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FROM THE CHAIRMAN 
Welcome to the April 2022 issue of Elite Soccer. In this 
month’s magazine we have a five brand new training 
sessions written especially for us by some of the top 
managers and coaches in football. 

We’re delighted to kick-off this issue with Crystal 
Palace manager, Patrick Vieira, who is appearing in 
Elite Soccer for the very first time. He has shared 
a session that reinforces his principles of play and 
successfully integrates the technical, tactical, physical, 
psychological and social elements of the game.

Next up we have a session by Mick McCarthy and 
Terry Connor. Based on encouraging intense forward 
play and the scoring of well-worked team goals, it’s 
a session that the pair demonstrated in person at a 
coach education session delivered to 60 professional 
coaches and managers at the LMA Technical 
Performance Clinic at St George’s Park in March 2022, 
supported by LMA technical partner Elite Soccer.

Another manager who we’re delighted to see in 
this magazine for the first time is Pedro Martinez 
Losa. Formerly the manager of Arsenal Women, he is 
currently in charge of the Scotland women’s national 
team and he has shared a favourite session aimed at 

improving both defensive and offensive transitions.
A regular contributor the magazine, Graham Biggs 

is the head of coaching at the Northampton Town 
academy. In this month’s issue he has penned a 
crossing and finishing session that can be used to work 
on either the attack or the defence.

Last but by no means least, we have a session from 
Anthony Williams, who is currently both the head 
of coaching and the assistant manager of Cardiff 
Metropolitan University FC. His training plan is designed 
to encourage strikers to play between the lines.

I hope you find that this month’s sessions are of use 
to you in your coaching and please let us know how you 
get on when you run them on the training ground as 
your feedback is invaluable to us. 

We will return next month with five more training 
plans to help develop your team.
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“Patrick Vieira has shared a training session 
that reinforces his principles of play and 
integrates different elements of the game”
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As a player, Patrick Vieira won the World Cup 
and the European Championship with France 
and added to his impressive haul of silverware 
at club level with numerous league title and 
domestic cup wins with both Arsenal and 
Inter Milan.

After hanging up his boots, Vieira transitioned 
into coaching and took charge of the academy at 
Manchester City in 2013. He spent two years in 
Manchester before moving to the USA and taking 
on the challenge of managing the Major League 
Soccer club, New York City. 

Under Vieira, New York City improved its 
position in the combined MLS standings in each 
of his years with the club, improving from 17th in 
2015 to fourth in Vieira’s first season in 2016 and 
then to second in 2017. 

He subsequently returned to France to manage 
Ligue 1 club Nice in 2018 and in July 2021 he 
was appointed manager of Crystal Palace in the 
English Premier League.

MANAGER PROFILE 

PATRICK VIEIRA 
CRYSTAL PALACE

“I like to do as many global 
sessions as possible, integrating 
the technical, tactical, physical, 
psychological and social 
elements of the game”

SESSION 

PRINCIPLES OF PLAY
With our tactical periodisation, we will 
aim to emphasise all phases of the 
game on a weekly basis. 

The time available to us will dictate 
the approach we take to training but 
I always like to do as many global 
sessions as possible, integrating 
the technical, tactical, physical, 
psychological and social elements of the 
game, along with a sense of competition 
which is rewarded. Players always 
respond well when the element of 
competition is introduced to a session.

These three training exercises 
presented here are typical examples of 
the kind of work I like to do at Crystal 
Palace to reinforce our principles of 
play to the players and we would run it 
alongside our position-specific work.

4
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We set up four 8x8-yard rondo boxes around a 15-yard 
central area, as shown. We’re using 21 players, split 
into 17 passing reds and 4 pressing blues. Four reds 
start in each of the rondo boxes and an extra red joins 
one box to start. The four blues begin in the central 
area between the boxes. 

This is essentially a rondo with a run between boxes 
to add a physical load for the players. The coach 
starts by passing a ball into the only rondo box that 
contains five reds. The five red players in that box aim 
to keep possession of the ball for five consecutive 
passes against two blue defenders, who rush into the 
rondo box to apply pressure.

 RONDO BOXES

[1]

PATRICK VIEIRA
PRINCIPLES  
OF PLAY

Once the red players have successfully completed 
five passes, one red player can run the ball out of the 
box and switch the play into another box. That player 
then stays in the new box to create a 5v2 situation, 
with two blue defenders entering the new rondo 
box as soon as the original two blue pressers have 
returned to the central area, as shown [1].

We would keep count of the number of possession 
regains for the defending team in order to create an 
element of competition.

We want to see the reds showing calmness in 
possession, using quick one-touch or two-touch 
passing and making good decisions.

The blue defenders have to work in pairs with 
intensity, using good communication and making quick 
recovery runs back into central area.

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

Number of Players:  
Up to 21 players + 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
Rondo boxes: 10mins
14v7 possession practice: 18mins
11v11 possession practice: 18mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The coach 
starts by 
passing into 
the rondo box 
containing 
five reds. They 
must make five 
passes under 
pressure from 
two blues who 
have entered 
to try to win 
possession

After the reds make five passes, one red can 
dribble out of the box and pass into another box. 
The player then follows the ball into that box and 
together the reds try to make five passes

As soon as the 
two original 
blue pressers 
have returned 
to the central 
area, two new 
blue defenders 
can enter the 
new rondo box 
to press, giving 
the reds a 5v2 
overload again

1

2

3
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 14v7 POSSESSION PRACTICE

[2a]

[2b]

PATRICK VIEIRA
PRINCIPLES OF PLAY

We set up a playing area of 45x45 yards. We’re using 
21 players split into three teams of seven. The coach 
starts play by passing a ball into one of the three 
teams. Two teams join forces to pass the ball with a 
14v7 overload. The third team is designated to defend 
for 90 seconds. In block 1, we count the regains of 
possession and if the ball is won by the defending 
team and they go on to make three consecutive passes 
between themselves, then they score an extra point, as 
shown [2a]. We change the defending team after each 
90 second game. We play three games of 90 seconds in 

block 1, so each team has the opportunity to defend. 
In blocks 2 and 3, the team that gives the ball away 

immediately transitions to become the defending 
team, as shown [2b]. In both blocks 2 and 3 we play 
two games of three minutes each. 

For this activity to be a success we want to see 
possession players making the playing area as big 
as possible and make supporting runs off the ball. 
The defending team should keep compact and 
communicate with each other, pressing and covering 
as both a unit and as a team.

1

2a

2b

3a

3b
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45

45

45
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The coach 
starts play by 
passing a ball 
into one of the 
teams and two 
teams work 
together to 
pass the ball 
with a 14v7 
overload 

One team is 
designated to 
defend for 90 
seconds. Here 
the blues press 
and must try to 
win possession to 
score a point

If the defending team wins 
possession and go on to 
make three consecutive 
passes between themselves, 
they score an extra point

To progress the 
activity, the team 
that gives the ball 
away immediately 
transitions to 
become the 
defending team

Here the blues win 
possession from a 
misplaced yellow 
pass. The blues 
join with the reds 
to pass the ball 
and the yellows 
immediately 
transition into the 
new pressing team

2

1

1
2

3
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PATRICK VIEIRA
PRINCIPLES OF PLAY

11v11 POSSESSION PRACTICE

[3a]

We set up between the penalty areas of a pitch with a 
goal and a goalkeeper in an end zone at each end. Five 
mannequins are positioned on the edge of each end 
zone. We’re using 20 outfield players split into two 
teams of 11 including goalkeepers. The red team is set-
up in a 4-3-3 formation and the blue team is set-up in 
a 4-4-2 system.

