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This book has been very carefully prepared, but no responsibility is taken for the correctness 

of the information it contains. Neither the author nor the publisher can assume liability 

for any damages or injuries resulting from information contained in this book.
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ABOUT THE BOOK
This book explores the analysis of soccer and uses the results of this analysis to develop 

realistic and progressive practices that will improve the performance of both the player 

and the team. An historical perspective of past research is maintained when describing 

the logical and systematic methods used to notate the game. Analysis of the coaching 

practice itself is also considered whereby the behaviours of the coach are scrutinized 

and evaluated. Research from human decision making and motor skill acquisition is 

directly applied to the coaching process and therefore technical and tactical practices are 

designed to accommodate these findings. It is expected that this book will provide the 

reader with an understanding of how to develop their own coaching practice and improve 

their coaching style with the aid of match analysis. A comprehensive bibliography is 

provided for students of the game who wish to delve further into the science of soccer 

analysis and soccer skill acquisition.

This book is intended to be informative for all levels of coaches, from the recreational 

novice who has the responsibility to develop young players to the experienced coach of 

senior players. Part 1 provides a window into the notional analysis of soccer. It logically 

explains how one might develop a system of analysis and then gives a brief summary 

of the results from analysis. Special attention is paid to the studies that have provided 

information on set pieces and crosses. Part 2 illustrates how decision making is a critical 

process in soccer and provides a unique method of using this to advantage when 

coaching. For example, defending is broken down into a series of decisions all players on 

the team should be involved in no matter what their position. In part 3 we emphasize 

the need to have progressive realistic practices that maximize transfer of training from 

the practice field to the match. Several examples of functional training are given along 

with progressive practices that move from an isolated technique in a specific area of 

the pitch to a full phase of match play. In addition, combined attacking techniques are 

coached in realistic situation-specific practices and then they are progressed back into 

small-sided games. Part 4 provides the coach of developing young players with a brief 

summary of research findings and recommendations into the acquisition of motor skills as 
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8 SOCCER ANALYTICS

they pertain to teaching and coaching soccer skills. Then practices that adhere to these 

recommendations are described for several techniques. In part 5 we briefly introduce 

some guidelines for warming up players before training and games. Several practices are 

then described that could be used to begin the coaching session with an emphasis on 

game-related activity. This section also describes several fun conditioning games that 

can be used to end the coaching session. Part 6 defines the entire coaching process and 

illustrates how match analysis fits into the overall scheme of this process. Furthermore 

this section gives the coach some guidelines as to the preparation, organization and 

execution of a successful practice session. Within this framework of the coaching practice 

we emphasize the need for coaches to engage in self-reflective practice. Coaches must 

gather feedback on their own coaching behaviours in order to improve the delivery of 

information they provide players. In order to maintain an easy reading experience for the 

coach we have chosen not to follow the regular convention of citing references within the 

body of the text. However, in part 7, we do provide an extended bibliography of classic 

studies and recent research that directly relate to research used in writing this text. This 

section will aid the student of soccer to begin a more rigorous and detailed investigation 

into various aspects of soccer analysis and soccer skill acquisition. 
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PART 1  
MATCH ANALYSIS

CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION

Spectators of a soccer game want to be entertained while observers search for critical 

information. Needless to say, we all would like to be entertained, but for the coach, 

watching a soccer game is hard work. Observing playing behaviour is one of the 

most important tasks a coach has to accomplish, and early research into the process 

of behavioural observation revealed some interesting findings in the field of social 

psychology that are relevant when examining the observational skills of soccer coaches. 

Darren Newtson found that adult observers used breakpoints in action sequences to 

organize behavioural units of ongoing events for later recall. These units then became 

units of comprehension and memory. For example, breakpoints in soccer game action for 

the observer coach could be something as simple as a change in ball possession and each 

component of memory could be one possession. Unfortunately, due to the length of the 

game and the myriad of other factors that affect memory recall, most of what the soccer 

coach observes and remembers about the game is not accurate. This is not surprising 

since a lot of events (e.g. breakpoints, changes in possession and critical incidents) take 

place in a 90-minute game. Research findings from our own lab at UBC have shown that 

at most levels of coaching, from novice to international, observations by coaches are in 
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11MATCH ANALYSIS

error by more than 50% when trying to recall such things as how goals were scored and 

how shooting opportunities were created. 

How then can coaches improve their ability to remember key events during a game? We 

know that skilled observers develop a specialized set of predictive features and adopt 

certain monitoring priorities. Therefore the soccer coach must understand key factors in 

expected performance and have a clear vision of what that expected performance should 

look like. In order to provide an accurate recall of all game events it would obviously 

require a considerable amount of practice in observing playing behaviours. However an 

alternate method of maintaining an accurate account of a 90-minute soccer match is 

to use a memory aid. This could be as simple as a pencil and paper checklist or as 

complex as an interactive computer-video analysis system. The level of sophistication 

of the system is not important; the key elements of any system of analysis are accuracy, 

relevance and usefulness of information that is collected by the system. For instance, a 

video recorder can collect and store most of the information from a game, but the game 

still needs to be analyzed in a manner that can assist the coach in making decisions. The 

statistical accumulation of such things as number of possessions and number of passes 

is not informative if the coach requires the information to assess team or individual 

performance and make preparation for the next game. By way of example let us examine 

a simple forward pass. Diagram 1 illustrates a pass that is identical in all aspects 

except the position of one defending player (diagram 1a) or in its location on the field 

(diagram 1b). In diagram 1a the pass in case 2 is more penetrative and offers more of an 

attacking threat than does the pass in case 1. Also if we move the position of the pass 

from the middle of the field to the top of the penalty area as shown in diagram 1b, it is 

obvious that the pass in case 2 would be considered much more difficult to execute than 

the pass in case 1 and should eventually lead to a shot on goal. 
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12 SOCCER ANALYTICS

Collecting only the number of completed passes without taking into consideration the 

context in which they were made reduces the richness and informative nature of the data. 

Therefore, it is important to understand what opportunities these passes and possessions 

create. Hence the sequential nature (i.e. what leads to what) of data capture then 

Diagram 1a

Diagram 1b
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13MATCH ANALYSIS

becomes a critical feature in any analysis system. However if this were to be achieved 

by simply video recording the game without any systematic analysis system to guide the 

viewing then many of the problems encountered on an initial live viewing of the event 

may still exist. 

How then can a team’s performance be analyzed in a systematic and progressive manner? 

During an average soccer game each team has possession of the ball approximately 

200 times, and since the objective of the game is to score goals, these 200 possessions 

could possibly translate into 200 goals. Not a very likely occurrence given that league 

champions usually average only 2 or 3 goals per game. The remarkable fact is that about 

99% of all team possessions end up being lost to the opposing team without a goal 

being scored. Analyzing a soccer game is therefore a process of recording how, where and 

why the team lost and regained possession. A detailed analysis of these lost possessions 

should provide the coach with an overall view of the key factors that were responsible for 

both good and bad team performance.

Let us take a brief look at these lost possessions. Each possession is lost in a particular 

area of the field and each loss can be attributed to a particular action. It is obvious that 

goals can only be scored from certain areas of the field, let’s say within 40 meters of 

the goal (we realize that there have been exceptions but these account for a very small 

percentage of all shots). Therefore, the task for the attacking team is to move the ball 

into an area of the field from which shots on goal can be taken. Team possessions that 

are lost in these areas would satisfy a large part of the final objective, which is to produce 

a shot on target that results in a goal, whereas a sub-objective would be to create the 

shooting opportunity. If possession of the ball is continuously lost in these shooting areas 

and shooting opportunities do not arise, the problem for the coach is less formidable 

than if ball possession is lost in areas other than the shooting area. Using this simple 

logic we can now identify priorities for possession loss as: first, lose possession in scoring 

a goal (usually 1% per game for winning teams); second, lose possession in taking a 

shot at goal (10% per game for winning teams); third, lose possession after creating a 

shooting opportunity (20% per game); and fourth, lose possession in and around the 

shooting area (40% per game). As you can see, we are now developing a method for 

systematically observing the game. 
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14 SOCCER ANALYTICS

Collecting and categorizing information about how the team lost and gained possession 

can cover all the attacking and defending events the game has to offer. If we just 

recorded numbers and totals of discrete events this would provide interesting statistics 

for spectators and TV viewers, but the observing coach wants to know more. For example, 

what events led to the shot that missed the target, the lost possession in the defending 

third of the field or the free kick outside the penalty area? This type of information can 

only be gathered if a sequential history or story of the game is recorded that allows us 

to ask “What led to what?” Over the past 30 years notational analysis researchers have 

developed computer analysis systems that record the sequence of game events; these are 

then time locked to the video recording. Some systems automate the process such that 

the camera recognizes the image of all players, the ball and the officials every second of 

the game. Because of these systems some coaches can now view the statistics (as either 

numbers or graphs) after the game (or at half time) and then recall video excerpts of key 

events in the game. This then becomes a very powerful and useful coaching tool and 

provides important visual feedback for players. In addition to being an excellent coaching 

tool these notation systems have allowed researchers to collect data from many major 

soccer competitions to form a large database of information that may provide answers 

to several questions such as: 

 . How are goals scored, and what leads to the creation of shooting opportunities? 

 . What type of defensive tactic yields most regained possessions? 

 . What are the technical demands of performance? 

Let us look in a little more detail at some of the tentative answers to these questions that 

have been gleaned from soccer match analysis research over more than 60 years. 

HOW ARE GOALS SCORED?

It appears that after reviewing a considerable amount of data from past games, the 

approach play that led to goals was not significantly different than the approach play 

that led to shots that did not result in goals. Goals were thought to occur randomly from 

a population of all shots. These facts were uncovered in one of the earliest examples of 
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15MATCH ANALYSIS

comprehensive match analysis undertaken by Charles Reep using a sophisticated hand 

notation system. In 1968 he published samples of his extensive data collection in what 

is now the classic paper by Reep and Benjamin. They reported on the collection of match 

data from 3,213 top level soccer games between 1953 and 1969. The results of the 

analysis were later supported by several subsequent studies from such coaches as Egel 

Olsen (former Norwegian national coach), Dick Bate (English FA staff coach), Charles 

Hughes (director of coaching for the English FA) and from researchers in laboratories 

throughout the world (see bibliography). For an excellent recent discussion on what has 

since been termed the winning formulae see an article written by Joao Medeiros, science 

editor for Wired.co.uk (also cited in the bibliography). 

The predominant finding that has surfaced from nearly all analyses is that approximately 

80% of goals are scored from team play that involves no more than four consecutive 

passes, indicating that goals are scored from team play that is direct (we have offered 

an alternate interpretation to these results, see Hughes and Franks article in JSS 2005, 

cited in the bibliography). The finding—that goals are not scored from many intricate 

passing moves—has been the centre of much controversy in England and has led certain 

teams to adopt a very direct style of play that has been relatively successful in terms of 

overall results. However, many misinterpretations exist, both of the findings from analysis 

and of the reasons why these teams, with the direct style of play, are successful. In order 

to dispel some of this misunderstanding it is important to know first what the results of 

past analysis are, and second what implication these results have in terms of preferred 

playing styles.

So let us begin with the question “What leads to the scoring of goals?” First and foremost, 

it does appear at first glance that direct play (i.e. few consecutive passes leading to a 

shot) leads to goals being scored. This is not a new finding. Experienced coaches will 

remember that in the early 1960s, a major principle of team play proposed by the then-

director of coaching for the English FA, Allen Wade (definitely not a proponent of the long 

ball game) was termed penetration and defined as bypassing as many defensive players 

with the ball as possible. It was, and still is, extremely important that passes made, runs 

with the ball made and shots taken went behind and between defenders. Penetrative 
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play often involves a long forward pass and it has been found that long, accurate forward 

passes that are made into space behind defenders are a major contributor to goals being 

scored. The important factor here seems to be that not only long passes be made behind 

defenders but that cooperating team members are in positions to either ideally receive 

the ball or to challenge for the ball that is played into space. Having several players 

who are specifically deployed in attacking positions and having the ball played into 

the opponents third of the field would require that the rear-most players (the ones who 

are making these long passes) move forward and keep the team compact from front to 

back. That is, keep the ten outfield players playing in an area that spans, at most, one 

half of the length of the field. Data from analysis has shown that if opposing teams win 

possession of the ball in their own defending third of the field and if these players are 

pressured defensively by a number of players who are in the immediate vicinity of the ball, 

then there is a higher probability of them losing that possession in their own half of the 

field. In addition, compact team play, once possession is won, leads to good supporting 

play and an improved percentage of completed passes. When a team emphasizes playing 

penetrative passes behind the opposing team’s defenders and all team members strive 

to keep play compact, then the game will be played at a fairly fast pace. This requires a 

high level of physical and mental fitness from all team members. Teams that choose to 

play this direct style of soccer, and are fit, tend to score a large proportion of their goals 

in the final 20 minutes of play or just prior to half time. 

This particular style of direct play dictates certain other qualities required of the team 

apart from fitness. For example, all members of the team have to be able to defend as 

an individual and as a team unit (see the chapter on defending). Moreover, all team 

members are required to involve themselves in physical challenges for the ball. Full backs 

and midfield players have to be technically proficient at playing accurate passes in excess 

of 30 meters behind and between opponents, and midfield players also have to be skilled 

at predicting where the second ball (or knock-down pass) will be played after such a long 

pass. These midfield players are required to make sure this secondary possession is won 

in the middle or attacking third of the field and also to be skillful enough to maintain 

possession and begin the next attack. It is this middle third area that attracts more 

action than any other part of the field. Therefore, players working in this area should 
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be extremely fit, both physically and mentally. Front players should be fast and able to 

create space and arrive in that space at the correct time, for it is these players that should 

strive to fully utilize the penetrating passes. 

As can be seen, the simple statement of direct play brings with it many other essential 

features, the above being only one small example. Therefore, for a coach to read into the 

descriptive statements of analysis concerning how goals are scored, the fact that long, high 

balls should be kicked into the opponent’s goal area and chased by one or two players is 

incorrect. This will produce an unsuccessful performance and also give a false impression 

of the benefits of direct play. A complete understanding of all the ramifications of this 

style of play, including the selection of players, must be thought through carefully and 

with the facts of analysis available to guide the coach’s thinking process. For example, 

one recommendation that could be useful given the data on how goals are scored is to 

lose as many possessions in the attacking third of the field as possible (preferably with 

a shot on target—don’t forget scoring a goal is losing possession). Winning teams have 

been recorded as losing over 60% of all possessions in their attacking third of the field.

WHAT TYPE OF DEFENSIVE TACTIC YIELDS  
THE MOST REGAINED POSSESSIONS?

