on the team’s 
ability to sustain constant pressure with the ball in 
the opposition half. We utilise tactical situations to be 
able to exploit the block, using the team’s individual 
creativity and their off-the-ball movement. 

We set up a playing area on three quarters of a 
pitch (64 yards in length and using the full width). 
We position a full size goal and a goalkeeper at one 
end and three small goals at the other end. We 

divide the playing area into five channels, as shown. 
We’re using 20 outfield players split into two teams, 
with the red possession team set up in a 3-5-2 
formation and the blue defending team set up in a 
4-4-1-1 system, as shown [3a].

We work on the attacking shape of the red team 
and outline specific tactical pictures for the players 
once the ball is in the sustaining phase, showing them 
how to exploit the opposition in their defensive half. 

The blue 
defending team 
is set up in a 
4-4-1-1 system 
and tries to 
win the ball. If 
they succeed 
they must 
counter-attack 
the three 
small goals

The red possession team is 
set up in a 3-5-2 formation 
and attacks the main goal

2

1
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ADAM BARRADELL 
SUSTAINING AND FINISHING ATTACKS

We work on the cohesion of the team and encourage 
players to recognise which tactical solution is required 
to break down the opposition’s block. 

We begin each attacking phase of play with a coach 
starting play by passing the ball to a red wide centre 
back. The ball is switched across the back three and 
then each attack progresses in a different way…

Attack 1: Once the ball is switched across the back 
three, the wing back on the ball-side drops down the 
line to receive. Up the pitch the number 10 moves 

channels to occupy the opposition full back. The 
striker on the ball-side makes a run in behind the 
opposition full back to receive a longer pass played 
down the side by the wing back, as shown [3b]. The 
attack then progresses until the ball is dead, with the 
reds aiming to score in the main goal and the blues 
aiming to win possession and counter-attack the 
three mini goals. We place a heavy coaching emphasis 
on the possession team counter-pressing once 
possession is lost.

A coach begins each attack by playing the 
ball to a wide centre back and the ball is 
then switched across the back three  

In this first 
attack the 
wing back 
on the 
ball-side 
drops down 
the line to 
receive

The number 
10 moves 
channels to 
occupy the 
opposition 
full back

The striker on the ball side makes a run in behind 
the opposition full back to receive a longer pass 
played down the side by the wing back. The attack 
then progresses until the ball is dead

4

1

2

3
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[3c]

ADAM BARRADELL 
SUSTAINING AND FINISHING ATTACKS

Attack 2: Once the ball is switched across the back 
three, the wing back on the ball-side pushes on into a 
more advanced position, level with the opposition full 
back. The striker on the ball-side drops into midfield 
to create an overload. The number 10 moves to the 
side into the wide channel. The wide centre back on 
the ball has two passing options – to play central into 
the striker who has dropped into midfield or to play 

wide into the number 10 to keep progressing the play 
forwards, as shown [3c]. The attack then continues 
until the ball is dead.

Attack 3: This time the two central midfield players 
drop into deep positions to pull out the opposition 
central midfield players. This opens up the space for 
the wide centre back to play a through pass into the 
striker on the ball-side, who has dropped in to receive. 

After the 
defenders have 
worked the 
ball across the 
backline, for this 
second attack 
the wing back 
on the ball-side 
pushes into a 
more advanced 
position level with 
the opposition 
full back 

The red striker on the ball side drops 
into midfield to create an overload 

The red 
number 10 
moves to the 
side into the 
wide channel 

The wide centre back has two passing options – to play 
central into the striker who has dropped into midfield, or 
to play wide into the number 10 to keep progressing the 
play forwards. The attack continues until the ball is dead

4

1

2
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ADAM BARRADELL 
SUSTAINING AND FINISHING ATTACKS

The striker links with the wing back, who can then 
play a first-time pass in behind the opposition back 
four for the second striker to receive, having made a 
diagonal run in behind, as shown [3d]. The attack then 
progresses until the ball is dead.

Attack 4: This time the wide centre back steps out 
with the ball and hits a long diagonal pass to the wing 
back on the opposite side of pitch, who has made 
a run in behind. The striker drops into midfield to 
attract the opposition centre back and full back and 

“We work on the attacking shape of the team and 
outline specific tactical pictures for the players once 

the ball is in the sustaining phase”

For this third 
attack, the 
two central 
midfield players 
drop into deep 
positions to pull 
the opposition 
central midfield 
players out 
of position

The striker 
links with the 
wing back, who 
then plays a 
first time pass 
in behind the 
opposition 
back four

Space has 
opened up 
for the wide 
centre back 
to play a 
through 
pass into 
the striker 
on the ball 
side, who 
has dropped 
in to receive

The second 
striker makes 
a diagonal 
run in behind 
to receive 
the pass. 
The attack 
continues until 
the ball is dead

1

3
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ADAM BARRADELL 
SUSTAINING AND FINISHING ATTACKS

the number 10 makes a run in behind to support the 
attack, as shown [3e]. The attack then progresses 
until the ball is dead.

As each phase of play is played out until the ball is 
dead, it is important that the players work hard on the 
finishing phase of each attack. We want to see players 
arriving in the penalty area for finishes from crosses 
or through balls, either shooting first-time or using 
minimal touches. We also want to see attacking runs 

off the ball to exploit the opposition defenders.
Players can become frustrated during this practice 

if they are struggling to break down the defensive 
block, so it’s important to highlight that this is a 
difficult task and that players must stay positive with 
one another.

After working through the various attacking tactical 
pictures, we would finish the session by progressing 
this activity into an 11v11 game.