The red goalkeeper starts the game and the reds 
build an attack from the back. The aim for the red team 
is either to make 10 consecutive passes to score a point 
or attack centrally to enter the end zone beyond the 
mannequins. A player can make a run into the end zone 
to receive a pass and then the player goes 1v1 against 
the goalkeeper with the aim of scoring, as shown [3a]. 

The red team is set-up in a 4-3-3 formation and 
starts play building an attack from the back 

The blue team 
is set-up in a 
4-4-2 system 
and they must 
try to win 
possession to 
score a point 
and launch a 
counter-attack

The aim for 
the red team is 
either to make 
10 consecutive 
passes to 
score a point 
or to try 
to attack 
centrally 
and enter 
the end zone 
beyond the 
mannequins

Here a red attacker makes a 
run into the end zone to receive 
a pass and then the player goes 
1v1 against the blue goalkeeper 
to try to score

4

1

2

3
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“The players should react quickly to the loss of possession and press in 
small groups and collectively as a team to win the ball back”

[3b]

PATRICK VIEIRA
PRINCIPLES OF PLAY

We want to see different types of run in behind 
when attacking and if the team penetrates the 
defence in one of the wide channels, the striker 
and the opposite winger can join the attack ready 
for a cutback.

If a goal is scored in the attack, the red team 
restarts play from their goalkeeper. If possession 

is lost in the build-up and the team can win the 
ball back within five opposition passes in transition 
through counter-pressing, then an additional point is 
scored. The players should react quickly to the loss 
of possession and counter-press in small groups and 
collectively as a team to win the ball back, as shown 
[3b]. We play for two games of eight minutes.

If a goal is scored, the red team 
restarts play from their goalkeeper

If the reds lose 
possession in 
the build-up 
they must try 
to win the ball 
back within 
five opposition 
passes through 
counter-pressing 
to score an 
additional  
point 

1

2
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As a player, Mick McCarthy captained the 
Republic of Ireland to the quarter-finals of the 
1990 World Cup. Beginning his coaching career in 
the Second Division in 1992 as player-manager 
of Millwall, he took the club to the play-offs in 
1994. He was appointed manager of the Republic 
of Ireland in 1996 and he led the national team 
to the 2002 World Cup finals, reaching the 
second round before elimination by Spain  
in a penalty shootout.

He subsequently took Sunderland back to 
the Premier League as champions in 2005 and 
was voted Championship Manager of the Year. 
He won the award once again when he took 
Wolverhampton Wanderers to promotion to the 
Premier League as champions in 2009.

He has also enjoyed stints as manager of 
Ipswich Town, Cypriot club APOEL and Cardiff 
City. He was appointed manager of the Republic 
of Ireland for a second time in 2018.

Terry Connor has served as assistant manager 
to Mick McCarthy at Wolves, Ipswich Town, 
APOEL, Cardiff City and the Republic of Ireland. 
He has also enjoyed a stint as manager of 
Wolves in his own right.

MANAGER PROFILE 

MICK McCARTHY  
& TERRY CONNOR 
LMA AMBASSADORS

“We like this session because 
it gives players a clearer 
understanding of combinations 
and patterns of movement”

SESSION 

FORWARD PLAY
This session is all about understanding 
forward patterns of play. It’s a session 
that encourages team play in order 
to create plenty of goal scoring 
opportunities, whether these are 
from shots directly on target or from 
creating second phase chances such as 
rebounds. It also encourages players 
to make well-timed runs and good 
movement into the penalty box to meet 
crosses into areas such as the second 
six-yard box.

We like this session because the whole 
squad is involved and because it’s a fast 
flowing session with the opportunity for 
specific practice and it gives the players 
a clearer understanding of combinations 
and patterns of movement. 

We would run this session – or aspects 
of it – almost weekly, depending on the 
schedule of games or the training load 
for the week. The unopposed section is 
used more regularly because there is no 
physical contact for the players.

9

ON THE ELITE SOCCER WEBSITE
Check out these other training sessions by  
Mick McCarthy on the Elite Soccer website.
 Defending against a narrow attack
 Defending – individual, unit and team
  Attacking and defending in counter-attack 
situations
 Possession, progression and penetration
 Playing off the front men 

https://elitesoccercoaching.net/coach/mick-mccarthy/
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While certain players can always score individual goals 
by bending the ball into the net or by taking on two 
defenders and beating them with skill, this exercise is 
about players understanding where to be and where to 
move to in order to score what we call a “team goal”.

We set up on half a pitch with a full size goal and 
a goalkeeper at each end. The playing area is divided 
into two penalty boxes and a central zone. Seven 
mannequins are positioned as defenders in the central 
zone as shown.

ATTACKING WAVES

[1a]

MICK McCARTHY & TERRY CONNOR
FORWARD PLAY

To begin with we’re using 18 outfield players lined 
up in waves of three at either end, while an additional 
two players are used in the progressions. 

Play starts with the coach serving a ball into the 
middle player in the first wave of three attackers. 
The aim is for players to attack unopposed in waves 
of three using good forward combination play 
and overlapping movement to get past the seven 
mannequins and create a goal scoring opportunity, as 
shown [1a]. Players should be encouraged to use one-

Area:  
Up to two thirds of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 
mannequins, 2 full size 
goals

Number of Players:  
20 players + 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
Attacking waves: 40mins
11v11 small-sided game: 
30mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY Play starts with the coach serving 
a ball into the middle player in the 
first wave of three attackers

Players attack 
unopposed in 
waves of three 
using good 
one-touch 
combination 
play and 
overlapping 
forward 
movement to 
get past the 
mannequins

The first player 
to reach the 
opposition 
penalty area 
should get a 
shot off. It’s 
important to 
hit the target

The other two 
players should 
try to follow 
the ball into 
the box to 
finish from any 
rebounds from 
the goalkeeper

Once the ball 
is dead the 
three players 
join the back 
of the queues 
at the end 
they have just 
attacked, while 
a second wave 
of players 
steps in to 
attack in the 
opposite 
direction

5

4

1

2

3
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[1b]

[1c]

MICK McCARTHY & TERRY CONNOR 
FORWARD PLAY

touch play where possible and after each pass made 
there is an overlapping run to support the next player 
receiving the ball.

Once they have rehearsed and understood the 
required movement, we want to see the passing 
sequence performed with game intensity. The first 
player in each wave to reach the opposition penalty 
area should try to get a shot off and the other two 
players should follow the ball into the box to pick up 

any rebounds from the goalkeeper. It’s important that 
the shot is on target because picking up on rebounds 
is an important part of this exercise.

Once the ball is dead the three players should join 
the back of the waiting queues at the end they have 
just attacked, while a second wave of players steps in 
to attack in the opposite direction.

To progress the exercise we would add a striker to 
each end of the central zone and run the same basic 

To progress 
the exercise, 
add a striker to 
each end of the 
central zone and 
run the same 
basic attacking 
patterns, starting 
with a pass from 
the coach

The strikers 
would take 
turns to step 
in to link the 
play. Here the 
striker lays 
the ball off to 
a team mate 
before spinning 
into the 
penalty area 
and joining the 
attack

The other 
striker waits to 
step in and link 
the play when 
the attack runs 
in the opposite 
direction

To progress  
further we 
would add a 
full back and a 
wide forward 
to each wide 
channel. They 
start on the 
same coloured 
cones to make 
sure they are 
on different 
lines

The practice 
now works in 
one direction. 
Play starts as 
before and a 
pass is played 
into the striker, 
who lays the 
ball off for the 
next pass to be 
played out to a 
wide player

The full back 
and winger 
combine with 
each other to 
play through 
or around 
the two wide 
mannequins 
to produce 
a crossing 
opportunity

The three 
attackers 
must arrive 
in the second 
six-yard box 
to attack the 
cross, with the 
fourth attacker 
positioning 
themselves on 
the edge of the 
penalty box

21

34

1

2

3
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MICK McCARTHY & TERRY CONNOR 
FORWARD PLAY

[1d]

“Different types of combinations can be produced in the wide areas 
between the full backs and wingers, including overlaps and underlaps”

attacking patterns. The strikers would take turns to 
step in from the side to link the attack and keep the 
forward movement going, laying the ball off to a team 
mate before spinning into the penalty area and joining 
the attack, as shown [1b]. The players should choose 
the right movement and the right pass, at the right time.   