The results of soccer match analysis that are concerned with regaining possession provide 

possibly the most conclusive evidence in favor of using tight defensive pressure in critical 

areas of the field. If possession of the ball is regained in the opponent’s third of the field, 

the chances of a shot at goal is approximately 65%. If possession is regained in the middle 

third of the field, then the chances of that subsequent team possession resulting in a shot 

on goal is reduced to 25%. If, however, possession is regained in your own team’s third of 

the field, the chances of scoring have been reduced to only 10%. More importantly, when 

possession is won in the opponent’s third of the field in free play (i.e. not from a set play), 

the chances of scoring goals will increase dramatically. Two implications would seem to 

be obvious from these data. First, do not increase the probability of losing possession in 

your own half of the field. Making short intricate passing plays in and around your own 

team’s penalty area when pressured by defenders increases the probability of a loss in 
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possession. Secondly, the team’s first defensive priority should be to regain possession in 

at least the opponent’s half of the field.

A further recommendation from a defensive viewpoint would be to reduce—to zero if 

possible—the number of possessions lost in free play in one’s own defending third of 

the field and win back the ball in the opponent’s half of the field. Teams should win 

possession of the ball early and organize the defensive structure of the team, such that 

possession is regained in predictable areas of the field. Therefore, players not involved 

in challenging for the ball can move quickly into the attack from defense (sometimes 

referred to as transitional play). When possession is won, players should attack directly 

and quickly (i.e. transition quickly from defense to attack) in an attempt to produce 

a strike at goal. More information about the results of analysis and defending will be 

covered in the chapter on defending later in the book.

WHAT ARE THE TECHNICAL DEMANDS OF SOCCER PERFORMANCE?

The first and most important technique is that of receiving the ball. Players should be 

able to bring the ball under control from all possible positions, especially balls that arrive 

at head or chest height. Allied to this, players must understand under what conditions 

they should bring the ball under control with their first touch, and under what conditions 

they should play the ball away with their first touch (usually called one-touch play). These 

building blocks of technical expertise for all players are also a priority for developing 

young players. Practice sessions should be designed that allow players the opportunity 

to experience many and varied receptions of the ball in many and varied realistic playing 

environments. The practice should enable the player to provide him- or herself with 

time, and this time should be spent in deciding upon the opportunities available for the 

upcoming attacking option. For the player this is about selecting the next appropriate 

technique (e.g. shot, dribble or pass). 

The second important technique, especially for developing young players, is that of 

dribbling and running with the ball. Although dribbling should probably be limited to 

areas of safety (i.e. the attacking half of the field), it is important that all players have 

16_04_05_Soccer_analytics_bh_ef.indd   18 18.04.16   14:22



19MATCH ANALYSIS

the ability to take on opposing players in 1-vs-1 situations. With more experienced 

players it should be stressed that there are certain areas in which dribbling yields the 

best results. Also running forward with the ball through areas of no opposing pressure is 

a critical technical component of any team that wishes to advance ball possession into 

the attacking third of the field. Along with these techniques the coach should stress to 

the players an understanding of when to run with ball, when to dribble past opponents 

and when to shoot or pass. 

A third priority is that of passing. Over the past 50 years, short passing (i.e. less than 

20 meters) has received more attention than any other technique in coaching practices. 

While this technique is important for players (especially young players) in order to 

understand the principles of good supporting play, its importance has tended to 

overshadow that of long passing (i.e. greater than 30 meters). Teaching players how, 

when and where to play accurate long passes is as important as teaching them to make 

short passes. It is interesting to note that when teams are running out of time (e.g. 5 or 

10 minutes remaining in the game) and need to score goals in a closely contested game, 

the number of long forward passes increases dramatically. The technique of long passing 

should be stressed with all players, including the goalkeeper clearance. Goals that arise 

as a result of long goalkeeper kicks are increasing in number. Goalkeepers can now, with 

practice, deliver the ball into the attacking third of field and with the correct arrangement 

of team members; this ball possession can ultimately result in a shooting opportunity. 

One caution to coaches of players younger than 11 years of age: the necessary muscle 

strength to deliver a 30-meter pass in the air is not fully developed in younger players 

and, therefore, reduced objectives should be given to these players and more priority 

given to the other techniques. 

Fourth, since shooting and crossing are considered to be the primary sources of goals, 

they should also be given high priority in every coaching practice. The usual methods 

used in teaching these two techniques have not taken into account the need for players 

to transfer learning from the practice session to the game. This is because events unfold 

in time and certain events precede others in a game, and this feature of sequential 

dependency is not clearly understood by many coaches. Having players realize that 
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there is an opportunity is essential. From a player’s perspective, the game is a series 

of opportunities to produce a given technique. There are opportunities to play the ball 

forward, opportunities to cross the ball, opportunities to shoot and opportunities to 

tackle, and these opportunities can either be taken or not. The first objective is to create 

the opportunity and, having done so, the players must recognize the opportunity and 

then take it. If the opportunity is not taken then nothing can be said about the technique. 

Only when the opportunity to produce the technique is taken can the coach assess the 

quality of that technique. If players are made aware of how the coach sees the game in 

terms of opportunities, then the players can fulfill the objectives given by the coach. 

Finally, the technique that has received the least amount of attention in coaching practices 

is that of individual defending. All members of the team should practice individual 

defending as they would any other attacking skill. Without the correct defensive skills, 

players will always be a liability to the team for that portion of play that their team 

does not have possession of the ball. Only after individuals know and can execute the 

technique of defending is it possible for the coach to address the components intrinsic to 

defending as a team unit.

THE PHYSIOLOGICAL DEMANDS OF SOCCER

Although it is beyond the scope of this book to detail the many advances made in the 

area of physiological analysis of soccer performance, it is worth noting the historical 

context of movement analysis during the game. As early as 1974, John Brooke and 

colleagues conducted a study into the description of methods and procedures for the 

recording and subsequent analysis of field movement behaviour in soccer, and then 

established the reliability of that method. Shorthand symbols were used to represent 

variables and parameters to be measured. However, the definitive study that used time 

and motion analysis in soccer was completed in 1976 by Tom Reilly and Vaughn Thomas. 

They used hand notation to record and analyse the intensity and extent of discrete 

activities during an entire match. Hand-notated data was synchronised with the use of 

an audiotape recorder to analyse in detail the movements of English First Division soccer 

players. The study was able to specify work rates of the players in different positions, 
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distances covered in a game and the percentage time of each position spent in each of 

the different ambulatory classifications. For example, they were able to specify work rates 

and distances covered by each player, as well as the percentage of time walking, jogging, 

sprinting and so on. This led to the calculation of physiological demands for each player 

that was followed up by bringing each of them into the lab in order to replicate movements 

performed on the field. In the lab, measurements such as lactate and VO2 consumption 

were taken. Tom Reilly continually added to this database enabling him to define clearly 

the specific physiological demands in soccer, as well as all the football codes. Following 

on from the work of Tom Reilly, a very detailed analysis of the movement patterns of the 

outfield positions of Australian professional soccer players was completed by Withers and 

colleagues. Their players were classified into four categories: full backs, central defenders, 

midfielders and forwards, and then videotaped whilst playing. At the end of the match 

they were informed that they were required to calibrate the different classifications of 

motion by reproducing the various actions of walking, running and sprinting and so on. 

The data produced by Withers et al. agreed to a great extent with that of Reilly and 

Thomas. Withers then went on to link their very detailed data analysis with training 

methods specific to the game and the player’s position in the team. Although these 

research studies now seem to be dated in their design and methodology—especially with 

the advent of automatic digitization of each player offered by systems such as Prozone 

and the real-time assessment of physiological measures using remote devices—the work 

by Brooke, Reilly, Thomas and Withers has become a standard against which other similar 

research projects can compare their results and procedures. The importance of these 

studies is that they set up a template of analysis of movement that has enabled position 

specific training demands for today’s players (see the bibliography for a sample of recent 

research using modern techniques and methodologies). 

SUMMARY

This introductory chapter has provided only a brief summary of results gained from analysis 

but it can be the foundation for new performance criteria. It is also worth noting that 

several exceptions to the above findings can be found in specific games when coaches 
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have adapted their strategy to meet the challenges of particular teams or environments. 

However these instances account for only a small percentage of game data. 

Coaching by analysis is relatively easy in concept for the players to understand but 

requires a great deal of logical thinking from the coach. Understanding what analysis to 

conduct directs the observations of the coach and allows for the development of priorities 

in performance and practice. If the coach can relate these priorities to the players then 

the expectations of both coach and player are known. The player has realistic, objective 

goals of performance and can use the facts gained from analysis for comparison. The 

feedback process for coach and player is now a tangible item that can be viewed (video 

recording) and quantified (analysis). However, the player should not be inundated with 

the many aspects of statistical game data that is now available. It is the task of the 

coach to filter out and reduce this information into simple key factors that will be useful 

in changing player and team behaviour for the better. 

Analysis guides coaching and the facts of performance should be available before the 

coach undertakes any drastic changes in technical or tactical thinking. Therefore in order 

to provide the coach with some relevant facts about soccer techniques and tactics, the 

coaching practices in this book are based upon the research findings from years of study 

in the area of soccer analysis as well as research findings into the acquisition of motor 

skills. Most chapters deal with a technical aspect of play while progressing through 

realistic coaching practices that offer maximum transfer of training and outline the key 

factors that are responsible for successful performance in each technique. In doing this 

we recognize that highly skilled players are the key to successful teams. If emphasis is 

placed upon coaching and practicing techniques, players will be able to adapt to any 

system of play that coaches wish to impose upon the team. The organization for each 

practice and its progression toward realistic game situations is outlined clearly along 

with diagrams of the practice. In addition, several brief coaching points are provided for 

each practice. 
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CHAPTER 2 
ANALYSIS OF SET PLAYS

Set plays have always been an excellent source of goals in soccer. Research suggests that 

approximately 40% of all goals scored at every level of the game are scored in set-play 

situations. This has profound ramifications for the organization of players in attacking 

and defending roles during set plays. A stoppage in play usually allows a team time to 

arrange its players in field positions that are not dictated by any system of tactical play. 

For example, tall centre back defenders are brought into the attacking penalty area for 

corner kicks and free kicks, and players who have the capability of throwing the ball long 

distances can be used on either side of the field. This should make it clear to the coach 

that the system of play that teams adopt is not as important as once thought when 

considering the specific way in which all goals are scored. What is important to the coach 

is the time spent in practice dealing with set-play situations. If such a large percentage 

of goals are scored from set plays then it would seem logical that coaches should spend 

larger proportions of their practice time on set plays. In our analysis of set-play situations 

we sought to answer two fundamental questions: What events led to set plays that 

were located in and around the penalty area, and what are the key factors of scoring 

goals from these set-play situations? In this chapter we will address these questions with 

reference to goals scored from free kicks that are awarded in central and wide areas in 

addition to goals scored from throw-ins, corners and penalty kicks.
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FREE KICKS

Directness appears to be the common factor that underlies the majority of successful free 

kicks, both in the attacking play leading to the free kick being awarded and in taking the 

free kick itself. Attacking players that run the ball at and past defenders and attacking 

players that play penetrating passes to the back of defenders create 1-vs-1 situations 

close to the penalty area. These situations are a major source of free kicks. Defensive 

players—especially at the international level—who foresee danger in regions just outside 

their own penalty area are more likely to concede a free kick in an attempt to stop the 

attacking player entering the penalty area. Interestingly, once attackers enter the penalty 

area with the ball under control, defenders tend to allow them more space and time than 

if the attacker was 20 meters from goal. This is obviously an understandable reaction to 

the growing number of penalty kicks being awarded in international competition—and 

not all of them resulting from any infringement of the laws. Television cameras that are 

now positioned at several locations around the ground can provide information that 

would verify a referee’s decision. Although this places undue pressure upon the referee, 

it does allow an analysis of a disturbing trend in modern football, that being players 

who simulate being fouled (i.e. dive) and are falsely awarded a free kick. The TV-viewing 

public is made aware of this problem during nearly every televised game. Hopefully the 

governing bodies of soccer initiate a process of analysis that can be used post game to 

stop this unwanted behaviour. 

Once a free kick is awarded, the attacking player who is on the ball, should be alert as to 

potential early opportunities to advance the ball forward and score. During the stoppage 

in play defenders are susceptible to lapses in attention. At this instant in the game the 

defending players are most vulnerable. However, if there is no opportunity to take an 

early advantage then several key factors should be considered when organizing attacking 

players at free-kick situations in and around the penalty area. 
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FREE KICKS WIDE OF THE PENALTY AREA 

Essentially, these are crossing opportunities and the key factors for successful crosses 

apply (see a later chapter dealing specifically with crosses). However, the placement of 

players in critical positions is much easier than during free play when it is a dynamic 

crossing opportunity. However, defenders also have time to choose appropriate marking 

positions. Briefly, the key factors are: 

 . play the ball behind defenders; 

 . do not play the ball too close to the goalkeeper (but entice the goalkeeper off the 

goal line);

 . attacking players should attempt to be first to any ball played into the penalty area; and 

 . three areas should be covered: near goal post to mid goal, far goal post and outside 

this post, and top of the penalty area (area that is called the D).

Two advantages exist at free kicks that are not possible during free-play crosses. Specific 

players who have special talents can be chosen for particular roles and the cross can be 

both an out-swinging cross (played away from the goal), or an in-swinging cross (played 

toward goal). The in-swing cross is played with speed and directed to the mid- and far-

post areas, and has been very successful at producing shots and goals since its successful 

introduction on the international scene by Paul Gasgoine in the 1990 World Cup (e.g. 

Mark Wright’s goal for England against Egypt).

FREE KICKS LOCATED CENTRALLY WITHIN THE SHOOTING ANGLE

The key factors arising from analysis into these free kicks are given below.

 . The player taking the free kick should be direct and maximize the shooting 

opportunity. Free kicks from this position that do not produce a strike on goal can 

be considered a missed opportunity to shoot on target. 

 . Arrange attacking players such that they will expect rebounds and they can 

challenge for any knock downs from defenders or goalkeepers.

 . Players who can impart swerve and spin on the stationary ball should be encouraged 

to strike directly on goal, with emphasis being placed on hitting the target. 
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A final and most important aspect of all set plays is the delivery of the ball. It matters 

little how good the organization of players are in the penalty area. Unless the player 

taking the free kick can deliver the shot, pass or cross accurately, both in space and time, 

the free-kick success rate will be at chance levels. Therefore, players must practice taking 

free kicks and delivering the ball into designated areas within the penalty area, assuring 

at least a 75% probability of producing an accurate free kick. This means that the player 

can deliver the ball to a precise place on the field 7 or 8 times out of 10 attempts. This is 

not an easy task and is one that requires considerable practice. 