For this fourth attack, the wide centre back 
steps out with the ball and hits a long diagonal 
pass to the wing back on the opposite side

The striker 
drops into 
midfield to 
attract the 
opposition 
centre back 
and full back 

The wing back 
makes a run 
in behind to 
receive the 
switch of play

The number 
10 makes 
a run in 
behind to 
support the 
attack. Play 
continues 
until the ball 
is dead

1

3

2

4
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Hostility, untimeliness, rudeness, impulsiveness, 
laziness, disorganisation, closed-mindedness, gossipy…

Recognise these traits? I’m sure you do! They’re 
a few examples of behaviours that tend to infuriate 
coaches because they can cause players to disengage. 
They can stop players from learning and growing, 
they can prevent players from teaming and leading, 
and they can diminish a player’s chances of high 
performing with consistency.

And here’s the thing – these behaviours can be 
sticky. They’re not easy to shift. Players who are 
impulsive tend to stay that way. Players who are 
untimely are likely to be late often. Players who tend 
to be disorganised may be like this for the whole of 
their playing careers.

Unhelpful behaviours can be hard to shift because 

they tend to be habitual. They can be a part of a 
player’s make-up driven biologically, developmentally, 
and culturally – ingrained from birth and from their 
early years’ experiences with family and friends.

And here’s the snag – encapsulated in a saying we 
psychologists have – “I insist, you resist”. The more you 
insist on the kinds of behaviours you’d like to see, the 
more the player in front of you will likely resist (as a 
general rule of thumb). Why? Because change mostly 
feels uncomfortable. And because change usually requires 
a huge amount of effort (metabolic resources) in order to 
accommodate new thoughts, feelings and actions.

So what to do if you have a player who has a 
great deal of ability, but is self-sabotaging through 
unhelpful behaviours?

Firstly, and primarily, you can empathise.

THE IMPORTANCE OF EMPATHY
SPORT PSYCHOLOGIST DAN ABRAHAMS EXAMINES THE IMPORTANCE OF EMPATHY FOR 
AIDING BEHAVIOUR CHANGE IN YOUR PLAYERS

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY



3737

EMPATHY
Now empathy probably isn’t what you think it is. 
Empathy isn’t agreeing with someone’s position 
or sympathising with them. Empathy is a listening 
statement. Empathy is sending a message to a 
player that you’re listening to them and hearing 
them. Let me give you an example:

Coach: “I’ve noticed you’ve been a bit aggressive 
with team mates recently… even pushing them around 
a bit.” (an opening statement)

Player: “Yeah, some of them have 
been really winding me up because 
of their poor play.” (answer)

Coach: “Well you need to find a 
better way to respond to them, you 
can’t push them around.” (response)

Now, you can go down the path of 
insistence like the above. But here’s 
another way:

Coach: “I’ve noticed you’ve been 
a bit aggressive with team mates 
recently… even pushing them around 
a bit.” (an opening statement)

Player: “Yeah, some of them have 
been really winding me up because 
of their poor play.” (answer)

Coach: “You’ve been feeling angry 
because of some poor play by other 
players.” (empathy)

Player: “Yeah, it’s just been so sloppy, it’s 
unacceptable.”

Coach: “You want players to be focused and ‘on it’ at 
all times.” (empathy)

Empathy is a listening statement that reflects back 
what you hear in a conversation. Not only is it telling 
the player that you’re listening to them, and not only 
are you giving them the opportunity to air how they’re 
feeling, it also helps you to gather evidence as to why 
someone is behaving as they are.

The conversation can build from here, with the 
coach continuing to empathise:

Player: “Yeah, exactly gaffer. We’re here to win and 
we have to compete at all times to be able to give 
ourselves the best chance to win.”

Coach: “I hear you – you want to win and you’re a 
competitor. You want others to be like that as well.”

Player: “Yeah, focused and energetic. There are too 
many players walking and not making themselves 
available for the ball. Some are hiding as well. It’s 
just not cool!”

Ah! Now because you’ve spent a bit of time 
empathising and giving this player a chance to speak 
about his/her/their experiences, you’ve gathered 
some evidence. You’re now seeing the world through 
the lens of this player and you can use the answers 
as an opportunity to suggest change:

Coach: “So what you’re experiencing is a bit of 
laziness? Not a lot of energy. Not enough movement 
or runs? I hear you. I noticed that you didn’t 
communicate this to your team mates – you just 
started getting aggressive with them. You’ve told me 
how passionate you are about them working hard and 
playing with energy – do you think you could make 
these messages clear to your team mates before you 
even think of getting physical with them?”

Player: “I get frustrated and I think I need to deal 
with that as well, but of course gaffer I see what 
you’re saying. I need to vocalise what I think they need 

to do before I lash out.”

INFLUENCING BEHAVIOUR
Of course, one-to-one meetings 
with players don’t always go as 
smoothly as this, and there may 
be plenty of directions players 
can take to push back at your 
instructions or your suggestions. 
But the point here is that you’ve 
led this conversation with 
empathy, so the player in front 
of you may be in a better mental 
space to take onboard your 
instructions or suggestions. 

You haven’t insisted, so it’s 
less likely that a player will 
resist. You’ve listened to them 

talking. You’ve given them all your attention, and 
you’ve helped them feel understood.

Listening – attention – understanding: these 
are key psychological traits common to all good 
psychologists looking to help people engage in a 
change process. It’s possible for you as a coach to 
incorporate them into your communication simply  
by using empathy.

Whilst empathy doesn’t guarantee changing the 
unhelpful behaviours of a player, it does give you a 
better chance to influence their behaviour.

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

“Empathy doesn’t 
guarantee changing 

the unhelpful 
behaviours of a 

player, but it does 
give you a better 

chance to influence 
their behaviour”
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