To progress the exercise further we would add a full 
back and a wide forward to each wide channel, with 
one starting on each of the cones so they are never on 
the same line. We also add two mannequins to each 
of the wide channels. The practice now works in one 
direction and towards one goal, with the aim being to 
score from a cross.

A second six-yard box is marked out to provide a 
reference point for the wide players who are crossing 
the ball. The second six-yard box is also divided into 
three smaller boxes and the aim for the attackers is 
to make runs to occupy each of those three boxes 
(near post, central and far post) when the ball is being 
delivered into the penalty area from a wide position.

Play starts in the same way as before and when a 
pass is played into the striker from one of the three 
attackers, the striker lays the ball off for the next 
pass to be played wide to either the full back or the 
winger. The wide players combine with each other 
to play through or around the two wide mannequins, 
with the aim of producing a crossing opportunity. The 
three attackers must then arrive in the second six-
yard box to attack the cross, with the fourth attacker 
positioning themselves on the edge of the penalty box, 
as shown [1c]. 

Different types of combinations can be produced in 
the wide areas between the full backs and wingers, 
including overlaps, underlaps and wall passes.

The final progression includes a switch of play 
from one side of the pitch to the other. The winger 
receives the ball, turns back out and plays back and 
across to enable the switch of play, as shown [1d]. The 
attackers must now focus on timing their runs into the 
box correctly.

The final 
progression 
includes a 
switch of play 
from one side 
of the pitch 
to the other. 
Here the right 
winger receives 
the ball, turns 
back out and 
plays back 
and across 
to enable the 
switch of play

The attackers must now 
focus on timing their runs 
into the box correctly

1

2
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11v11 SMALL-SIDED GAME

[2a]

[2b]

MICK McCARTHY & TERRY CONNOR 
FORWARD PLAY

We set up between the penalty areas of a pitch with 
a full size goal and a goalkeeper at each end. The 
playing area is divided into three equal-sized zones. 
We’re using 20 outfield players split into two teams  
of 11 including goalkeepers. Each team is set up in a 
4-3-3 formation, with a 4v3 overload in the defensive 
third, a 3v3 in the middle third and a 3v4 in the 
attacking third.

Play begins with a pass out from one of the 
goalkeepers. In the first block of play the players must 
stay in their thirds of the pitch and the aim is to play 
through the thirds to create goal scoring opportunities, 
as shown [2a].

In the second block of play a defender can now 
move into the middle third to create a 4v3 overload 
and when the ball is passed into the attacking third 

Each team 
is set up 
in a 4-3-3 
formation and 
in this first 
10-minute 
block of play 
all players are 
locked in their 
zones

Play begins 
with a pass 
out from 
one of the 
goalkeepers

The aim is to 
play through 
the thirds 
to create 
goal scoring 
opportunities

In the second 
10-minute 
block of play a 
defender can 
now move into 
the middle 
third to create 
a 4v3 overload 

When the ball is passed into the attacking third, one 
midfield player can follow the ball into the attacking 
zone and join in to create a 4v4 situation

1

2

1

2

3
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[2c]

MICK McCARTHY & TERRY CONNOR 
FORWARD PLAY

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
We want to see players understanding the importance 
of the quality of their passing, their control and their 
movement, because this session gives players the 
opportunity to rehearse both shooting on target and 
scoring from rebounds and second phase chances.

We also want to see wide players delivering 
accurate crosses into areas such as the second six-
yard box, while the forwards should time their runs 

into the penalty area to meet these crosses.
Above all, we want to see players using good 

decision making within the team framework.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Players sometimes display a poor first touch and 
employ inaccurate passing and lay-offs, while 
crosses can lead to turnovers of possession too 
often. We try to overcome these mistakes with 
coaching Q&A sessions, video analysis and by  
asking players for their feedback.

one midfield player can follow the ball into the zone 
and join in to create a 4v4 situation with the aim of 
trying to score a goal, as shown [2b]. 

In the third and final block of play, both full backs 
can now move into the middle third when their 
team is in possession. Two players can also move 

forwards into the attacking third to create a 5v4 
situation with the aim of scoring a goal, as shown 
[2c]. If the defending team wins the ball back, they 
should counter-attack and take advantage of the 3v2 
situation in their attacking third of the pitch.

We run this for three blocks of 10 minutes.

“If the defending team wins the ball , they should counter-attack  
and take advantage of the 3v2 situation in their attacking third”

Two players can also move 
forwards into the attacking 
third to create a 5v4 situation

In the third 10-minute block of play, both 
full backs can now move into the middle 
third when their team is in possession

If the defending 
team wins the 
ball, they should 
counter-attack 
quickly and take 
advantage of the 
3v2 situation in 
their attacking 
third of the pitch

1

2

3
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Pedro Martinez Losa began coaching in his home 
country of Spain, initially working with boys 
youth teams before becoming head coach of the 
women’s team at Pozuelo Alarcón. 

He subsequently enjoyed success at Rayo 
Vallecano Femenino, leading the club to its 
first major trophy with victory in the Copa de la 
Reina in 2008. Under his stewardship, Rayo went 
on to win the league title for three consecutive 
seasons and reached the quarter-finals of the 
UEFA Women’s Champions League in 2011.

He moved to the United States in 2012 to work 
with the Western New York Flash as assistant 
coach and he also spent the 2013 season as 
assistant coach to Niagara Purple Eagles.

Martinez Losa was subsequently manager of 
Arsenal Women and led the team to victory in 
the 2015 FA WSL Cup and the 2016 FA Women’s 
Cup, laying the foundations for future successes. 

After a short stint as director of football for 
Millwall Lionesses, he was appointed manager of 
Division 1 Feminine club FC Girondins de Bordeaux 
and in his first season the team achieved the best 
league finish in the club’s history and it’s first 
qualification for the Women’s Champions League.

Martinez Losa was appointed head coach of the 
Scotland women’s national team in July 2021.

MANAGER PROFILE 

PEDRO MARTINEZ 
LOSA 
SCOTLAND WOMEN

“I like this session because 
its progression in complexity 
actually helps players understand 
situations and find solutions in 
different game contexts”

SESSION 

COUNTER-ATTACKING 
TRANSITIONS
This session is aimed at improving both 
defensive and offensive transitions. 
In terms of offensive transitions, it 
encourages players to get out from a 
counter-pressing situation and counter-
attack with speed, while also focusing 
on interactions in the final third. In 
terms of defensive transitions, it 
rehearses players in counter-pressing 
and enables them to work on the 
quality of their defending within the 
penalty area.

I like this session because its 
progression in complexity actually 
helps the players to both understand 
situations and to find solutions in 
different game contexts. Throughout 
the session, players are focused on the 
same concept from the warm-up until 
the end, so it helps them to assimilate 
concepts and perform at the level 
expected.

I also like this session because it 
is based on constraints that shape 
individual and collective behaviours, so 
there are less interventions needed from 
the coach. 

Additionally, as a session it is based 
on specific game situations and it can 
be adapted to game plan preparations 
focused on the formation or style of 
play of forthcoming opponents.

In normal circumstances, I would run 
this a session once a week, as it’s high 
intensity training. 