THROW-INS

The throw-in has received little attention as a potential source of goals, but analysis 

has revealed that defenders become extremely poor markers and trackers when the ball 

goes out of play for a throw-in. Successful throw-ins that produce shots and goals are 

mostly direct. Either the throw itself is played directly behind defenders or the player who 

receives the throw quickly runs or plays the ball into shooting positions. In recent years 

several teams have used the long throw with some success. These throws are usually 

delivered to the near post and headed back into the goal area. If sufficient numbers of 

attacking players are placed in and around the goal area this tactic will produce strikes 

on goals and also goals. The benefit of this play is that no attacking player can be offside 

from this direct throw. It would appear that there would be great rewards for teams that 

encourage all players to practice long throws from all positions along the touch line, since 

this is also an opportunity to move the ball, without defensive pressure, into potential 

shooting areas in the attacking third of the field. 

CORNERS

Corners are an excellent source of goals, and teams that have wide attacking players that 

dribble on the outside of defending full backs increase their chances of gaining corners 

and, therefore, improve their chances of scoring goals from corners. In-swinging corners 

that are played to the front half of the goal—and that clear the defenders at the near 

post—appear to be the most profitable for producing shots on goal. These corners are 

16_04_05_Soccer_analytics_bh_ef.indd   27 18.04.16   14:22



28 SOCCER ANALYTICS

usually hit with force and are not played high with a long hang time. However, teams 

should place attacking players in three key areas of the goal in anticipation of the corner. 

At least two players should cover the area in the front half of the goal, one player should 

be positioned just outside the far goal post and at least one player should be moving 

into an area near the penalty spot. In addition two players should position themselves in 

anticipation of the ball being cleared by the defenders or goalkeeper to the edge of the 

penalty area, just outside of the D. It is important to choose players who have special 

talents for these particular roles. For example, aggressive players who will attack the ball 

should be stationed at the near goal post, and players who are accurate at shooting first 

time, on-the-volley should be placed just outside the penalty area. As with free kicks, 

the one key element in all corner kicks is the quality of the kick itself. Players who are 

designated to take the kick should practice regularly (e.g. at every coaching session) and 

achieve over a 75% success rate. However not every kick will go where it is intended and 

the positioning of cooperating players will accommodate for errors in performance or 

when secondary chances from defensive mistakes occur. 

One important aspect of defending at corner kicks is the need to have players in the area 

positioned next to the goal posts. A large number of goals are scored because goalkeepers 

do not deploy players on both near and far posts. This is a mistake. The responsibility of 

these post players is to block any ball going into an area about a meter wide and inside 

to the post. The goalkeeper can then be responsible for only approximately a 6-meter 

wide area in the center of the goal, positioned just forward of the goal line. It is also 

important that these post players remain on their post until the danger from the corner 

has been cleared.  

PENALTY KICKS

The penalty kick is becoming an important factor in the results of major international 

soccer tournaments. This is due to the requirement of penalty shootouts as a method to 

decide the winner of a game after the provision of extra time could not produce a winner. 

In addition it appears that more penalty-kick decisions are given during regular time. 

Clearly the importance of practicing penalty kicks should become an essential component 
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of each practice. Research conducted at UBC into the penalty kick with researchers Todd 

Hanvey and Dr. Tim McGarry appears to be both timely and relevant. The question asked 

in this particular research was “Can we provide the goalkeeper with information that will 

enable him or her to predict where the penalty kick will go?” 

It was suggested in earlier research that it was possible to distinguish between novice 

and expert goalkeepers on the basis of the anticipatory cues they used during the penalty 

kick. However, it was evident in our own research that expert goalkeepers were not 

always successful at predicting the direction of the penalty kick. This analysis revealed 

that goalkeepers correctly predicted shot direction on only 41% of all shots (no better 

than chance). Furthermore, only 14.5% of these shots were saved by the goalkeeper. 

Clearly, expert (i.e. international) goalkeepers were not using effective strategies in trying 

to predict the direction of the shot and consequently save the penalty. Therefore, our first 

step was to identify reliable response cues that could be used effectively by goalkeepers. 

The penalty shot can vary in both speed and direction as can the goalkeeper’s movement. 

From the studies we conducted it appears the average ball time (time from the ball 

being kicked to when it crosses the goal line) was approximately 500 milliseconds (half 

a second), and goalkeeper movement time (time from the goalkeeper’s first observable 

movement to when the body intersects the plane of the ball flight) was 600 milliseconds. 

Assuming that the goalkeeper detects an appropriate stimulus or response cue given by 

the kicker before moving, they then have to decide on movement direction. Therefore we 

must factor in reaction time (time from the stimulus onset [foot contact on the ball] to the 

first observable movement of the goalkeeper) as an added time delay. In laboratory based 

studies, reaction time for correctly anticipated events can be as short as 100 milliseconds 

while reaction times for choice decisions are usually in excess of 250 milliseconds. Based 

upon these predicted times it would appear that if the goalkeeper waited until the 

ball was kicked before diving they would be too late to stop the shot. The rule change 

(brought in after 1996) allowed goalkeepers to move before the kick. At first glance, this 

would appear to be a reasonable attempt at improving the goalkeeper’s chance of saving 

the shot. However, results from our analysis led us to believe that the strategy of moving 

too early does not help the goalkeeper. If they move too early they will not benefit from 

late anticipatory response cues provided by the penalty taker, and if the goalkeeper is 
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moving in the wrong direction the time taken to readjust and then move in the correct 

direction can exceed a full second in some instances. Moving too early also provides the 

kicker with information prior to the kick, which they will use to their own advantage. 

The problem then is to find response cues that are reliable and presented early enough 

to allow the goalkeeper the opportunity to move in time to stop the shot. We identified 

the following possible response cues in chronological order: 

 . The penalty taker’s starting position

 . Angle of approach to the ball

 . Forward or backward lean of the trunk

 . Placement of the non-kicking foot just prior to contact

 . Point of contact on the ball of the kicking foot

We reasoned that on the occasions when prediction from an early cue was incongruent 

with a later one, the time taken to disconfirm the first cue would inflate the reaction 

time causing the goalkeeper to move too late. The only response cue that was both 

reliable and time efficient was the placement of the non-kicking foot. This allowed the 

goalkeeper between 150 and 200 milliseconds to react after detection. The position 

of this foot placement dictates the direction of the shot on over 80% of penalty kicks 

we analyzed. If the non-kicking foot points to the left the ball will be placed to the left; 

if placed to the right the shot will go to the right. A further test of the response cue’s 

reliability was completed on the penalties from various competitions (e.g. English Premier 

League, European Championships, World Cup, etc.) and the accuracy of predicting shot 

direction using this cue was in excess of 85%. 

From the results of our research it is clear that goalkeepers can improve the detection of 

the direction of the penalty kick by using reliable late response cues. The coach should 

therefore spend time with the goalkeepers helping them to identify the best response 

cue for them. Once selected the goalkeeper should practice this technique of detection 

and movement at every coaching practice. The aim for the goalkeeper would be to first 

detect the correct direction more than 80% of the time and then to be confident enough 

in the choice of direction to initiate a forceful dive in that direction. Missing a penalty 

shot that is struck powerfully into the corners of the net is not a failure. Some penalty 
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shots are unstoppable, but the goalkeeper should not try to predict direction based upon 

past performance of known penalty takers. This will again give only a 50% probability of 

making the correct decision regarding direction of the kick.

An interesting development occurred when the rule changed to allow goalkeepers to 

move along their line. On average, penalty takers slowed down their approach run to the 

ball in order to wait and see if the goalkeeper was moving early, which usually occurred. 

The kicker would then place a slower moving shot into the side of the goal opposite to 

that of the goalkeeper’s movement or in some cases into the middle of the goal where the 

goalkeeper was last standing. This type of strategy by penalty takers would be extremely 

useful for goalkeepers who wait until the non-kicking foot has been placed because it 

improves their ability to save the slower moving shot.  

The antithesis to the goalkeeper’s strategy therefore is for the kicker to shoot the ball 

into the corners of the goal with a shot as powerful as possible without losing accuracy. 

The player taking the shot should first go for accuracy, then develop a powerful shot. The 

corner of the goal that has been chosen for the shot should be selected early and not 

changed. Once again it should not be forgotten that some penalties are unstoppable and 

penalty takers must try to achieve this level of skill. Practice is the only way to improve 

the penalty kick. Penalty shot competitions are always a good way to end a practice. 

Furthermore this is an ideal time for the coach to analyze the kick using a video recording 

of the goalkeeper and the penalty taker. The coach can then determine who in their 

squad of players is the most successful penalty taker and rank order them according to 

percentage of successful attempts. This rank order will change throughout the season but 

it will be invaluable when deciding the ordering of players in a penalty shootout situation. 

CONCLUSION

One key point for coaches to take away from all the analysis into set plays is that each player 

must understand his or her role at every set play situation in every area of the pitch. They 

must also understand what the expected (i.e. probable) outcome of the set play will be. This 

understanding can only come from practice and good organization on the part of the coach. 

In order to achieve this understanding all set plays must be practiced in realistic settings.
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CHAPTER 3 
ANALYSIS AND PRACTICE  
OF SUCCESSFUL CROSSES

In many team games when a ball is passed into the scoring area from the perimeter of 

the playing area, defenders have a great deal of difficulty in preventing a strike on goal. 

Crosses are as much of a problem for defending players in field hockey and ice hockey 

as they are to soccer players. Why? The answer is relatively simple. In order to defend 

the goal correctly in any invasive team game, the defensive player tries to keep the goal 

behind them while maintaining a view of the ball and their opposing attacking player in 

front of them. When the ball is played to a wide position and the opposing player pulls 

wide (on the opposite side) of the defender, it is very difficult to maintain a good covering 

(marking) position while maintaining a view of the ball, unless the defender moves back 

into the goal and beyond the net (certainly not recommended).

It would seem reasonable, therefore, that attacking teams should maximize this potential 

defensive weakness, and it appears that most soccer teams in the past have done just 

that. More than 30% of all goals scored at all levels of play arise because the ball crossed 

into the penalty area. However, although teams score many goals from crosses, can we 

say that the tactic of increasing the number of crosses would be an efficient strategy? 

A cursory examination of the World and European Cup data would lead you to believe 

that crosses were a very inefficient method of scoring goals. For example if we were to 

average the data from several tournaments, approximately 30% of goals were scored 

from crosses but the ratio of goals to overall crosses played into the penalty area was 

only 1 in 40. This is certainly not an efficient means of scoring goals. Therefore, the 

fundamental questions of interest may be “What makes some crosses more successful 

than others? and “What are the key factors of these successful crosses?” 
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David Partridge, a researcher at The Centre for Sport Analysis at the University of British 

Columbia, produced one of the most comprehensive analyses of crosses in soccer ever 

undertaken. He produced a detailed examination of all the crossing opportunities that 

were presented to players during a single World Cup competition. A total of 1,867 

crossing opportunities were analyzed and over 40 items of information were recorded for 

each opportunity, such as

 . position from where the ball was played;

 . the technique of the cross;

 . the position that cross was first contacted in the penalty area;

 . the position of the cooperating and opposing players at the time of the cross and 

their movements after the cross;

 . the results of the cross after contact was made, and much more.

From this study we identified several key factors of successful crosses and also suggested 

the most appropriate coaching practice that would highlight these factors for players. 

Since the time of the original research we have verified our finding at UBC and at Cardiff 

Metropolitan University with information from many international soccer tournaments. 

What follows is a summary of the key factors of crosses gained from this analysis.

KEY FACTORS 

 . The player on the ball should take the opportunity to cross if a) the target attacking 

player can contact the cross and b) the player taking the cross has the chance to 

play the ball behind defenders and eliminate the goalkeeper (i.e. play the ball to a 

position such that the goalkeeper will not come and collect it).

A common fault of many players is their failure to recognize situations in which they 

could have made a crossing attempt. Players should be coached to recognize the 

opportunity to cross; this can occur if realistic coaching practices are organized.

 . The cross should be played behind defenders, past the near goal post and the ball 

should not be played high with a long hang time.

More than 60% of goals that are scored from crosses are the result of early crosses 
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swept in behind defenders. In Partridge’s analysis of the World Cup data, 37 of the 

38 goals that were scored from crosses were delivered into the space behind the 

back line of defenders but in front of the goalkeeper. These crosses do not have to 

be delivered in the air. High lofted crosses tend not to produce goals or strikes on 

target. Also, early crosses usually cause defenders to run back toward their own goal 

and many own goals are scored by defenders trying to clear a cross only to find it 

goes past their own goalkeeper into the net. Many notable examples in top level 

competitions illustrate this scenario.

 . Target players should be in a position to contact the cross by a) individual moves that 

get them goal side of the marking defender, b) being as direct as possible in their 

runs, c) not running too far past the near goal post to contact the ball and d) always 

making an attempt to contact the ball.

In our analysis, if the cross was first contacted (not necessarily a shot) in the penalty 

area by a target player then the cross-to-goal ratio was reduced to 9:1 from 40:1 

for all crosses. These data alone should provide enough impetus for target players 

to become aggressive and courageous in the penalty area in an effort to be “first 

to the ball” (response cue) that is crossed into the penalty area. In contrast, another 

interesting statistic was that one particular team, which failed to qualify from their 

group stage, delivered more crosses into the penalty area than any other team in the 

first round of the competition, but their ability to have target players contact these 

crosses was one of the poorest of all the teams. The majority of this team’s crosses 

either passed through the penalty area without being contacted, were contacted by 

a defender or were collected by the goalkeeper. 

 . Supporting players should position themselves to seal off the space at the top of the 

penalty area and the area around the far (back) goal post. 

In other words, do not let the ball get out of the penalty area once it is in there. 

Secondary chances (knock-downs) are a great source of goals and players should be 

positioned such that they will benefit from either a cross played over the crowded 

goal area or an unintended defensive knock-down that was not cleared out of the 

penalty area.
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 . Certain techniques for crossing the ball are more successful than others from different 

areas of the field. 

First, if the ball is approximately 20 meters from the end line on the side of the field 

and the opportunity to cross arises, the ball should be swept-in or bent around the 

back of the defenders with some speed (see diagram 1).

Second, if the ball is by the side of and next to the penalty area, it is best to pass 

the ball square across the penalty area into the path of the attacking target player 

(see diagram 2). 

Diagram 1

Diagram 2
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Finally, if the ball is along the by-line (end line) then the player should try to chip the 

ball (coaches could use the response cue “digging the ball out”) over what will be 

a congested near post and front goal area to supporting attacking players moving 

into the far goal post area. This would also lift the ball over the goalkeeper causing 

the goalkeeper to readjust position and potentially be moving when the player at 

the far post shoots or the attacker heads the ball down for a cooperating player to 

shoot (see diagram 3).