15
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We set up a playing area of 60x40 yards. We’re using 
at least 18 outfield players who are split into 15 reds 
who start in three lines at the bottom of the playing 
area, and three blues who are positioned up the spine 
of the pitch as if they were numbers 6, 10 and 9. Three 
more blues can rotate in every two rounds if needed. 

This is a progressive passing and movement exercise 
and the reds attack unopposed in waves of three, 

UNOPPOSED TRANSITIONS

[1]

PEDRO MARTINEZ LOSA
COUNTER-ATTACKING
TRANSITIONS

combining with the three blues as they head towards 
the other end of the pitch, as shown [1]. We want 
to see one-touch passing, one-two combinations 
and overlapping movements. Players should use the 
minimum number of passes to progress in the three 
channels, arriving at the other end as quickly as they 
can. Play flows in both directions once all the red 
waves have arrived at the end line. 

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

Session time:  
Unopposed transitions: 
10mins
Transition practice: 20mins
7v7+2 transition game: 
10mins
11v11 transition game: 
16mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

This activity is a 
progressive passing 
and movement 
exercise and 
the reds attack 
unopposed in 
waves of three

The reds must 
combine with the 
three blue players 
as they progress 
forwards

The reds should 
use one-touch 
passing, one-two 
combinations 
and overlapping 
movements to 
progress to the other 
end of the pitch

1

2

3
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TRANSITION PRACTICE

[2a]

PEDRO MARTINEZ LOSA 
COUNTER-ATTACKING TRANSITIONS

We set up a playing area of 60x40 yards with a goal 
and a goalkeeper at one end. We’re using at least 18 
players. The players are split into 12 reds who start in 
waves of three at the bottom end of the playing area, 
and two blues who are positioned up the spine of the 
pitch with one in each half as if they were a central 
defensive midfielder and a centre back (four more 
blues can wait off pitch to rotate in as necessary).

This activity begins as a 3v1+1+GK and the red players 

must attack in waves of three. To progress up the pitch, 
the three red players should work out how to use their 
numerical superiority to counter-attack the opposite 
goal against the two blues. However, each blue defender 
must only defend in the half they are positioned in to 
start with. 

The aim for the reds is to progress forwards quickly 
through the pitch as if they were counter-attacking 
and finish with a strike at goal, as shown [2a].

This begins as a 3v1+1+GK activity 
and the red players must attack the 
opposite goal in waves of three

The two blues 
try to stop 
the reds, but 
the blues 
must remain 
in the half of 
the pitch that 
each of them 
started

The aim for the 
reds is to progress 
forwards quickly 
through the pitch 
and finish with 
a strike at goal, 
trying to play with 
3v1 efficiency in 
both halves

1

2

3
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“To progress up the pitch, the four reds must work out how to use their 
numerical superiority to attack the opposite goal against the blues”

[2b]

PEDRO MARTINEZ LOSA 
COUNTER-ATTACKING TRANSITIONS

To progress this activity, we add a striker to the red 
attacking team. We also add one blue opponent, 
making it a 4v1+2+GK activity – two of the blues are 
now central defenders positioned in the half they are 
defending and one is a defensive midfielder positioned 
in the opposition’s half.

The red players attack from the bottom in waves of 
three and can now use the striker to create a 4v1 in 

the first phase of the counter-attack and a 4v2 in the 
second phase. To progress up the pitch, the four reds 
must work out how to use their numerical superiority 
to attack the opposite goal against the blues, who can 
only defend in the half of the pitch where they start.

The aim for the reds is to progress forwards quickly 
through the pitch as if they were counter-attacking 
and finish with a strike at goal, as shown [2b].

To progress this 
activity, add a 
red striker. The 
reds still attack 
from the bottom 
in waves of three 
but can now use 
the striker to 
create a 4v1 in the 
first phase of the 
counter-attack and 
a 4v2 in the second 
phase

The blues now 
have two central 
defenders and a 
midfielder, but 
they are locked in 
their respective 
starting halves 
of the pitch. It is 
now a 4v1+2+GK 
activity

The aim for the reds is to progress forwards 
quickly and finish with a strike at goal

1

2

3
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PEDRO MARTINEZ LOSA 
COUNTER-ATTACKING TRANSITIONS

[2c]

To progress this activity further, we add an extra 
blue midfielder, making it a 4v2+2+GK activity. This 
time, the two blue midfielders start alongside the 
three lines of red players at the bottom end of the 
playing area. When the reds attack in a wave of three, 
the blue midfielders can start to make recovery runs. 

However, the blue midfield pair can only defend in the 
half they start their recovery runs and can’t cross the 
halfway line. More blues can take their turn to rotate 
in. The aim for the reds is to progress forwards quickly 
through the pitch as if they were counter-attacking 
and finish with a strike at goal, as shown [2c].
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The aim for the 
reds is to attack 
quickly from the 
bottom in waves of 
three and combine 
with their striker to 
get past the blues 
and finish with a 
strike at goal

To progress this activity further, the blues now 
have two midfielders and two central defenders, 
but the midfielders can only make recovery runs 
and must only defend in the half they started

1

2
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7v7+2 TRANSITION GAME

[3]

PEDRO MARTINEZ LOSA 
COUNTER-ATTACKING TRANSITIONS

We set up on two thirds of a pitch with a goal and a 
goalkeeper at each end. We’re using 18 outfield players 
split into two teams of seven, plus two yellow midfield 
floaters who play for the team in possession and who 
support the transition and the counter-attacking play 
(two additional yellows can wait to rotate in).

Play begins with a pass from the coach to one of 
the teams, who build up play and must try to score in 
less than 15 seconds from receiving the ball, as shown 
[3]. While play builds up, the possession team’s three 
defenders must stay alert in case they need to defend 
against a quick 3v3 counter-attack. As such, they don’t 
join the attack offensively and just play the ball to the 

midfielders in the build up. The objective for the team 
in possession is to attack the opposition’s defensive 
line with an overload of two (including the floaters), 
gaining space in behind as soon as possible to score, 
They should counter-press if possession is lost.

For the out-of-possession team the objective is to 
work on defensive line coordination and defensive 
principles inside the box, finding the free floaters to 
help launch a counter-attack after regaining the ball.

All outfield players of the possession team (plus the 
floaters) except the three defenders, must be in the 
opposition half when a goal is scored for it to count.

We play for two blocks of five minutes each.

Play begins with a pass from the 
coach to one of the teams, who have 
to score in less than 15 seconds from 
receiving the ball. The remaining 
restarts will be from the keepers

All outfield 
players of 
the team in 
possession 
except 
the three 
defenders  
must be in the 
opposition’s 
half when a 
goal is scored 
for it to count

The defending team should 
defend the transition moment 
and if they win the ball they must 
counter-attack and score within 
15 seconds of gaining possession

1

2

3
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11v11 TRANSITION GAME

[4]

PEDRO MARTINEZ LOSA 
COUNTER-ATTACKING TRANSITIONS

We set up on a full pitch with a full-size goal and 
a goalkeeper at each end. We’re using 20 outfield 
players split into two teams of ten, plus goalkeepers. 
The two teams compete in a transition game. The red 
team are positioned in a low defensive block and if 
they win possession of the ball they aim to counter-
attack as quickly as possible and finish with a strike 
on goal in less than 15 seconds, as shown [4].

The blue team must counter-press in a coordinated 
fashion as soon as they lose possession, with the aim of 
winning the ball back in their attacking half of the pitch. 
The red team must solve the counter-pressing situation 
and counter-attack following the principles worked on 
during the session.

We play for two blocks of eight minutes each.

“The blue team must counter-press in a coordinated fashion  
as soon as they lose possession, with the aim of winning 

the ball back in the attacking half of the pitch”

Play an 11v11 
game with 
the red team 
set-up in a 
low defensive 
block

If the reds win 
possession and 
they beat the blue 
counter-press, 
they should 
counter-attack as 
quickly as possible 
and finish with 
a strike on goal 
in less than 15 
seconds

As soon as they 
lose possession 
the blue team 
counter-press 
in a coordinated 
fashion, with the 
aim of winning the 
ball back in their 
attacking half of 
the pitch 

1

3

2
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A UEFA A licence holder, Graham Biggs was 
formerly the academy manager at Walsall. He 
joined the Sadlers as an academy coach in 
2000 and he also held the positions of centre 
of excellence manager and head of academy 
coaching before becoming the club’s academy 
manager in November 2016. 

During his time at Walsall, Biggs helped develop 
the talents of Rico Henry, Jamie Patterson and 
Will Grigg, among many other players. 

Graham is currently the head of coaching at 
the academy of League Two club, Northampton 
Town and is now helping coaches as well as 
players to develop.  

COACH PROFILE 

GRAHAM BIGGS 
NORTHAMPTON 
TOWN

“It’s a session that gets the 
players wanting to be winners, 
regardless of whether they are 
strikers or defenders”

SESSION 

CROSSING AND 
FINISHING
This is a crossing and finishing session 
and it can be used to work on either 
the attack or the defence, depending on 
how the session is set up. 

I like this session because it can be 
adapted depending on how results are 
going – if a team isn’t scoring goals then 
it can be used to work on the strikers, 
and if a team is having a tough time 
defensively it can be used to make the 
defenders and the goalkeeper work 
harder to keep a clean sheet.

It’s a session that engages the players 
because strikers like to score and 
defenders like to defend. It’s also a 
session that gets the players wanting to 
be winners, regardless of whether they 
are strikers or defenders. 

As it’s a session built around the 
penalty area, it’s important to have 
plenty of balls available to keep the 
session flowing and we try to rotate the 
goalkeepers if possible.

In my opinion, we can’t do this session 
just once – we would repeat the session 
whenever possible, as it will keep 
throwing up different scenarios.

22

ON THE ELITE SOCCER WEBSITE
Check out these training sessions by  
Graham Biggs on the Elite Soccer website
 Playing through midfield

https://elitesoccercoaching.net/coach/graham-biggs
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After starting with a 20-minute warm-up [not shown] 
run by the club’s head of sports science, we set up 
for the first activity on the final third of the pitch 
with a goal and a goalkeeper at one end and with four 
mannequins representing defenders positioned around 
the penalty area as shown. We’re using six outfield 
players in each group for this unopposed crossing and 
finishing exercise. 

The drill starts with two midfielders combining 
with each other before one of them passes the ball 

TECHNICAL PRACTICE

[1]

GRAHAM BIGGS
CROSSING AND 
FINISHING

out wide to a winger. The winger receives the ball 
and delivers a cross into the penalty box. The two 
forwards plus a midfielder make realistic runs to 
attack the cross and try to score a goal. The winger 
on the opposite side to the ball is expected to attack 
the back post area, while the midfielder aims to 
arrive inside the box at around the penalty spot, as 
shown [1]. We then repeat the drill, varying the side 
of the crosser or sometimes cutting out the initial 
combination and passing directly out to a winger.

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

Number of Players:  
Up to 16 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
Technical practice: 20mins
Skills practice: 25mins
Crossing game: 25mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 
Two midfielders combine 
with each other before 
one of them passes the 
ball out wide to a winger

The winger on the 
opposite side to 
the ball attacks the 
back post area

Two forwards plus a 
midfielder make runs to 
attack the cross and try 
to score a goal

The winger receives 
and delivers a cross 
into the penalty box

2

1

43
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SKILLS PRACTICE

[2a]

GRAHAM BIGGS 
CROSSING AND FINISHING

We set up on a pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper at 
each end. The main playing area is coned off to the 
width of the penalty area, creating a wide channel on 
each flank. 

We’re using 16 outfield players split into two teams 
of eight plus goalkeepers. We play a 6v6 game in the 
central area and each team also has two wide players 

who operate unopposed in the outside wide channels 
in their team’s attacking half of the pitch. 

The team in possession of the ball in the central 
area must use combination play to create good 
crossing opportunities. They should build play from 
the back and try to move the ball out to a player in 
the wide channel as quickly as possible. 

The team in possession in the central 
area must attack the opposition’s goal. 
They use combination play to work the 
ball into the wide channels to create 
crossing opportunities

To encourage crossing 
opportunities, the 
wingers are initially 
unopposed in the 
wide channels 

The two 
forwards plus 
a midfielder 
must make 
runs to attack 
the cross and 
score a goal

The winger on the opposite side 
to the ball is allowed to come 
inside from the wide channel 
and attack the back post area

4

12

3
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“The team in possession in the central area must use combination play to 
work the ball out to a wide channel to create crossing opportunities”

GRAHAM BIGGS 
CROSSING AND FINISHING

Wide players will be expected to produce a variety 
of accurate crosses into the penalty box.

The two forwards plus a midfielder must make 
realistic runs to attack the crosses and score goals. 
When the possession team is attacking the goal, the 
winger on the opposite side to the ball is allowed to 

1 3

2a

2b

[2b]

come inside from the wide channel and attack the 
back post area, as shown [2a].

The practice can be progressed by allowing the 
opposition wingers to make recovery runs to defend, 
creating a 1v1 situation in both wide channels, as 
shown [2b].

2

Wide players will be expcted 
to make a variety of crosses 
into the penalty area 

The practice can be progressed by 
allowing the opposition wingers to 
make recovery runs to defend, creating 
a 1v1 situation in both wide channels 

1
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GRAHAM BIGGS 
CROSSING AND FINISHING

CROSSING GAME

[3]

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
We want to see the strikers using good movement 
and combination play in the build-up to a scoring 
opportunity and utilising the correct technique 
when striking the ball.

We also want to see the defenders communicating 
well with each other and understanding the tactical 
side of their role, so they can delay, cover and 
balance as expected.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Strikers are often likely to miss the target when 
shooting at goal so it’s important to reiterate to the 
forwards the importance of hitting the target with 
a shot. Players timing their runs perfectly to attack 
crosses is key to the success of this training session 
too, as is using the correct technique when striking 
the ball. 

Defenders are likely to switch off if the goals are 
going in so it’s important to tell the defenders to keep 
switched on, both physically and psychologically.

We remove the wide channels used in the previous 
exercise and set up for a final game on a full pitch 
with a full size goal and a goalkeeper at each end. 

We’re still using 16 outfield players split into two 
teams of eight plus keepers. We play a 9v9 game 
with normal rules but we encourage the teams to 
play with an attacking style and to use the principles 

worked on in the session already. The emphasis 
should be on getting the ball out to the wide players 
to create opportunities to score from crosses, as 
shown [3]. To incentivise this, goals scored from 
deliveries from the wide players count double.

We play for 25 minutes and then have a cool down 
period run by the head of sports science [not shown]. 

Play a 9v9 game with normal rules but 
encourage teams to play with an attacking 
style using the principles worked on already

The emphasis should be on getting the 
ball out to the wide players to create 
opportunities to score from crosses

1

2
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Currently both the head of coaching and the 
assistant manager of Cardiff Metropolitan 
University FC, Anthony Williams holds the UEFA 
Pro licence, the UEFA Goalkeeping A licence and 
a masters degree in sports coaching pedagogy. 

As a player, he came through the youth ranks 
at Blackburn Rovers and he served as a keeper 
for numerous clubs, including Hartlepool United, 
Stockport County, Bristol Rovers, Grimsby Town and 
Wrexham. He also represented Wales at U21 level.

Moving into coaching while still a player, he 
worked as a goalkeeping coach with Bury and as 
assistant manager with Crawley Town in League 
One and Portsmouth in League Two. 