These key factors were derived from performance analysis of past international games. 

What lessons can the coach learn from this information? It is essential that coaching 

practice arise from real performance and not from an imagined performance. When 

designing drills the coach should ask “Is this situation likely to occur during the game?” If 

the answer is “Not very often,” then the coach must question the usefulness of the practice 

and not be surprised that little or no transfer of training occurs. The following practices 

were designed to teach players how to maximize the results of successful crosses.

Diagram 3
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PRACTICE A

The practice that we suggested after reviewing the analysis of crosses is shown in 

diagram 4 and described below. It begins close to goal. 

 . As illustrated in diagram 4 the crosser (X9) begins the practice by playing the ball 

into the coach who returns a first time ball to various places down the side of the 

penalty area or in front and to the side of the penalty area. The purpose of the varied 

service is to allow the coach a chance to suggest to X9 the best type of cross from 

certain areas.

 . As the coach plays the ball, one attacking player (X4) moves to seal off the space at 

the far post while X7 moves into the target areas along the goal area line (see target 

areas in diagram 5 below) and X6 moves to seal space at the top of the penalty area.

 . Between two and four defenders can be brought in as the crosser and the target 

attackers achieve success. 

Diagram 4
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Target Areas

 . Far post area for the chipped cross or to seal off space

 . Target area for crossing

 . Top of the penalty area to seal off space and keep the ball in the area

Coaching Points

 . First contact of X9 should be either a cross or to play the ball down toward the end 

line.

 . X9 should be making a decision as to which type of cross they will make from which 

area.

 . The cross should be delivered with enough speed to allow the target players to just 

redirect the ball toward goal. 

 . X4, X6 and X7 should learn to anticipate a certain type of cross based upon the 

position of X9. They should therefore readjust their runs into space based upon this 

expectation. Their runs should be “late and fast” (response cue). It may also require 

individual moves to lose their defensive markers. If they wait in a particular area, the 

defender will likely be able to prevent their contact with the ball.

 . X9 should cross as early as is possible.

 . X7 must attempt to get a contact on the ball.

Diagram 5

16_04_05_Soccer_analytics_bh_ef.indd   38 18.04.16   14:22



39MATCH ANALYSIS

Although most coaches realize the importance of crosses to successful game performance 

the practice does not always produce a maximum transfer of training. This is mainly due 

to the fact that the coaching practice is not realistic. Realism can be achieved if coaches 

analyze match performance and plan practices based upon this analysis. Review video of 

your team’s performances and then videotape the practice sessions. Ask the questions “Is 

there any relationship between the two?” and “Do the players understand the key factors 

of successful performance that have emanated from analysis?”
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PART 2  
DECISION MAKING

One assumption we make in the following section of the book is that humans take time to 

process information, albeit in some instances very short amounts of time. One of the earliest 

researchers who provided evidence to support this assumption was Frans C. Donders. He 

published a classic paper in 1868 that is still cited by many researchers today. Donders 

believed it possible to measure the time course of human information processes. In his 

study he found that reaction time (i.e. time from observing a change in the environment 

that required a response to the initiation of that response) is longer when people have 

to make more than one choice. Hence he concluded that the extra mental processing 

in dealing with more than one stimulus–response alternative was responsible for this 

increase in reaction time. It was thought that if we know exactly what to do before seeing 

the stimulus to react, we can prepare our actions ahead of time. This allows people to 

anticipate future events and have the actions prepared and ready to go, thus saving the 

time to process information. 

The hypothesis that human information processing slows down when people are faced 

with many possible actions was later supported by Julius Merkel in 1885, and then by Ray 

Hyman and William Hick in the 1950s who showed that there was a lawful relationship 

between the number of uncertain elements present in the environment and the speed it 

takes to respond to one of them. For example the reaction time to process information 

increases linearly as the number of stimulus–response alternatives double. There are, 

however, several factors that can affect this relationship; importantly, learning is one of 

these factors. Individuals can learn the predictability of certain environmental changes 

and therefore anticipate. This anticipation reduces the processing lag time considerably. 
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Given that this is a very robust phenomenon found in the laboratory and the real world, 

we felt it worthwhile to apply these findings to the soccer game and try to assist players 

in reducing the number of alternatives they face during the game. This then would aid in 

reducing mental processing time and eventually result in speeded actions. The question 

of interest for the coach is “Can we reduce the number of possible actions the player has 

to deal with and therefore speed up their information processing of the chosen event?”  
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CHAPTER 4 
A MODEL OF DECISION  
MAKING FOR SOCCER

Individuals who play soccer are involved in three basic processes. They perceive a 

changing environment, they make decisions relating to their perceptions and they select 

and execute an appropriate response. The speed with which a player can make a correct 

decision has a profound effect upon the performance of individuals within a game 

setting. The purpose of this chapter is to give the coach a basic framework whereby the 

Diagram 1
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process of decision making can be made simpler. This chapter is intended to develop a 

logical model of decision making as it applies to the game of soccer. 

The development of tactical thinking has mainly revolved around the principles of 

possession as discussed in chapter 1. That is to say, possession of the ball is required 

before goals can be scored therefore the principles of maintaining and retaining 

possession should govern most decisions that are made in soccer. Since ball possession 

is at the apex of tactical reasoning, the first decision each team member should make 

is with relation to who has possession of the ball: “Does the team I am playing for have 

possession of the ball?” 

By answering this question the player can arrive at certain states (see diagram 1). If the 

answer is “Yes,” then that player’s team is in possession and that player is on the attack. 

Two key objectives result from this state of offence and these relate to the fundamental 

aim of the game itself. Firstly, the main aim of the game is to score goals. If this is not 

possible then the tactical objective of ball possession could be considered. Conversely, 

if the answer to the initial question relating to the ball is “No, my team does not have 

ball possession,” then the objective must first be to stop the opposition from scoring and 

secondly try to regain possession of the ball. From this basic framework, players within a 

team can now work together with a basic understanding of what is required from them. 

Obviously achievement of these objectives involves further decision making in order to 

specify exactly what action the player should take. The information load placed on the 

performer by these decisions can be reduced to a minimum by presenting the player with 

one decision requiring a “yes” or “no” answer at any point in time. The subsequent actions 

can be viewed as the results of the player successfully traversing what could be termed 

a binary decision tree of the game. The binary decision tree displayed in diagram  2 

illustrates the decisions that each player has to make during any one game, the apex of 

the tree being the initial ball possession question asked in diagram 1. 
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THE ANSWER TO INITIAL QUESTION IS  
“YES, OUR TEAM DOES HAVE BALL POSSESSION.”

This affirmative response leads directly to team attacking play and if the answer to 

the next question (see diagram 2) is “Yes, I am the player in possession of the ball” 

then the attacking player will be involved in producing technical actions. These on-

the-ball activities are the focus of the coaching practices described later in this book. 

Improvement of the techniques involved consumes the attention of most coaches, 

whereas the decision-making skills used to arrive at these actions within a game setting 

are sometimes neglected. Moreover, during any one game only a very small proportion 

of the time is actually spent performing these techniques. Reports from several top-level 

soccer games show that on average during a 90-minute game, individual players come 

into contact with the ball for only approximately 90 seconds. It is therefore important 

Diagram 2
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that all players within a team understand all the alternatives involved in off-the-ball 

attacking behaviour (i.e. answering “No” to the question posed in diagram 2). 

If an individual player is not in possession of the ball and his or her team is on the attack 

then the player’s next decision relates to whether he or she can be directly involved in 

play; that is, can the player become an immediate target for a pass in the area of the 

ball? It is interesting to note that younger players (8 years and under) seldom traverse the 

decision tree beyond this branch. One of the reasons why young players assemble around 

the ball and move around the playing area in swarms is due to their inability to see beyond 

direct involvement in play (i.e. they have possession or they are the immediate target for 

a pass). This is largely a developmental problem and resolves itself when players become 

aware of indirect involvement in team play. It would be unnecessary and unproductive to 

try to explain the problem of the situation with the young player. However, the number of 

players in each team should be reduced such that the players do have the potential to be 

directly involved in all play. Small-sided games offer an excellent platform for explaining 

age-appropriate decision making and techniques. 

If the players who are on the attack are not in possession of the ball, and are not required 

to be a direct passing target they should now ask questions related to the attacking 

space. This leads players to become indirectly involved with attacking play. Questions 

now asked could be “Can I create attacking space?” or “Can I move into potential 

attacking space?” 

THE ANSWER TO THE INITIAL QUESTION IS  
“NO, OUR TEAM DOES NOT HAVE BALL POSSESSION.”

The principles of team play outlined here have equal and opposite components in both 

attacking and defending aspects of play. Diagram 2 illustrates similar questioning for 

both offensive and defensive decision making. Since the first option for attacking players 

is to perform individual techniques while in possession of the ball, the counter behaviour 

displayed by a defender would be to prevent the attacking player who is in possession of 

the ball from performing the required techniques. The performance of a skill is influenced 
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by two important factors: time and space. Decreasing the time in which the skill may be 

executed and decreasing the playing space available will place more demands on the 

attacking player and possibly cause a decrease in skilled performance. The defensive 

challenging player therefore should strive to reduce both the time and space available to 

the attacking player. The defending challenger at this level in the decision tree is involved 

in individual defensive techniques such as pressurizing opponents and tackling. 

A defensive player who is not involved directly challenging for the ball must consider the 

next problem, that being one of numerical superiority. By offering oneself as a passing 

target, the offensive player is trying to gain numerical superiority in the area of the ball. 

Therefore defending players must counteract this influx of attacking players by adding 

extra defenders. These defenders, who are not involved in challenging for the ball, 

should put themselves into good covering positions (see diagram 2). Further defensive 

questioning relates to space and how defenders overcome problems of marking space or 

marking players. This problem is the basis of much tactical defensive reasoning related 

to zone or man-to-man defensive tactics. These tactical considerations are at the centre 

of most defensive coaching and yet the individual decision making that precedes this 

problem is again often neglected.

FACTORS AFFECTING THE DECISION PROCESS

(1) Learning: It is possible for this model to account for learning. The more often the 

player meets certain environmental changes that cause him or her to traverse the 

decision tree, the more likely the player will be able to predict certain outcomes. That is 

of course, presuming the player is guided and coached through the process of making 

decisions. Too frequently players within a team are left to their own devices in regard to 

individual decision making. Hence, the player’s only concern becomes decision making in 

and around the area of the ball, and those players who are not directly involved with play 

do not consider themselves an intricate part of team play. 
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Guiding players through the decision tree is important in the learning process and allows 

players to predict certain occurrences during the game with respect to this questioning 

framework. 

Anticipation, therefore, plays a major role in the optimization of a team’s performance. 

For example, a skilled player who, during the course of the game, has traversed the 

decision tree down to indirect involvement in offensive play can predict whether there is a 

danger of his or her team losing possession. This prediction may lead the player to prime 

their defensive behaviour so that the time it takes to switch from offensive thinking to 

defensive thinking can be minimized.

(2) Area of Play: Certain priorities relating to where the ball is in relation to the goals 

affect the importance given to feedback and response priming. If a player is in an offensive 

state and is on the ball then this player will be more ready to prime scoring responses 

(e.g. shooting) than passing responses when he or she is close to goal. Conversely, a 

challenging player will prioritize defending techniques (e.g. pressurizing, tackling and 

shot blocking) the more imminent the possibility of conceding a goal. It would follow, 

therefore, that in addition to understanding the basic principles of offensive and defensive 

team play, a player also needs to know when to use these principles in relation to the 

proximity of the goal. 

(3) System of Play: The basic principles of team play that are illustrated via the decision 

tree apply to each individual. Whereas all individuals will be asking themselves similar 

questions in order to fulfill common objectives (i.e. offensive, scoring and retaining 

possession), each player will have to make decisions relating to all aspects of play. 

Systems and formations are inherently restrictive. They are needed to organize and align 

players to certain responsibilities during any one game. The amount of organization of 

individual players depends upon the game that is being played. The more restrictive the 

system of play is on any team, the more limited the individual player is in making personal 

decisions. Therefore, the binary decision tree can be aborted at any branch depending 

upon the limitations placed upon the individual. Hence, the initial question relating to 

ball possession with its eventual outcomes applies to a limited number of players in a 

limited area of play. 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR THE COACH

The decision-making model that is described here is one of total individual involvement 

within a team game. Players are asked to think and make decisions continually during the 

game. The model makes assumptions relating to the fundamental aims and objectives 

of the team game. These objectives may not span all of the game, but it is essential 

that all members of the team attempt to fulfill the same objectives during a game. 

Therefore several assumptions are made relating to individual decision making within a 

team sport; what then are the problems facing the coach? First, the coach should realize 

that the player is involved in three processes during a game: perception of a changing 

environment, decision making relating to all aspects of play and selection and execution 

of the correct action. Second, the coach must be aware that the practice time is best 

spent when maximal transfer of training is achieved. That is, performance in situation A 

(practice session) is directly related to performance in situation B (game). It is important, 

therefore, for the coach to create a practice environment in which the player has to 

perceive, decide and act. In the majority of unopposed drills used in various team sports, 

the decision stage is usually omitted. Fast, efficient drills very rarely involve the player in 

making decisions as to what response to select. The selection problem is taken away by 

the coach who will usually demand a specific technique in a specific drill. 

Diagram 3
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The following practice is an example of a situation that attempts to involve the player in 

making individual decisions. These decisions can only be brought out by using the correct 

realistic environment; it is therefore essential that the coach plan and set up the correct 

learning environment (see diagram 3). 

The practice situation illustrated in diagram 3 has been set up to stress several coaching 

points to player X10. This player is receiving a pass and has their back to goal. What 

decisions must X10 make, and how can a coach ease the burden of decision making? 

Diagram 4 is a flow 

chart of the decisions 

and actions that are 

possible for X10. In this 

particular scenario several 

techniques are important 

for the attacking player, 

notably:

 . receiving the ball with 

their back to goal;

 . screening the ball 

away from opposing 

players;

 . being able to lay 

off (pass back) a 

pass to oncoming 

cooperating players;

 . dribbling;

 . shooting; and

 . combined play with another cooperating player called, in this case, a step-on 

(covered later in the book). 

The initial question the player should be asking themselves as they move to receive the 

pass is “Can I turn?” The answer to this will determine subsequent actions. If the receiver 

can turn, they should try to dribble at the defender and attempt to score by finding a 

Diagram 4
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channel to goal. The next question relates to scoring opportunities. If the player cannot 

find a channel to goal then a combined play with another player could open up a channel 

to goal, hence a shooting opportunity. 