He has previously worked as a goalkeeping 
coach with the Wales U17, U19 and U21 teams. 
He is currently delivering coach education for 
the Football Association of Wales and he is also 
an associate tutor in sports coaching at Cardiff 
Metropolitan University.

COACH PROFILE 

ANTHONY WILLIAMS 
CARDIFF METROPOLITAN

“This training session is 
designed to encourage strikers 
to play between the defensive 
line and the midfield line”

SESSION 

STRIKER PLAYING 
BETWEEN THE LINES
This training session is designed to 
encourage strikers to play between the 
defensive line and the midfield line. It 
will also focus on the role of the wide 
players rolling inside with at least one 
attacker stretching the defensive line.

This practice is designed to allow 
players the opportunity to understand 
the relationship between the front three 
attackers and it gives them a clear 
understanding of how the movement of 
one attacker affects the decisions of the 
other two attackers. It also helps the 
rest of the players with their decision 
making and focuses them on whether 
to play short into the striker’s feet, play 
short into wider areas where the wide 
players would roll into the half space, or 
play long to a wide attacker who would 
stretch the defensive line.

I would run this session every two 
or three weeks dependent on the 
opposition, however the theme and the 
movements are trained every week but 
within alternative sessions, as these are 
the principles and the team structure 
that the whole club works towards.

27

ON THE ELITE SOCCER WEBSITE
Check out these training sessions by  
Anthony Williams on the Elite Soccer website
 Switching play 

https://elitesoccercoaching.net/coach/anthony-williams
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We set up on half a pitch with a goal and a goalkeeper 
in their usual positions. We’re using at least six 
outfield players in each group, set up as shown. 

A midfield player starts the drill by passing into the 
central striker in the front three who has dropped in 
from the mannequin to receive the ball. The central 
striker turns and plays a through pass ahead of the 
marker cone for one of the wide forwards in the 
front three, who has made a forward run in behind to 
receive the ball. The wide player aims to finish past 
the goalkeeper, as shown [1a]. 

PASSING DRILL

[1a]

ANTHONY WILLIAMS
STRIKER PLAYING  
BETWEEN THE LINES

We want to see the central striker receiving on 
the back foot with an open body shape and using 
the correct weight of pass. We play two two-minute 
blocks with each group. Players rotate their starting 
positions after taking their turns. 

As a first progression, the midfield player again 
passes the ball into the central striker who has 
dropped in to receive the ball. This time the central 
striker lays the ball off with one touch back to the 
midfielder. The midfielder plays a through pass first 
time into the path of the winger who has made a 

Area:  
Up to two thirds of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
mannequin or pole,  
2 full size goals

Number of Players:  
Up to 16 players  
+ 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
Passing drill: 16mins
Striker drops: 20mins
Small-sided game: 22mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

A midfielder starts 
by passing into the 
central striker 

The central striker 
drops from the 
mannequin to 
receive the ball. 
The striker then 
turns and plays a 
through pass ahead 
of the cone to one 
of the wingers

The winger has 
made a forward run 
in behind to receive 
and then finishes 
past the goalkeeper

1

2

3
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[1b]

[1c]

ANTHONY WILLIAMS 
STRIKER PLAYING BETWEEN THE LINES

forward run in behind to receive the ball. The winger 
aims to finish past the goalkeeper, as shown [1b]. We 
play two two-minute blocks with each group. Players 
rotate their starting positions after taking their turns. 

As a second progression, the midfield player again 
starts the drill by passing the ball into the central 
striker, who has dropped to receive. The central striker 
recognises that it’s not possible to turn and lays the 
ball off with one touch to the midfield player. The 
midfielder plays a through pass first time into the path 

of the opposite winger, who has made a forward run in 
behind to receive. The winger then aims to finish past 
the goalkeeper, as shown [1c].  

We want to see the midfielder supporting the ball 
with a good angle and using the correct weight and 
angle of pass to the wide forward, which is key to 
splitting the defence in both progressions. 

We play two two-minute blocks with each group. 
Players rotate their starting positions after taking  
their turns.

The midfielder 
plays a through 
pass first time into 
the path of the 
winger who has 
made a forward run 
in behind to receive

As a first progression, 
the midfielder passes 
the ball into the 
central striker who 
has dropped in to 
receive. This time the 
striker lays the ball 
off with one touch to 
the midfielder 

The winger aims 
to finish past the 
goalkeeper

As a second 
progression, the 
midfielder again 
starts by passing 
into the central 
striker who has 
dropped to receive

The central striker 
turns and lays 
the ball off with 
one touch to the 
midfielder

The midfielder 
plays a through 
pass first time into 
the path of the 
opposite winger 
who has made 
a forward run in 
behind to receive 
and aims to finish 
past the keeper

2

1 

3

2
1

3
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ANTHONY WILLIAMS 
STRIKER PLAYING BETWEEN THE LINES

STRIKER DROPS

[2]

We set up on just over half a pitch with a goal and a 
goalkeeper at each end. Between the two goals we mark 
out a box of 34x32 yards in size, as shown. The box is 
divided into two forward zones and a central zone of six 
yards each in depth. Between each forward zone and 
the central zone is an 8-yard deep shaded area. 

We’re using 14 outfield players split into two teams of 
seven. Each team starts with four midfielders/defenders 
in the shaded zone at the end they are defending, plus  
a front three in the opposite forward zone. 

The coach starts play by passing the ball into one 
of the four red players in the shaded area and the red 
central striker drops into the central zone to receive 
the ball. One blue defender can follow the striker into 
the middle zone to apply pressure and stop central 
balls, while the other defenders narrow off. The red 
striker must try to lay the ball off to another red 
midfield player, who plays a pass into a wide forward 
in the front three. The red winger then combines with 

the winger on the opposite side, who breaks out of 
the central box and tries to finish past the goalkeeper 
from inside the penalty area, as shown [2]. The 
practice then restarts with the blues who repeat the 
pattern, attacking towards the opposite end. 

When out of possession the front three must stay 
in the forward zone, allowing the opposition to play. 
If the defending team wins possession, they look to 
counter-attack quickly. 

We play three blocks of four minutes. In block 1 
we encourage the attacking team to play through 
or around, rather than over. In block 2 we progress 
the activity and allow two defenders to follow the 
opposition striker into the central zone. We also 
encourage attacking players to vary the attack and 
not always play into the striker between the lines. We 
would focus on penetration or a quick switch of play 
with a narrow defensive shape. In block 3, we allow 
the attacking team to play through, around or over.

The coach 
starts play by 
passing the 
ball into one 
of the four red 
players in the 
shaded area

The red striker 
drops from 
the forward 
zone into the 
central zone 
to receive and 
tries to lay off 
to another red 
midfield player

One blue 
defender can 
follow the 
striker into the 
central zone to 
apply pressure, 
while the other 
defenders 
narrow off

The red 
midfielder 
receives the 
lay off from 
the striker and 
plays a pass 
into a wide 
attacker

The two wide 
attackers 
combine 
to create a 
goal scoring 
opportunity

5

4

1

2

3
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SMALL-SIDED GAME

[3]

ANTHONY WILLIAMS 
STRIKER PLAYING BETWEEN THE LINES

We set up on half a pitch plus 12 yards in length with a 
goal and a goalkeeper at each end. We mark a central 
zone just outside the penalty area at one end, as shown. 
We’re using 16 outfield players split into two teams of 
eight plus keepers. We coach the red attacking team, 
who are set up in a 2-3-3 formation (missing their full 
backs), while the blue defending team are set up in a 
3-3-2 formation (missing their wing backs).

The red team begins in possession and play starts 
with the goalkeeper rolling the ball out to a red 
defender, who plays a forward pass into the red 
central striker. The red striker should drop into the 
unoccupied central zone to receive the ball. A blue 
defender can follow the striker into the central zone 
to press. If possible, the red central striker lays the 

ball off to a red midfielder, who plays a first time 
through pass into the red winger who has made a 
forward run in behind to receive. The two wingers 
should then combine to finish past the goalkeeper, 
as shown [3].

If the blue team wins the ball they should counter-
attack quickly and are allowed 10 seconds to produce 
a strike on goal.

We play three blocks of six minutes with two 
minutes rest between each block. In block 1 we ask 
the defending team to play with a mid-block. In block 
2 we ask the defending team to play with a high press, 
while the attacking team (when in possession) plays 
with the same patterns as before, however they are 
allowed to play over the opposition if the opportunity 
arises. In block 3 we remove the zone outside the 
penalty area and ask the defending team to play either 
high or in a mid-block. 

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
Strikers must identify the triggers that tell them 
when to drop and they should have an awareness 
of the space to move into. They should receive 
side on with the back foot. Playing on the half turn 
allows the threat of a pass into the advanced wide 
attacking players, with the striker looking to play 
between the centre backs and the full backs. 

In the game, if the striker doesn’t receive the 

ball, then they must look to rotate with another 
forward coming into the space between the lines. 
If defenders drop deep to deny space between the 
lines, the midfielders can advance with the ball. 

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Timing of the movement is normally a problem. 
Players need to recognise the triggers so they don’t 
arrive too early into the vacant space. Also, the 
movement of the two wide forwards needs to be 
made once the striker has triggered the movement.

The red attacking team 
is set up in a 2-3-3 
formation. Play starts with 
the red keeper building 
play from the back

A red defender plays a 
forward pass into the red 
central striker, who drops 
into the unoccupied 
central zone to receive 
and then the red striker 
lays the ball off to a 
midfielder. 

The blue defending 
team is set up in a 3-3-2 
formation. When the 
red striker drops, a blue 
defender can follow the 
striker into the central 
zone to press

The midfielder receives 
the layoff from the 
striker and then plays a 
first time through pass 
into the red winger who 
has made a forward run 
in behind to receive

The two wingers 
combine to finish past 
the goalkeeper

5

4

1

2

3
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It’s a simple equation, right? At the competitive 
level of football, clubs and teams exist to win, and 
subsequently this means they want to retain players 
who want to win. They want players who have a strong 
desire to win, who perhaps even yearn to win.

When players want to win badly enough, they’ll 
run through a brick wall for your team. When players 
want nothing more than to annihilate the opposition, 
they’ll do everything in their power to have their best 
game. Right?

Perhaps! Some of the time, maybe even most of the 
time. Possibly! The problem with ‘will to win’ and ‘will 
to perform’ philosophies are that, whilst they certainly 
exist, they tend to miss the complexity and nuance of 
competitive play. To compete is a skill in and of itself, 
a complex one. And the motivation to compete in and 
around competition can tend to be individual-specific, 
a nuanced one.

The challenge for coaches at the professional, semi-
professional and serious amateur level is that human 
functioning related to competitiveness is neither 
simple to understand nor easy to manage.

If we were to try to simplify the psychological 
aspect of competitiveness we could look towards 
two factors that heavily mediate performance and 
subsequent outcome: motivation and mindset. 
These are two basic statements that cut through the 
traditional viewpoint of a winning mentality.

Mindset: some players can want to win with all their 
heart, but they may lack the mental skills to deal with 
the emotional challenges that hit them on game-day 
(and come mentally unstuck as play unfolds). Their 
desire for outcome matters little if they can’t pay 
attention and deal with inevitable distractions; if 
they’re unable to execute actions and responsibilities 
at the right intensity (neither too high or too low); and 

WINNING MENTALITY
SPORT PSYCHOLOGIST DAN ABRAHAMS EXPLAINS HOW PLAYERS HAVE THEIR OWN 
DISTINCT MOTIVATIONAL REASONS FOR PERFORMING AT THE HIGHEST LEVEL

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY
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if they’re incapable of delivering a performance filled 
with confident, positive intent (at a time when it’s so 
easy to succumb to inhibition as a result of anxiety).

In a psychological tug-of-war, mental skill may be 
more powerful than mental will. 

Motivation: some players thrive and flourish under 
the lights in the heat of battle while being immersed 
in playing for the sake of playing, rather than playing 
for the sake of winning. They can out-perform their 
opponents by being focused on factors that work in 
servitude to their technical skills and physical prowess 
– factors such as the joy of movement, the fun of 
collaborating and teaming, the thrill of mastering, and 
the fulfilment derived from leading or sticking with 
personal values.

COMPLEXITY AND NUANCE
Competitiveness is pretty complex and nuanced! 
And competitiveness doesn’t come with a rule 
book. There’s no law to suggest that the only way to 
optimise performance in a competitive environment 
is a hunger for victory or a strong desire for 
performance. These may be preferable for some, but 
they may be ineffective for others, and can even be a 
hindrance for a few.

In this short article I will outline some ideas around 
the motivation to compete, and next month I’ll look 
a little deeper into mindset and mental skills (note: 
motivation is a big and broad topic, so see this as a 
short introduction around motivation and a winning 
mentality).

It takes a brave coach at the highest level of sport 
to look far beyond a ‘will to win’ for sources of match-
day motivation, but these sources really do exist. 
Week-in, week-out I work with players to broaden their 
understanding of themselves, and to help them develop 
a more sophisticated relationship with their participation 
in the competitive side of the game. I usually do this by 
starting a conversation about their motivation:

Me: “You’re a really good player. You know the 
responsibilities in your role. You’ve had 8/10 and 9/10 
performances plenty of times in your playing career, 
and I’m sure you have a sharp image in your mind of 
what they look like. What is it that’s motivating when 
you play your better game?”

And, of course, sometimes they will tell me that 
they have a strong desire to win. Some will inform 
me that they want to beat the opposition. Some 
responses are less than obvious:

Player one: “I play my best when I’m playing like I 
used to with my mates in the park. I know that sounds 
strange but that works best for me. The more serious I 
take things, the tighter I get and the worse I play.”

Player two: “I definitely feel most comfortable when 
I care much less about the importance of the game 
and whether we’re winning or losing, and I just commit 
to executing my skills as best I can and with the best 
mentality I can.”

Player three: “For me it’s about giving-in to being a 
great team mate. I’ve even made sure I’ve said to my 
team mates that if I’m not playing great just give me 
a thumbs up to tell me you’re there. I love the feeling 
of being in the changing room with others, that’s just 
everything to me. That’s what motivates me – being 
there with my team mates and playing alongside them.”

Player four: “I’ve honestly gotten to the point that 
I care much less about the result going into a game. 
Obviously it’s not that I don’t care at all, but I now 
know that if I focus on loving to play and loving to 
compete, that helps me so much. I play with a smile… 
playing the game I love is what motivates me, and I’ve 
noticed that when I get overly anxious about my game 
or whether we’ll win or lose, then it causes so many 
negative thoughts and feelings to build inside of me. 
Look, of course I want to win, but there’s lots of times 
I’ve come off the pitch having lost but loved every 
second I’ve competed – and that definitely helped my 
performance.”

These are real-life examples of footballers who 
compete at the very highest level. Their underlying 
motivations are different:
• �To�team�and�to�collaborate,�to�simply�love�being�a�
part�of�something�with�others.

• �To�focus�on�mastery,�to�play�with�a�focus�on�
mastering�skills.

• �To�love�the�feeling�of�challenging�oneself�in�
competition,�to�love�the�feeling�of�competing.

• �To�love�running�and�moving�and�executing�actions�
like�a�kid�again.

• To�enjoy�the�role�of�leader.
 