Diagram 5a illustrates one possible combined play termed a step-on (see chapter on 

Combined Attacking Play). This combined play opens up a shooting channel for X9 to 

score, whereas in diagram 5b the player under consideration, X10, used the technique of 

deception to open their own shooting channel. 

Returning to the flow chart of diagram 4 and considering the situation in which X10 cannot 

turn because the player is too closely marked by O5, other alternatives are open. First, X10 

must not give the ball away and second, X10 should create space or shooting channels for 

other players—in this case, X9. By screening the ball and moving out of central areas, X10 

can accomplish both of these tasks. The problem facing X10 is now when and where to lay 

off (see chapter on Combined Attacking Play) the ball so X9 can have a good opportunity 

Diagram 5
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to score. Diagram 6 illustrates how X10 moves out of central areas and collects the pass for 

an immediate lay-off pass back to X9 who has a shooting opportunity. 

CONCLUSIONS

Individuals within a team continually make decisions during a game. The decision-making 

process can be structured to align all players to similar game objectives. If all players within a 

team are trying to fulfill similar objectives by different actions, the team performance should 

improve. Also, if all players understand the reasons behind each other’s actions then cohesive 

team play is inevitable. The binary decision tree has been used to illustrate how the players 

within a team game can be guided in their thinking process. The implications for both coach 

and player are far reaching. More importantly the coaching practices should include the process 

of decision making. The player’s understanding of direct and indirect involvement in team play 

has to be tested by intelligent use of the practice environment. Also, the restrictive nature 

of the system of play that is used has to be weighed against the potential of each individual 

contributing totally to the team effort. Individual technical excellence is still considered to be 

of paramount importance. However, the model that is proposed in this chapter highlights the 

events that occur prior to the execution of these techniques. Consideration should be given 

to the fact that the performer processes information, and that the perceptual and decision 

processes cannot be overlooked when considering the player within a game.  

Diagram 6
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CHAPTER 5 
DECISION MAKING  
AND DEFENDING

Coaches often neglect defensive aspects of the game and spend most of their time 

concentrating on the more creative techniques of attacking play, perhaps because players 

would rather attack with the ball than defend and try to regain possession. During a game 

we can conclude that on average, half of the time a team does not have possession of the 

ball, though this sometimes depends on the tactics employed by the coach. It is therefore 

important that every member of the team be aware of their defensive responsibilities at 

any time during the game.

Upon analysis it appears that a few general factors are responsible for an attacking team 

giving up possession of the ball. For example:

 . With very little defensive pressure, the attacking players lose control of the ball, play 

inaccurate passes or take inaccurate shots on goal due to poor technique. 

 . Due to defensive pressure, the attacking team is forced to lose control of the ball, 

play inaccurate passes or take inaccurate shots. 

The position outlined in (a) is evident at all levels of the game but especially at lower 

levels of recreational league play. No defensive consideration is needed in this case. 

All we can ask of our players is to be alert and ready to capitalize on these mistakes 

by attacking players (i.e. get speedy and composed control of the ball early when the 

opposition give up possession). 
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53DECISION MAKING

The coach’s major concern lies with (b). How can we force attacking players to give up 

possession of the ball? Several further questions stem from this general one. What are 

the priorities involved? How does the coach most profitably spend their time in practice? 

And what does a player need to know when defending? 

The major problem for the coach in dealing with defensive aspects of the game is 

organization and understanding. Players should have very simple decisions to make 

while defending. The simplicity of the decision speeds up the entire information process. 

The environment is continually changing and requires respective changes in action from 

the defending players. Having players understand their specific responsibilities whilst 

defending is a realistic goal for coaches at all levels.

Teaching the technique of tackling is often given a higher priority than is necessary. 

During any game, the techniques of passing, heading and shooting are evident, and 

mistakes can be attributed to a possible breakdown of the skill. Moreover it is not often 

during any one game that the block tackle or the slide tackle can be seen executed 

as laid down in many textbooks (and recently most sliding tackles draw some type of 

punishment from the referee). The reason for this is that due to the rate at which the 

environment changes, execution of all the points related to the block tackle takes too 

long and on some occasions it becomes anatomically impossible.

Before introducing players to the tackling technique they should be first be made aware 

of where and when to tackle. Once they understand these important prerequisites, the 

efficiency of how to tackle can be coached. Since a player cannot effectively defend 

unless they are in the correct position, it seems illogical to spend most of the coaching 

time on the technique of tackling. For many young teams just being goal side of the ball 

is sufficient for opposing players to give up the ball. 

Reassessment of the present teaching methods relating to defending is needed. A 

prioritized list of the objectives is given below. It should be kept in mind that these 

objectives are related to specific areas of the field and not necessarily the whole field; 

for example, it would be impractical to ask a front striker to get goal side of a lofted 

clearance played into their own penalty area. 
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54 SOCCER ANALYTICS

OBJECTIVES 

Players should understand: 

 . Where the dangerous defensive space is in relation to the ball, their own goal and 

their own position on the field

 . How to get goal side

 . How to pressure and challenge for the ball

 . How to give cover to a teammate who is applying pressure to the ball

 . When to tackle

 . How to tackle

 . How to track down an opposing player

 . How to seal off dangerous space

The first two objectives could be dealt with in a small-sided game situation (4  vs  4 

or 5  vs 5). A method of stopping or freezing play should be used to illustrate these 

objectives. Examples are given on the following pages. 

“Where is the dangerous defensive space?”

First it is important for players to realize that dangerous space is continually moving.

Diagram 1
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55DECISION MAKING

 . In diagram l, X9 is an attacking player in possession of the ball. In this example the 

dangerous defending space is between the near post of the goal and the attacker 

and is shaded in diagram 1. For defenders every effort must be made to stop X9 

moving the ball forward into this space. 

 . In diagrams 2 and 3 the dangerous space has moved with respect to the movement 

of the ball and the near goal post that is being attacked by X9. 

Diagram 2

Diagram 3
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56 SOCCER ANALYTICS

A defender must judge the potential danger of space by considering the following: 

 . The position of the ball

 . The position of the goal being defended

 . Their own position on the field with respect to opposing and cooperating players

A series of questions should be used to direct the small-sided game. Stop play intermittently 

and ask the defensive team where their dangerous defensive space is. Each player on the 

team just having lost possession must first ask themselves a similar question. 

“Am I goal side?“ 

Is the defensive player positioned between the ball and their own goal? If the answer is 

“No,” then the player should move towards the back of the dangerous space as quickly 

as possible. Once the defender has passed the line of the ball they should look up and 

reassess their position while moving (see flowchart A-D).

At this point in the practice, players should have an understanding of the first two 

objectives and are now either positioned goal side or are moving goal side of the ball.

FLOWCHART A-D 

If the answer to the question in flowchart box C is “Yes, I am goal side of the ball,” then 

the next question, in box D, is “Am I the nearest person to the ball?” If the answer is “Yes,” 

then this player becomes the challenging and pressuring player. The coaching objective 

then is to coach the player how to pressure and how to challenge for the ball. 

“How do I pressure and challenge for the ball?”

Key Factors 

 . The stance and movement of a challenging player who is applying pressure should:

 . Keep the body weight forward and low

 . Position one foot forward and one back, with knees bent and weight resting on the 

balls of the feet not the heels

 . Maintain the ability to move backwards quickly while staying well-balanced and 

ready to turn and sprint
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57DECISION MAKING

 . Allow defending players to be looking at the ball not the opposing player

 . Be likened to a boxer’s stance

It is important that players work hard at mastering this type of pressuring movement as 

well as moving backwards and turning and sprinting from this stance since the essence 

of dribbling is to counter all of the points made above. 
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PRACTICE A

 . One ball between two players.

 . Area of work (see diagram 4).

 . The X team are attackers and attempt to dribble the ball, under control, onto the 

target line.

 . The O team are defenders and must try to keep the distance between themselves 

and the ball a constant 1 or 2 meters.

 . The O player must reach the line target line before the X player scores.

 . After either team has reached 5 goals, reverse roles with Os becoming attackers and 

Xs becoming defenders.

 . Attackers are encouraged to change pace and direction frequently.

 . No tackling by the O team. 

Diagram 4
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PRACTICE B

 . One ball per two 

players. 

 . Area as in diagram 

5 (10-by-10-meter 

grid).

 . The practice begins 

with the defender 

O5 serving the 

ball into X9 and 

following in the 

service.

 . X9 has a time limit of 20 seconds in which to score. 

 . O5 should move in to pressure and contain X9 while remaining goal side for the 

20-second time period. 

 . If the ball is won by the defender O5, then O5 becomes an attacker and attempts 

to score. 

 . O5 should not move in to tackle but can entice X9 into giving up the ball (early shots 

etc.) by feinting to tackle. 

Coaching Points 

 . Pressure is applied to X9 by O5 with a speedy but controlled approach to a position 

approximately 2 meters away from the ball. Slowing down quickly as the challenging 

player approaches the attacker is an important skill to master.

 . The angle of the defender’s run is dependent upon where the cooperating defending 

players are positioned (introduced later in practice) and the closeness of the out-of-

bounds lines. 

Before progressing to the technique of tackling, the problem of the covering a defender 

should be dealt with. It would be instructive therefore to return to the unfinished 

flowchart.

Diagram 5
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FLOWCHART D-H 

If the answer to the question in question box D is “No”, then the next question is related 

to giving cover to the challenging player. 

“How do I cover the challenging player?”

The aim of the covering player is to try and gain numerical superiority for their team 

in the area of the ball. In diagram 6, X6 is the covering defender. The position of X6 is 

important. 
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Key Factors 

 . The position of the covering player X6 (given in 

diagram 6).

 . When the opponent is being forced down the 

touch line, the position is just backward of 

straight as in diagram 6a. 

 . When the opponent is being forced across field 

into cooperating defenders, the position is just 

backward of square as in diagram 6b. 

 . If in doubt (maybe due to the fact that X5 

is not pressuring closely enough) then the 

defender X6 selects a position approximately 

45 degrees as in diagram 6c. 

 . X6 should be positioned such that a tackle for 

the ball can be made if O4 dribbles past X5 or 

immediate pressure can be applied to O4 to 

contain the forward movement into dangerous 

areas after dribbling past X5.

 . X6 must be close enough to X5 so that O4 

is faced with a 1-vs-2 situation. If X6 is too 

far away from X5, O4 is faced with two 1-vs-

1 situations and is therefore more likely to 

dribble past both players.

 . It is important that X5 is continually alerted to readjusting this covering position. 

 . Communication between the two defenders.  

 . The covering player must make the cooperating players aware of changes to 

his or her position.

 . The covering player should encourage and inform the challenging player of 

when the cover is in place and where their defensive strengths lie (e.g. “Push 

the opposing attacker inside or outside!”). 

 . Although the covering player does not decide when the challenging player 

tackles, the covering player must encourage them to challenge for the ball 

when it is safe to do so. 

Diagram 6
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PRACTICE C 

 . One ball per 3 players. 

 . Two defenders versus one attacker. 

 . Area of 20-by-l0-meter grids (see diagram 7).

 . X6, X5 and O9 all begin each practice from their respective lines. 

 . O9 must place the ball in control on the target line vacated by X6. 

 . X5 and X6 attempt to win the ball and score through either G1 or G2 goals. 

 . X5 should be encouraged to tackle when cover is correctly in place. 

 . The practice begins with X5 serving the ball to O9 and then moving in to challenge 

for the ball.

Diagram 7
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ALTERNATIVE PRACTICES  
FOR BOTH CHALLENGING AND COVERING PLAYERS 

This series of practices could be used for front strikers and midfield players who would 

like to improve their ability to seal off play in concentrated areas in the front third of the 

field and regain possession back early.

 . Diagram 8 illustrates a 2-vs-l practice in a 10-meter grid.

 . X9 and X10 attempt to score by making 5 consecutive passes. 

 . O4 scores a goal by touching the ball.

Coaching Points

 . O4 should try to isolate one attacker with the ball by cutting off the passing angles. 

 . O4 should use the boundary lines to their advantage by forcing play into the corners. 

 . O4 must be ready to challenge for the ball when X10 is most likely to pass and look 

down at the ball.

Diagram 8
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 . Diagram 9 illustrates a 3 vs 1 in a 10-meter grid. 

 . X9, Xl0 and X11 attempt to score a goal by making seven passes. 

 . O4 scores a goal by touching the ball or by forcing the X players to play the ball out 

of bounds.

Coaching Points 

 . O4’s movement toward the player in possession of the ball should allow only one 

passing possibility.

 . While this predicted pass is moving, O4 should close down the receiver at speed and 

tackle as the player receives the ball or cut out the return pass from the attacker. 

 . Speed of movement and predicting play is of utmost importance. 

Diagram 9
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 . Diagram 10 illustrates a 4-vs-2 game in a 15-meter grid.  

 . X7, X8, X9 and X10 attempt to score by making five consecutive passes.  

 . O4 and O6 score by touching the ball or by making the X team play the ball out of 

the area.  

Coaching Points  

 . O4’s movement toward the player in possession has to indicate early where the 

cover is needed. Make the opposition’s play predictable (response cue). 

 . O9 is the covering player and must predict from O4’s challenge where the subsequent 

pass is most probably going to be played.

 . O6 must act with speed and pressure or tackle the receiver of the pass early.  

Diagram 10
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The challenging player is now in a position (with cover) to ask the question posed earlier 

in the flowchart.

FLOWCHART D-G 

“When do I tackle?”

Key Factors

 . The challenging player should have encouraging and vocal cover. 

 . The challenging player should allow the distance between the ball and themselves 

to reduce. This is done by jockeying backwards at a slower rate. 

 . At this time the challenging player must be alert to a highly probable attacking 

move from the player in possession. 
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 . The challenging player can tackle when the attacking player in possession of the 

ball has momentarily lost control. When does an attacker momentarily lose control? 

As soon as the attacking player has made contact with the ball. At this point the 

distance between the attacker and the ball is increasing and the player requires 

another step before they can touch the ball again.

 . The challenging player can tackle when they can reach the ball in one step. Unless a 

defender can touch the ball with one step they are not then in a position to execute 

the tackle. 

“How do I tackle?”

Key Factors

 . The tackling player should be well balanced.

 . The tackling player should try to remain on their feet during and after the tackle.  

 . The tackle should be executed with speed and determination. 

 . The tackling player should be committed (response cue) to the tackle. 

 . The tackling player should move their body forward and through the ball.  

 . The tackling player should keep their eyes on the ball.

 . Very few tackles are won cleanly after the first contact. Therefore the tackling player 

should be ready to try and regain possession, whatever the outcome of the first 

contact.  
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PRACTICE D

 . The organization of this practice is designed to allow lots of tackling. 

 . The practice should be strictly controlled by the coach to discourage reckless 

challenges for the ball. 

 . As in diagram 11 the area is only a 10-by-10-meter grid.

 . The goals for the teams are cones placed in the two opposite corners. 

 . It is a 4-vs-4 game.  

Coaching Points 

 . Players should not commit to a tackle if they are not balanced and are not within 

one step of the ball.

 . Players should concentrate and keep their eyes on the ball. 

 . Players should stay on their feet.

 . If the player can steal the ball with the front foot then they should do so, but then 

move toward it quickly. 

 . If tackling with the back foot, the player should bring all their weight into and 

through the ball.

Diagram 11
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We now return to the flowchart. If the answer to the question about cover is “No”, then 

the next action for the defender may be to track down opposing attacking players. 

FLOWCHART H-I 

“How do I track down opposing players?”

Key Factors

 . Peripheral awareness: 

 . The defender should not allow themselves to have their vision or stance 

narrowed down (i.e. do not watch only the ball and do not watch only the 

player [response cue]). 

 . The defender should be aware of the changing positions of opposing players, 

ball, covering players, pressuring players, own goal and area of the field. 
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,Interception judgment: consider the defender who is marking an opposing player and 

then the ball is passed to this opposing player. The defender should:

 . Pressure the attacker such that the defender has their back to their own goal 

and the ball and the attacker can be moved away from dangerous space (mark 

inside to out [response cue]). 

 . Try to be first to the ball (intercept); if this is not possible then try to tackle as the 

attacker receives the ball. If this is not possible then close down the opponent 

and be balanced on arrival, ready to move back as fast as the opposing player 

moves forward. 

 . Force the opposing player to the side of defensive strength and away from the 

opposing player’s attacking support (i.e. isolate the attacking player if possible). 

 . These priorities can be achieved if the defender moves in to intercept, tackle, or 

pressure when the ball has just been passed to the opposing player.

 . Caution should be taken that the defender is not drawn into the interception 

run too early. Go fast but late (response cue).
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PRACTICE E

 . One ball between three players. 

 . As in diagram 12 there is an area of 15 by 10 meters. 

 . X8 is the feeder who cannot move into the grid but who can be passed to. 

 . X7 must try to score and is also encouraged to play back to X8 and try to get behind 

O5 for a return pass. 

 . O5 must stay goal side of X7 and stop X7 from scoring.

Coaching Points 

 . O5 should move in with low body position.

 . If possible O5 should try to intercept the pass. 

 . If O5 cannot intercept the pass then they should try to tackle X7 as they receive 

the ball. 

 . If O5 cannot tackle then they should prevent X7 from turning. With the low body 

position the defender should be able to see the ball and not be so close that the 

attacker can turn (role) the defender. 

 . Be patient (response cue) and don’t tackle from the back of the attacker.

 . The task for O5 now is to force X7 away from goal (and preferably back towards the 

attacker’s goal) while keeping their body goal side of the player and the ball. 

 . Do not go to ground to tackle for the ball and do not foul the attacker.

Diagram 12

16_04_05_Soccer_analytics_bh_ef.indd   71 18.04.16   14:23



72 SOCCER ANALYTICS

PRACTICE F

 . One ball between 6 players (two teams of 3). 

 . Area is 20-by-l0-meter grid as in diagram 13.

 . Two goals, 4 meters apart.

 . The aim of game is to score goals. 

 . Cones mark off two restraining lines marked on diagram.  

 . Feeder, goalkeeper, X10 and O6 can move laterally with ball.

 . Defenders have a responsibility of marking an individual attacker (O4 covers X7 and 

O3 covers X9).  

 . Feeder (X10) is asked to vary the quality of service to the attackers (long, short, 

forceful, high passes, etc.). Because the attackers will now have some problems 

in controlling the pass, the defenders should have a chance to choose between 

intercepting the ball or tackling or jockeying their attacker.  

 . While team X is attacking, O6 acts as goalkeeper.

Diagram 13
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We now return to the final coaching question of the flow chart (see flowchart H-I). 

“How do I seal off dangerous space?”

The following are key factors in understanding dangerous space.

Key Factors   

 . Players should be ready to offer themselves as a covering defender. 

 . Players should be ready to intercept balls played into and through dangerous space. 

 . Players should continually adjust their position with regard to the changing 

dangerous space. 

 . Players should take in and organize larger amounts of information from the playing 

environment (i.e. be aware of sealing off attacking play into one area of the field but 

also recognize any runs from attackers around the back of defenders).

 . Players should make cooperating players aware of changes in their own positional 

situation. 
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PRACTICE G

This practice emphasizes when defenders should mark attackers very closely (when they 

are threatening dangerous space) and when to cover (seal off) dangerous space, or when 

to split responsibilities between marking attacking players and sealing off space. Man-

to-man marking requires a special type of discipline and players who understand how to 

mark players can adapt more easily to zonal responsibilities.

 . The area is 40 by 30 meters as in diagram 14. 

 . One goalkeeper, one feeder and three goals as in diagram 14. 

 . The practice is 3 vs 3 and each defender is given a specific attacker to cover (mark). 

 . One feeder (X10) for attackers.

 . Players keep strict man-to-man marking responsibility. 

 . X10 cannot enter field of play but can be passed back to by the attacking players. 

 . Offside rule should be enforced by the coach. 

 . X team try to move behind O defenders with the ball, then shoot on goal. 

 . If O team wins the ball it should be played into the goals on the sides of Xl0. 

Diagram 14
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Coaching Points 

 . In diagram 15, if X9 is not directly threatening the dangerous space, O6 can afford 

to move slightly back from the attacker and offer cover to this space. This means the 

defender is now covering dangerous space. 

 . O5 should try to split defensive responsibilities between offering cover to O4 as well 

as being ready to intercept or challenge for a ball played to X8 or pressure if that is 

not possible. 

Diagram 15
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PRACTICE H

 . This practice can be a progression from practice F with the addition of two more 

players to each side. 

 . The area is 15 by 20 meters as shown in diagram 16. 

 . O5 becomes the defender with whom the coach should be concerned. 

 . X11 and X10 can both start the practice or can pass between themselves to 

unbalance the defense. 

 . When the Os have possession X10 becomes the defender of concern. 

Diagram 16
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PRACTICE I

 . Introducing a sweeper (O3) into the practice should ease space responsibilities for 

the markers, and O3 will now apply cover to challenging players (see diagram 17). 

 . Attackers should be encouraged to be as mobile as possible to test the defenders. 

Coaching Points 

 . O3 should offer cover to the challenging player.

 . If the marking defenders are beaten then O3 should either move in to tackle and win 

the ball or delay the attacking player until the beaten marker (in diagram 17, this is 

O4) takes over the role of sweeper. 

 . When the ball is passed into the marked attackers the sweeper should not be 

involved in challenging for the ball.

 . O3’s primary responsibility is covering space and not marking attacking players. 

 . Organizational information and control of co-defenders should come from the sweeper. 

Diagram 17
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SUMMARY OF DEFENDING

The defending player makes several decisions as to what their role is when their team does 

not have possession of the ball. The questions that have been used in this chapter via the 

decision tree flow chart enable the coach to illustrate the principles of defending to the 

players. The main concern is not what system of defending a team is using (e.g. man to 

man or zone), but that the players operate within the principles of organized defending.

 . Here we re-emphasize some of these defending principles outlined in this chapter. 

 . Defenders are the team who are not in possession of the ball. This means the whole 

team is defending.

 . Defenders should understand what goal side means and also understand how to 

get there. 

 . Defenders should realize where the dangerous defending space is and how to get 

there. 

 . Defenders nearest to the player in possession of the ball must pressure that player 

in a direction that makes the attacking play predictable. 

 . Covering players should move into positions behind challenging defenders with 

knowledge of direction, distance and opposing players. 

 . Dangerous defending space should be filled and sealed off by defending players. 

 . Attacking players who enter this dangerous space should be tracked down and 

marked closely.

 . Defending players should know when and how to tackle. 

The important limiting factor that was placed upon the decisions emanating from the 

flow chart was with respect to the area of the field in which play was occurring. However, 

the major emphasis in this chapter has been on individual and team understanding of 

defending and the application of decision making. All players become better players if 

they understand what is expected of them and if they utilize their own thought process 

throughout the changing game. This thought process can only be engaged if the player 

is continually asking themselves relevant (yet simple) questions. 
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COMPLETE DECISION TREE FLOWCHART FOR DEFENDING 
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PART 3  
TEAM PLAY

In the next section and throughout the rest of the book we will stress the need for the coach 

to recreate the game setting in practice, albeit in some modified way to accommodate the 

needs of the team they are coaching. Before doing this, the coach should be encouraged 

to analyze play and use this analysis as a basis upon which they can create the area 

of interest for what may be some corrective or developmental practices. The coach is 

hoping for maximum transfer of training. A concept called the Specificity of Learning 

Hypothesis was first put forward by psychologist Edward Thorndike in 1906; applied to 

the learning of motor skills by Franklin Henry in the 1950s; and then highlighted in the 

work of Denis Holding in the 1960s. Its application in soccer is best illustrated by the 

question “To what extent will the skills practiced in situation A (the practice session) 

transfer to situation B (the game)?” One way to ensure such an efficient learning process 

is to make the environment of the practice as close to the game as possible. Why not 

then practice within the framework of a full 11-vs-11 game for the entire practice? The 

reasons are many:

 . A full 11-a-side game is far too complex a situation in which to isolate and improve 

individual technique.  

 . Information overload, whereby players are faced with too many game-related items 

to process, occurs. 

 . Coaches cannot manipulate the session to guarantee success at a technique for 

each player.

 . There is limited involvement for each individual. 

 . The time the player is in contact with the ball is considerably reduced.
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81TEAM PLAY

How can we then fulfill the requirements of transfer of training and develop skillful 

players while avoiding these pitfalls? In order to accomplish this, the coaching practice 

must have several characteristics.

In terms of using practice specificity principles in a coaching context, the coach can 

return to game analysis (perhaps even a video of the game) and attempt to ensure the 

context in which the player is going to be working has some relevance to the actual 

game. Planning and preparation of the coaching session then becomes of paramount 

importance. Functional practice and combined attacking play, as described in this 

section, are excellent vehicles whereby situation-specific techniques can be practiced 

and learned. Functional practices can then be progressed back to the full game situation 

as skills improve. In this type of practice the relevance of the information provided by the 

coach becomes much more meaningful to the players involved and maximum transfer of 

training is ensured. 
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CHAPTER 6 
FUNCTIONAL PRACTICE

Before any functional practice can be effectively implemented, areas of poor individual 

technique or organized team play should be identified and isolated by the coach from 

available analysis. These weaknesses or developmental concerns can then be prioritized: 

first, an assessment by the coach; then, joint assessment by players and coach. The 

coach should strive to build up within the team an enthusiasm for critical self-analysis, 

a willingness to be criticized and to criticize in a constructive manner. From such a 

relationship the goal of what is to be achieved (i.e. successful performance) for both 

players and coach will become attainable.

In a functional practice a coach will be concerned with the performance of an individual 

player or small group of players. The coach will analyze the player’s function by examining 

the techniques which the players may be required to use in a particular situation and also 

by examining the need to develop an understanding with other players in circumstances 

relevant to the game. The coach will be involved with part of the team for the specific 

benefit of one or more members of that team.

The emphasis is on decision making in specific situations. Players are required to apply the 

individual techniques with respect to the position of opposing players and cooperating 

teammates. The requirements placed upon the player should be focused upon making 

the correct decisions after reading the changing environment. It is therefore important 

that the coach structure a practice to allow relevant instruction to take place in a realistic 

situation that the player will face in the full game. The situation begins in its simplest 

form with limited decision making required. This will allow the coach to bring out the 

key factors of individual technical performance. It builds up to a complex realistic game 

situation although the emphasis would still be on the particular aspect of play under 

consideration. 
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The playing environment should allow the coach to work on the problem technique or 

tactic that will be under review. Organization of this practice is of primary importance 

and the following should guide the organization of any functional practice.

 . The area of the field where the action takes place within the game should be 

demarcated and the players that are initially involved in action should be decided 

upon. A good analogy to keep in mind is one of a movie camera. The coach should 

imagine a zoom lens attached to a camera that makes it possible to isolate the 

problem area in detail and answer the following questions:

 . Where does the action take place?

 . When does the action take place?

 . Who is involved in the action?

 . The specifics of the setup can be taken from analysis of the game. A video recording 

of the problem and its area of play can be extremely useful here.

 . The practice must have a clear objective for the attacking and defending players. 

For example:

 . Attackers must try to score a goal.

 . Defenders regain possession and find target players or goals.

 . Boundaries must be realistic with relation to space and players involved in that 

space.

 . Functional practice is not designed to improve physical fitness, but is aimed at 

decision making and applying some cognitive pressure to the players involved. 

Fatigue will interfere with the decision-making process, therefore the coach should 

not make intense physical demands of the players during the practice. 

 . Functional practice can be related to a jigsaw puzzle. The players involved are made 

aware of the whole picture and are encouraged to continually refer back to it. Pieces 

of the puzzle are added until the whole picture is once again recreated.

 . It is not always advisable to weight the odds too much in favor of the coached 

players. Sometimes this produces an atmosphere of not hurrying because numerical 

superiority is assured (e.g. 5 attackers [coached players] vs 3 defenders). By 

equalizing the odds one can get closer to the real match-like situation and the 
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type of responses needed. However the coach should progress only when success 

is obtained in the practice (i.e. don’t make the situation too difficult too soon). This 

becomes a difficult balance for the coach to achieve.

 . The player should contribute as much as the coach. Discussion with the player 

must be undertaken in order to find out the player’s ideas in certain situations. 

Understanding at this point is as important as technical excellence.

 . The functional practice should progress toward a phase of play (more players and 

larger area of the field). 

 . Finally the players should be allowed to implement their skills once again in the full 

game. In order to facilitate frequent practice of the function under review, the coach 

may condition or modify the rules slightly in order to concentrate on the situation 

under review.

The organization of any practice session is very important in ensuring that the relevant 

coaching points can be brought to the player’s attention. An integral part of the functional 

practice therefore is knowledgeable planning. The playing environment should be such 

that it allows positive instruction to be given to players. To give this positive instruction 

the coach should be knowledgeable of all phases of play, specifically the analysis of the 

technique and its application in any given game situation. 
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Beginning a Functional Practice

This session is conducted practically. A full game (11 vs 11) is the vehicle by which the 

objectives of the session can be met.  

 . Begin with two teams in clearly distinguishable colors. Team positions should be as 

they are in competition.

 . Allow play to continue for approximately 10 minutes while the coach acts as referee. 

 . After this preliminary time of play the coach should then try to observe instances 

where it is possible to freeze play for all 22 players (a whistle is the best method to 

freeze all players in this situation). 