For some, a fist-clenching, chest-beating desire to 
annihilate the opposition just doesn’t work (or is 
less effective). It lessens their ability to focus on 

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

“There’s no law to suggest that the 
only way to optimise performance 
is a hunger for victory”
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their tasks at hand. It delivers a confused mix of too 
high and too low intensity. It engenders a degree of 
anxiety leading to inhibited execution of actions. It 
clogs up the ‘intelligent brain’, slowing anticipation 
and atrophying decision-making. The above offers 
up a menu of alternatives that elevate heart-rates in 
different ways to the norm.

But this is scary, right? You’re manager or coach of 
a team that plays serious football in a serious league, 
correct? You can’t have players thinking this way, surely?

Well, you can! You can if you want to take a 
more complex, nuanced and sophisticated view of 
motivation – a view that, to be frank, falls in line with 
research, and in line with how sport psychologists 
often help players who are underperforming.

OPTIMAL MOTIVATION
If you’re a coach who wants to win, do everything in 
your power to help your players discover their own 
unique optimal motivational state in order to help 
them play with the freedom they need (rather than 
the tightness they fear). Do everything in your power 
to help them give themselves permission to find their 
own unique motivational state so they can unshackle 
themselves from anxiety and worry and doubt. 

This process starts with a brave and curious coach 
beginning a conversation with a player about their 
optimal motivational state. What thoughts and feelings 
help them and what hinders them? What helps them 

to relax and what causes them to get overly-anxious? 
What state of mind helps them to focus on executing 
their responsibilities freely rather than worrying about 
irrelevant distractions? What helps them immerse 
themselves in their game? Does focusing on winning 
and playing better than others actually help them 
find their own personal brand of concentration and 
confidence, or do they have to work with you to find a 
deeper, more personal sense of motivation?

Questions, question, questions – the curious coach 
so often outguns the insistent one!

Talk to them. Ask questions. Try to get some 
answers from them, and prompt them with some 
of the ideas above like mastery, teaming, personal 
values, leadership, joy of playing, and the thrill of the 
challenge of competing against others.

Once you’ve helped a player identify their optimal 
motivational state, strive to direct your messages 
towards a player’s preferred motivational state. If 
focusing on winning doesn’t serve a player’s ability to 
compete, strive to avoid talking about winning with 
them. Reinforce what drives them in the competitive 
arena. During group chats emphasise that you 
recognise that whilst, as a team, we want to high 
perform and win, most important to you are the 
different motivational states for each and every player.

That’s a very different way to see competitiveness. 
But it’s one that can really help you get the very best 
from your players.

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY
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PETER TAYLOR
When I start at a new club I always take into account 
why I’ve got the job and what’s happened there 
previously, but I look at the positives as well as the 
negatives. You really have to think about and respect 
the job of your predecessor – what they did, what 
success they had and why. You may find you have big 
shoes to fill.

Whatever the situation, these days you have to go 
into a club and win matches. Even if you’re taking 
over a club that hasn’t won in ages and you know that 
change will take time, you’ll still need to win games in 
the short term.

I’ve never gone to a club demanding that I have 
certain staff. However, when you do have the 
opportunity to take people with you it’s very helpful 
because you know them and how they work and vice 
versa. You’ll trust each other from the start.

What’s more, it can be a lonely job at times and while 
you’re trying to be there for the players it helps to have 
someone there for you. In the past I’ve valued having an 
assistant manager who was older than me, because he’d 
been there, done that and so could help me get through it.
Peter Taylor has managed numerous clubs, including 
Leicester City, Brighton and Hull City. He has also 
managed England U21s and served as caretaker 
manager of the England national team.

ALEX McLEISH
It’s important that when you go into a club you have 
an idea of the infrastructure and resources that will 
be available to you, especially in terms of recruitment 
and scouting. In my first job as a manager I inherited 
a good team and I thought the job was easy. Then, 
when I lost some of my best players and had to 
replace them, reality struck. I learned early on the 
importance of good recruitment and of the club 
having the right tools and skills.

I learned that one of my strengths is to galvanise the 
players and give them confidence. I like to get to the 
heart and mind of each individual in the team. It isn’t 
always an easy thing to do. I can remember periods when 
I was a player and lost confidence in myself; at the time 
you just don’t know how to get it back. As a manager, I 
find it helps to show the players evidence that they can 
still perform; that they still have what it takes.

I aim to create an atmosphere that is bright and 
lively, not slow and ponderous, so I’ll include activities 
in training that the players love, such as crossing and 
finishing, where everyone gets involved. And you can 
find ways to help the players bond and give a renewed 
spirit to the dressing room. When I was at Genk, for 
example, I took the players to visit one of the famous 
mines nearby and then for a meal.
The teams that Alex McLeish has managed include 
Motherwell, Hibernian, Rangers, Birmingham City, 
Genk, Nottingham Forest and Aston Villa. He has also 
managed the Scotland national team.

THE FIRST 60 DAYS
SOME OF THE MOST EXPERIENCED MANAGERS IN THE BRITISH GAME DISCUSS HOW THEY 
APPROACH THE FIRST 60 DAYS IN CHARGE OF A NEW TEAM

MANAGEMENT MATTERS
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THE FIRST 60 DAYS 
MANAGEMENT MATTERS

ROY HODGSON
It helps to bring someone with you who knows you 
and who can act as a sounding board, but I’ve never 
gone into a club demanding all my own staff. I’ve 
always worked alongside who is already there. Your 
staff are so important that the more information you 
can get from them and the better you can get to know 
them in the early days the better.

It can be a mistake to surround yourself with friends 
or people who think and work just like you. Ideally, you 
want people who will complement you, and your skills 
and abilities. They may not necessarily be the same 
kind of character as you. 

Delegation is very important and to do it effectively 
you need people around you who you trust and who 
you know are good at their jobs. What’s important, 
though, is that everyone at the club feels their work 
is being appreciated. There needs to be a strong 
team ethos, so they know they are working under a 
manager who cares about what they’re doing and who 
appreciates them.
Currently the manager of Watford, Roy Hodgson has 
managed many clubs, including Inter Milan, Blackburn 
Rovers, Fulham, Liverpool and Crystal Palace. He has 
also managed the national teams of England, Finland 
and Switzerland.

STEVE COPPELL
It’s now possible to do plenty of research in advance 
of a new position, including watching lots of recent 
games. Then, when you get to the club you can begin 
to form a picture of the dressing room – who has 
influence and whether that’s positive or negative – 
and you may have to make some difficult decisions.

The priority in the first days should be getting to 
know as many people as possible as well as possible, 
and gaining as much knowledge as you can. While 
it’s nice to have some input and feedback from other 
people, you have to interpret the information you’ve 
gathered yourself and come to your own conclusions. 
Be hungry for knowledge, including about people 
up and down the chain, because it will help you to 
understand the club better and give you the insight 
you need to make the best decisions for the future.

Try to remember that you’re getting paid to get 
good results, so don’t get distracted by what’s going 
on with the U12s, for example, if you have a match on 
Saturday. You only have a limited amount of time, so 
focus on what you’ll be judged on.

Managing upwards is incredibly important. You 
have to understand what the expectations of the 
key decision makers are, what their interpretation of 
success is, and what their understanding of the club’s 
past problems is. You will have to come to a mutual 
understanding on expectations from the start. I’ve had 
really good relationships with chairmen and owners in 
the past and believe these relationships to be the most 
important in the club.
Steve Coppell has had four stints as manager of Crystal 
Palace. He has also managed Manchester City, Brighton, 
Reading, Bristol City and many other clubs.

“It can be a mistake to surround 
yourself with people who think and 
work just like you”  Roy Hodgson

“The priority in the first days 
should be getting to know as 
many people as possible as well 
as possible, and gaining as much 
knowledge as you can”  Steve Coppell
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