 . The instances when play should be frozen will be in relation to the functions the 

coach wishes to illustrate (having gained this information from match analysis). 

For example, if the coach wants to illustrate where a functional practice on two 

front strikers will originate, they may stop play when a midfield player has the ball 

entering the opponent’s half and is looking for target players (front strikers) to pass 

to. The coach should then ask all players not directly involved in play to sit down on 

the outskirts of the field and observe and listen while the coach makes the coaching 

points to the players involved. The progression and development of play can then 

be illustrated by asking selected players in certain areas to stand up and participate 

in the practice. This development continues until all players are once again playing 

and involved in play. 

What follows are several examples of various functional practices. 
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FUNCTIONAL PRACTICE ON A FULL BACK  
IN THEIR OWN DEFENDING THIRD OF THE FIELD

PRACTICE A

 . The area of the field is marked with cones as shown in diagram 1.

 . The player being coached is O3.

 . The objective of attackers (X7 and X4) is to try and score goals.

 . The objective of the defenders is to make an accurate pass to two target players (OT) 

or in emergency situations to clear the ball out of the marked area.

 . Before the ball is played into the area of O3 and X7, the position of O3 should be 

inside and goal side of the opposing player X7.

 . O3 should be at the correct distance allowing O3 to move in close to X7 if ball is 

played to X7’s feet.

Diagram 1
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 . Early services of the ball by the coach may be aimed directly toward 03, allowing 

the coach to make the point that no chances should be taken in this area of the field 

and that the first requirement will be to select techniques which produce the least 

possibility of advantage falling to the attacking side. 

Coaching Points

 . When in doubt O3 should take the ball early, heading, volleying or driving the ball 

for distance and playing the ball away from central areas towards the sides of the 

field.

 . Where O3 does have time to keep the ball (because X7 is not close) then it will be 

important to select a controlling technique which will allow the player to take the 

ball away from the direction of the challenge; it may even be possible for O3 to allow 

the ball to run on occasionally while looking up and around to make a selection of 

a forward pass.

 . The angle through which the forward passes are to be made will be important, since 

any ball played into a central area from this deep defensive position will almost 

certainly mean the full back will play themselves out of the game should that central 

pass be intercepted by opposition.

 . The need for a quality pass to the target players cannot be overstated since this will 

initiate a new attack for the team. 

 . The composure of the full back at this time is most important and the controlling 

technique should be well learned as this will provide the player with confidence to 

retain possession of the ball. Quick implementation of the controlling technique will 

give O3 the time to make a good pass forward.

 . The cooperation and communication between the defenders will be important to 

the full back’s performance, since the goalkeeper, O5 and O6 can all assist the full 

back in making correct decisions.

 . A back pass to the goalkeeper may be a useful outlet if there is the possibility of an 

intercepted pass forward.

 . Indecision is the greatest problem here and if the full back lingers on the ball before 

releasing it then clearly this will give opposing attackers time to anticipate such a 

pass and intercept it.
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PROGRESSION 1

The service can now be varied to allow the ball to be played directly to X7. This will 

prompt the coach to outline other priorities for the full back to consider.

Coaching Points

 . Now the defenders marking position before the ball is served into X7 should enable 

an interception if a less-than-perfect service is made. 

 . Where interception is impossible it will be vital for O3 to move quickly toward X7 

while the ball is travelling to X7 in order to get close to the attacker and stop them 

from turning and moving toward the goal. O3 will now have to apply defensive 

pressure to X7 until the ball is released. If O3 stands off X7 and allows the attacker 

to turn, it will make the opposition’s play less predictable. It should be emphasized 

that the job of the pressuring defender is to make the opponent’s play predictable 

for all the cooperating defenders.

 . If X7 does turn, then the full back needs to move more cautiously in order to avoid 

over-committing themselves and being beaten by X7. 

 . O3 should then try to contain X7. This containing position will require attention, and 

the defensive support which O3 receives from the O5 and O6 will determine whether 

X7 is forced infield or towards the touch line. Whichever way X7 is to be directed, 

the player will have to be challenged closely from a distance of two or three meters 

in order to prevent playing the ball forward easily.

It must be stressed that it may not be necessary and certainly will not be desirable to make 

all the points mentioned above in one functional practice situation. As always, it will be 

the job of the coach to recognize the needs of the players and to structure practices to 

meet those needs. Technical inadequacies may best be dealt with in individual practice 

situations, always bearing in mind that the performance of the technique is only relevant 

in the proper context, which means in the game environment.
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PROGRESSION 2

The functional practice outlined above can be further developed by:

 . A variation of service by X4 (e.g. the ball can be played directly to X7 or past O3).

 . X4 moves into play as soon as the pass is made.

 . An increase in the number of players in this sector of the field.

 . An increase in the area of the field used with the removal of some field markers 

(cones).
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FUNCTIONAL PRACTICE ON TWO CENTRE BACKS

PRACTICE B

 . The area of the field is marked with cones as shown in diagram 2.

 . The players being coached are O5 and O6.

 . The objective of the attackers is to try and score goals.

 . The objective of the defenders is to make an accurate pass to two target players (OT) 

or, in emergency situations, to clear the ball out of the marked area.

Coaching Points 

Made to the challenging player O5:

 . As the ball is served in to X9, the closest defender to X9 becomes the challenging 

defender (in diagram 2 this is O5) and O6 becomes the covering defender.

 . If the attacker receives the ball with their back to goal, O5 should prevent them from 

turning and attempt to force them back towards their own goal by moving in close 

and low enough to see the ball through the opponent’s legs. Standing upright and 

Diagram 2
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too close to attacking players will allow the attacker to roll (turn) the defender or 

cause the attacker to fall and claim a free kick.

 . It is important, especially in this position on the field, that the defender does not 

concede a free kick by fouling the attacker.

 . If the attacker does turn, it is important to stay close and make sure the attacker is 

concentrating on the ball and not looking up.

 . The defender should force the attacker away from dangerous central areas.

 . If the attacker is running with the ball toward the goal, the defender should use 

a body position that will force them (show them) to one side. This will make play 

more predictable and allow the covering defenders and the goalkeeper to react 

appropriately. The challenging player is moving the attacker into a concentrated 

areas of defending players or into poor shooting angles (wide of the goal).

 . If the attackers do dribble around the challenging defender and move goal side with 

the ball, then the challenging defender should quickly recover to a good covering 

position as soon as possible. The covering defender (O6 in this instance) then moves 

in to become the challenging defender.

 . If the attacker does shoot on goal, then both the challenging and covering players 

should be prepared to block the shot. This may require them to go to ground and 

offer a large surface area for the block.

Made to the covering player O6:

 . This covering player should provide loud vocal information to the challenging player 

(e.g. “Challenge!” “Hold them!” “Get tighter!” etc.).

 . The covering player should move into a good covering position (i.e. close enough to 

challenge the attacker if the challenging defender is beaten).

 . If another attacker (X10) is brought in to become another front striker, the practice 

becomes essentially a 2 vs 2. The covering player then takes into account a further 

problem of being able to challenge the supporting attacker should they receive the 

ball. The angle of cover and the speed with which the covering players engage the 

supporting attacker are of importance.

PROGRESSION 1

Progression of this practice would be to add another striker X10 and X8 as a supporting 

midfield player with the inclusion of O4 as a recovering midfield defensive player. 
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FUNCTIONAL PRACTICE ON TWO FRONT STRIKERS

PRACTICE C

 . The area of the field is marked with cones as shown in diagram 3.

 . The players being coached are O9 and O10.

 . The objective of the attackers is to try and score goals.

 . The objective of the defenders is to make an accurate pass to two target players (OT) 

or, in emergency situations, to clear the ball out of the marked area.

Coaching Points

 . Before the ball is played in by the server, O9 and O10 must be aware that their 

combined runs can stretch or contract the space between the defenders. This can be 

done from side to side or up and down the field.

Diagram 3
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 . When the ball is played in, different coaching points can be made to either the 

player receiving the pass or the player not in possession. These points can be best 

illustrated once again by a simple decision tree flow chart (similar to that used in 

chapter 4) outlining several decisions and options for the player receiving the pass. 

Made to the striker receiving pass (using the decision tree): 

Made to the striker who is not in possession of the ball:

 . “Show” (response cue) they are available for the pass as a supporting attacking player. 

OR

 . Make a run that will attempt to breakdown defensive cover and create space for the 

player on the ball to run the ball at the defenders, and create a shooting opportunity.

Diagram 4
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FUNCTIONAL PRACTICE ON A WINGER

PRACTICE D

 . The area of the field is marked with cones as shown in diagram 5.

 . The player being coached is O11.

 . The objective of the attackers is to try and score goals.

 . The objective of the defenders is to make an accurate pass to two target players (OT) 

or, in emergency situations, to clear the ball out of the marked area.

Diagram 5
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Coaching Points

 . Before a pass is made to O11, the coached player must try to make space to receive 

the ball. This can be achieved by making an attempt to run behind the challenging 

full back (X2 in diagram 5).

 . If X2 does not go with O11’s first run, then the ball can be passed into the space 

behind X2 for O11 to run onto and cross the ball for O9 to take a shot.

 . If X2 does move backwards towards their own goal, space will be created for O11 

to receive the pass. This move back for the pass should be done at an angle out to 

the touch line in order to offer a good target for the pass and allow O11 to partially 

turn and face X2.

 . When O11 is receiving the pass the question being asked should be “Can I turn?”

 . If the answer is “Yes” then O11 has 2 alternatives.

 . Dribble the ball at X2 and attempt to move past the defender with the ball if 

there is space behind X2.

 . If there is no space to attack behind X2, then look to use O9 as a supporting 

player for a combined attacking play.

 . If the answer is “No” then O11 has three alternatives.

 . Hold on to the ball and screen it.

 . Look for supporting players to the side or back.

 . After giving the pass to supporting players, attack the space behind X2 with 

a penetrating run.

The important point to stress, both before and during this practice, is that these moves 

are designed to create enough space for the winger to cross the ball into dangerous areas 

in the penalty area. 
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FUNCTIONAL PRACTICE FOR AN ATTACKING THROW-IN

PRACTICE E

This example illustrates how a set piece can be organized and coached in a functional 

practice framework.

 . The area of the field is marked with cones as shown in diagram 6.

 . The players being coached are X6 and X7.

 . The objective of the attackers is to try and score goals.

 . The objective of the defenders is to make an accurate pass to the target player (OT) 

or, in emergency situations, to clear the ball out of the marked area.

Coaching Points

 . The space between the attacker (X7) and the thrower (X6) is of vital importance. 

The thrower should be given enough room in which to control the possible return 

pass after the throw. This will allow X6 to come immediately back into play.

Diagram 6
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 . The thrower must have a target to throw at, either a player (X7) or space into which 

X7 can move.

 . The type of run which will enable this target to be shown is a crucial coaching point 

(e.g. accelerative, dummy runs, etc.).

 . The quality of the throw should be such that it poses no control problems for the receiver.

 . Possibilities for the attacking player receiving the ball:

 . Control the ball and run with the ball toward goal if possible.

 . Pass the ball back to the thrower and then run for a return pass into space.

 . Run in close to thrower realizing the ball will not be played to them and clear 

a space behind them.

PROGRESSION 1

 . Introduce X8 (another attacker) and O4 (marking defender).

 . Initially begin with O2 as a defender (sweeper) to give realism when ball is in play 

and under control of the X attackers.

Coaching Points 

Made to the supporting attacker X8:

 . Leave space for the player on the ball and make a run to take the defender away 

from the throwing area.

 . If support is needed for a pass, give it early after the throw.

 . If support is not needed after the throw, clear space for the receiver (X7) to make a 

run on the goal.

PROGRESSION 2

Later in practice give the thrower the option of throwing to either receiver (X8 or X7) and 

allow O2 to vary their defensive covering role, sometimes marking the thrower, sometimes 

covering behind defenders.

Coaching Points

 . When unmarked, X6 (thrower) must consider moving away from congested areas 

after the throw and becoming a target for an attacking pass.

 . Combined runs off the ball by X7 and X8 (e.g. cross-over runs) are important to 

create attacking space. These players should look for space that has been cleared.
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ORGANIZATION OF A FUNCTIONAL PRACTICE  
WITHIN A COACHING SESSION

EXAMPLE 1: Whole squad involved in different functional practices.

Diagram 7
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Example 1 (diagram 7) illustrates how a squad of 22 players (20 outfield players and 2 

goalkeepers) can be employed in three functional practices using the whole field.

AREA A

This is a functional practice on O2 being able to contain the opposing winger X11, until 

O8 provides defensive cover. The practice begins with server X4, who may also come into 

play if required.

AREA B

This is a functional practice on the defensive understanding between O5 and O6 (two 

centre backs). X8 is the server and may come into play. When X8 does come into play, 

O4 is used as the defending midfield player who is recovering to mark X8 or cover either 

centre back.

AREA C

This is a functional practice on the midfield player’s (O7) technical ability to control a 

pass, turn toward goal, and initiate an attack using O9, O10 or O11. O3 is the server and 

can come into play if required. X7 is used as a recovering defender to mark O3.
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EXAMPLE 2: Part of the squad is involved in a functional practice while other members 

are involved in skill practices utilizing marked grid areas. Also, the goalkeeper is working 

on technique practice.

AREA A

This functional practice develops into an attacking phase of play dealing with mobility 

between three front strikers (X9, X10 and X11), specifically concentrating on X9’s function 

within the attacking formation.

Diagram 8
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EXAMPLE 3: Unopposed technical practice leading to functional practice.

All functional work demands a degree of technical excellence on behalf of the players 

involved. This close tie between the technique and its application or function within the 

game setting is the root of the problem of transfer from practice to the game. Therefore 

the method by which a coach detects the need for functional training should be equivalent 

to how a coach organizes unopposed technique work. The player should practice 

a technique while being able to refer to its function within the game. The technique 

practice should not be unrealistic and without relevance. A method by which players 

can see the relevance of practicing a technique is one of whole-part-whole practice, a 

game-like situation presented to a group of players. The techniques which the players use 

within this game are then broken down and practiced in the same physical setting. At the 

end of each technique practice session, the group of players are once again involved in 

the game-like situation and allowed to apply the technique within the game. This method 

of practice-test is also a good evaluation method for players and coach. One example of 

how this methodology can be used is given below in diagram 9.
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GROUP PRACTICE

 . Diagram 9 shows a reduced field size (60-70 meters long).

 . A 25-meter square is marked off with cones in the centre of the field.

 . In the center square there is a 3 vs 3 involving midfield players.

 . Coaches C1 and C2 serve balls from each side of the field into the 25-meter square 

alternately.

 . The three X midfield players and three O midfield players challenge to gain first 

possession of the ball.

 . If the Xs win first possession it becomes three X players vs one O player (with two O 

players dropping out of the square until the next service).

 . Any X can then play a forcefully driven pass to either wing (X7 or X11).

 . X7 or X11 then have three touches to cross the ball to either the near or far post for 

X9 and X10 to move onto and shoot.

Diagram 9
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 . X9 and X10 are opposed by O5 and O6 and OGK. 

 . The O players try to clear the cross from the danger area and out of play, or gain 

possession and pass to the servers (C1 and C2). After each strike on goal or each 

clearance, another ball is fed into the square.

INDIVIDUAL PRACTICE

 . Forcefully driven passes from midfield to the wings. The six midfield players from 

the group practice example in diagram 9 pair off and practice (two touch) driving 

accurate passes over distances of 20-30 meters (see diagram 10).

 . Near and far post crosses from wingers. The wingers X7, X11, O7 and O11 from the 

group practice example in diagram 9 practice using separate goals. Therefore two 

goals will be needed.

Diagram 10

Diagram 11
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 . Goalkeeper dealing with crosses. Each goalkeeper from the group practice shown in 

diagram 9 work with one of the wingers and the two centre backs (O5 and O6 in 

this case).

 . This practice can be used to help the two centre backs improve their technique of 

clearing crosses (see diagram 12). The centre backs work with the goalkeeper in 

order to reach an understanding on how to deal with crosses. 

Two strikers shooting for goal when receiving a cross. From the group practice two sets of 

strikers each work with two wingers in an open goal and practice unopposed heading 

and shooting (see diagram 13).

Diagram 12

Diagram 13

Diagram 14
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 . Goalkeeper dealing with crosses. Each goalkeeper from the group practice shown in 

diagram 9 work with one of the wingers and the two centre backs (O5 and O6 in 

this case).

 . This practice can be used to help the two centre backs improve their technique of 

clearing crosses (see diagram 12). The centre backs work with the goalkeeper in 

order to reach an understanding on how to deal with crosses. 

Two strikers shooting for goal when receiving a cross. From the group practice two sets of 

strikers each work with two wingers in an open goal and practice unopposed heading 

and shooting (see diagram 13).

Diagram 12

Diagram 13

Diagram 14

Diagram 14 illustrates how these individual technical practices can be organized within 

one field. 

The above techniques are practiced in the same physical location as the game was played. 

Technique errors should be identified by the coach and players should be encouraged to 

help each other by offering suggestions on problems they observe. Good technique should 

be emphasized and fatigue should be avoided. This individual practice of technique can 

continue for approximately 15-25 minutes. It is important to re-emphasize here that lots 

of practice within the correct environment and with the correct feedback will produce 

skillful players. After this practice the coach can then call all the players together and 

put them into another game-like situation (whole-part-whole practice). This would give a 

schedule of 10 minutes of group practice, 20 minutes of technical practice and another 

20 minutes of group practice. Coaching tips can be brought out in the practice setting 

and mention can be made of any good or bad points during the game.
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CHAPTER 7 
COMBINED ATTACKING PLAY
ATTACKING PLAY AND UNDERSTANDING BETWEEN TWO PLAYERS

The combined team play of two or more players is in essence what makes soccer so engaging 

to the spectator. The fact that the player in possession has several options available to them 

makes understanding between cooperating attackers important. To be successful in gaining 

realism within the practice, the coach then has to provide the players with attacking options 

(while still being cognizant of the priorities that will make one option more predictable). 

A further essential quality of soccer is the creation of shooting opportunities and the shots 

that these opportunities allow. There are many ways that two or more players can create 

a scoring opportunity, but it is imperative that all the players involved in these attacking 

moves understand how each can contribute to a successful strike on goal. Because of 

the concentrated efforts of defenders around their own goal, the understanding between 

attackers has to be explicit and efficient. An ill-timed run into space will certainly bring 

defending players into areas that should be free for attackers to move into. A shooting 

opportunity can only be created when the space from which to take the shot is available. The 

creation of attacking space behind and between defenders is then what is required. A rule of 

thumb (and response cues for players) for the temporal order of events should be as follows:

 . First, the space is created by attacking player.

 . Second, the ball arrives from a penetrating pass.

 . Third, a cooperating attacking player arrives very shortly after the ball has arrived.

 . Finally, the defender arrives last of all and hopefully too late to challenge for the ball.

If the order of the first three is rearranged by poor attacking play, the defenders will not 

be late.

The following series of practices will involve two or more players in attacking situations that 

should end with a shot on goal. The main coaching problem within this set of practices will 

be developing an understanding between the two attacking players being coached. The 

following practices will emphasize understanding between these two attacking players.
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PRACTICE A

COACHING THE TAKE-OVER

 . As in diagram 1 the practice starts with one 

ball between two players.

 . Both players move down field in pairs.

 . The player without the ball mirrors the actions 

of the player with the ball.

 . When the players’ movement is toward one 

another, the player in possession increases 

the speed of approach and keeps dribbling 

with one foot.

Diagram 1

Diagram 2
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 . The players continue as before but now they 

cross over and take over the ball as shown in 

diagram 3.

 . Players dribble the ball with one foot with the 

ball outside of the body.

 . Players will then accelerate into and then 

away from the take-over.

 . The player who is now not in possession 

continues a run in their direction of travel 

away from the ball.

Diagram 3

Coaching Points

 . Players in possession should not pass the ball to their cooperating attacker.

 . The player initially in possession should leave the ball for the cooperating attacker 

to take over. 

 . Play can be initiated when both these players see the opportunity and make eye 

contact with each other.

 . Space is created in the area left by defenders as seen in diagram 4.

Diagram 4
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 . After the take-over both players must accelerate away at speed.

 . Space is created (shaded areas in diagram 4) behind the attacking players.

Progression 1

 . Pairs of attackers have to advance through the three 10-by-10-meter grids as in 

diagram 5.

 . In each grid there is a defender who cannot leave their grid. Their task is to win the 

ball and play it out of the grid.

Coaching Point

The alternative option for the attacker is to complete the crossover with the cooperating 

player but not complete the take-over. The player in possession will then take the ball 

themselves and move quickly into the next grid. One method for the player in possession 

to see this possibility is for the colleague to indicate by moving in a wider angle and 

accelerating earlier before the crossover. It is important therefore that the decision to 

either have the ball taken or to keep the ball rests solely with the player in possession.

Diagram 5
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Progression 2

 . Introduce a goal, a goalkeeper and one defender as in diagram 6.

 . The defender O5 is conditioned to only try to win possession when the ball is not 

screened properly.

 . X7 dribbles the ball in toward X8.

 . X7 steps on the ball.

 . X8 times the run to coincide with taking the shot just after the ball has been stopped.

 . The shot has to be a controlled shot placed into the corner of the net.

Diagram 6

Diagram 7
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Progression 3

 . The practice is a 3 vs 3 in a 20-by-20-

meter grid with goalkeepers as shown 

in diagram 7.

 . One point for a goal, one point for a 

successful take-over and three points 

for a take-over ending in a goal.

Coaching Points

 . Within the game, the players should 

be made aware of when there is a 

possibility to complete the take-over.

 . The coach will be looking for 

understanding between two players.

 . The third attacker should vacate any 

space that is required for this take-

over.

 . A further option open for attackers 

can be a stationary take-over where 

X10 passes to X9 who screens the 

ball while X10 moves in to take it off 

X9.

 . It is important for either X10 or X9 to 

move directly to goal or take a shot 

on target immediately after the take-

over. This ensures the space that is created by the move is exploited as quickly as 

possible before this space is filled once again by defenders (see practical example 

in diagram 8).

Diagram 8
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COACHING THE WALL PASS

The simple explanation of a wall pass is that the attacking team uses a fast inter-passing 

play which utilizes one of its attacking players as a figurative rebounding surface (i.e. wall). 

Although the simplicity of its explanation is easily related to players, many coaches fail 

to practice this skill in a realistic setting. The failure to have the players fully understand 

the uses of the wall pass comes initially in the organization of its practice. The mistake 

is to have players in prearranged positions where attacking players are instructed to 

implement the wall pass in robot-like fashion.

The wall pass should be given to players as one of several options they could add to their 

attacking repertoire, and it should be practiced in realistic situations.

PRACTICE B

 . As shown in diagram 9, there are 3 players with one ball in a 10-by-10-meter grid.

 . Two attackers against one defender.

Diagram 9
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 . The goal of the attackers is to make consecutive passes while the goal for the 

defender is to win the ball or play it out of the grid. 

 . After 3 minutes the players rotate their roles.

 . Each successful wall pass is a goal.

Coaching Points

 . The player in possession dribbles at the defender to commit the defender.

 . The timing of the release of the first pass is important. If it is too early the defender 

will not be beaten.

 . The receiver should move to the path of the first pass and offer an open body 

position to the passer.

 . The first passer should accelerate around the defender after the pass to the wall.

 . The force of the first pass is critical to allow a good rebound pass from the wall 

player.

 . The pass from the wall player should be one touch into the space that the cooperating 

attacker is moving into.

 . The player in possession always has the option of dribbling past the defender if the 

wall pass is not available.
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Progression 1

 . Central goals are used in a 40-by-20-meter grid as shown in diagram 10.

 . Six players are assigned to one set of goals.

 . Defenders are one person fielding the ball that goes behind or through the goal, one 

goalkeeper and one active defender.

 . Attackers will be one feeder and two active attackers.

 . After a shot on goal, the positions change and the other team become attackers.

Coaching Points

Encourage the attackers to use the following options: 

 . The player in possession of the ball should dribble at the defender and commit them 

to challenging for the ball.

 . The attacker can either pass or dribble

Diagram 10
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 . The player receiving the pass can either turn and shoot or initiate a wall pass to the 

back of the defender.

 . The wall pass will not be used in a completely realistic setting in this practice 

because it is a 2-vs-1 situation and not a 2 vs 2.

Progression 2

The fielding defender now becomes a second active defender setting up a 2-vs-2 

situation.

Diagram 11
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Coaching Points

 . The timing and force of the wall pass 

has to be good if a good return pass is 

to be made (see diagram 12).

Diagram 12

 . If X9 passes the ball too early to X10, then X9 can feint to run past O4 but check 

back and receive a pass back from X10 (see diagram 13).

Diagram 13
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 . This situation also gives X9 and X10 

another option. X10 may be encouraged 

to spin around the outside of O5 with 

the ball if O5 is defending too closely 

(see diagram 14).

Progression 3

This practice starts with a 2 vs 2 with goalkeepers in a 20-by-10-meter area as shown in 

diagram 15.

Coaching Points

 . Coach players when a wall pass can be used.

 . Encourage players to also attempt the previously learned take-over play as another 

option.

Diagram 15

Diagram 14
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COACHING THE LAY-OFF PASS AND THE STEP-ON PLAY

As with the wall pass, the lay-off pass should be progressively coached as another option 

of attacking play. The prerequisite for an effective conclusion (i.e. a shot on target) is that 

the front striker or target player is able to screen the ball effectively from the pressure 

of the defending player. Technical knowledge of screening and receiving the ball is an 

intricate part of these coaching practices. The introduction to the step-on that results in 

a shot on target is another option to the attacking colleagues if the player screening the 

ball can turn on their defender.

PRACTICE C

 . As in diagram 16 the practice starts with four players per ball in a 20-by-20-meter 

grid.

 . X10’s task is to score goals or keep the ball screened for 10 seconds.

Coaching Points

 . X10 should move away from the defender O5 at an angle in order to ensure that the 

ball stays close to the attacking goal. Moving straight back to X9, the feeder closes 

the area that X10 can work within. The intent is to draw the defender away from the 

central goal areas.

Diagram 16
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 . X10’s body position should be half turned and should offer a good target for the 

pass.

 . X10 should receive the pass on the outside foot away from the defender if the 

defender is close (i.e. in good screening position). 

 . If the defender is not close, then X10 should be encouraged to take the ball with the 

inside foot and spin on the ball in order to face the goal and the defender.

 . If O5 is too close and marking on the inside (back to goal) of X10, then the attacker 

should be encouraged to roll and turn the defender while taking the shot on the 

outside of the defender.

Progression 1

 . The area of play has now moved to the penalty area.

 . X9 can now move in to support X10 but X9 is only allowed one touch after the initial 

pass, that being a shot. Therefore, X10 has to work hard to get X9 free space for a 

shot (see the shaded free space in diagram 17).

Diagram 17
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Coaching Points

 . If X10 cannot turn on O5 then they 

should screen the ball.

 . If X10 moves O5 from central areas 

the player can lay off the ball into this 

central area where X9 can move in and 

take the shot.

 . If XI0 can turn on O5, then they should 

try and attack the space behind the 

defender. Two options are then open to 

them: 

 . Push the ball to side and shoot 

(see diagram 18).

OR

 . Run the ball to the side of O5 and 

step on the ball, leaving it for X9 

to shoot (see diagram 19).

Diagram 18

A.

Feinting to the right and pushing to left—the player does not have to completely round 

the defender—creates space in central areas on the inside of the defender.

16_04_05_Soccer_analytics_bh_ef.indd   120 18.04.16   14:23



121TEAM PLAY

Coaching Points

 . In diagram 19, X9 has passed the ball 

to X10 and X10 is facing O5.

 . As X10 attacks the space behind O5, 

X9 follows X10 in toward the goal.

 . X10 moves away from the goal.

 . X10 steps on the ball and accelerates 

away from the ball.

 . X9 arrives immediately afterwards to 

shoot on target.

Because this practice does not differentiate 

what attacking movements can be used, the 

priority for the coach is to give the players 

clear and simple options to use. These 

options require some decision making. These 

decisions should be simple and easy for all 

players to make. As we have done previously, 

these decisions can be simply illustrated 

using a decision tree. 

Diagram 19
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QUESTIONS THE ATTACKERS CAN BE ENCOURAGED TO ASK

Coaching Point

The cooperating attacker (in this case X9) should delay their move into the ball until X9 

is sure of the decisions that X10 has made or is likely to make space. If X9 comes in too 

early, the space will be filled and the shot cannot be taken.

Diagram 20
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Progression 2

A recovering defender can be added to ensure that a quick strike on goal is made by X9 

or X10.

PRACTICE D

To ensure the players understand these combined attacking plays that have been covered 

previously, a 6-vs-6 game within a 40-by-30-meter area can be used. The stop method 

of coaching can be used for about 10 to 20 minutes to see if, when and where these 

attacking moves can be used. Players not involved in these moves should realize their 

part in clearing areas of defenders to allow smooth execution of either: 

 . the take-over,

 . the wall pass,

 . the lay-off pass or

 . the step-on play.

Coaching Points

 . Ask players who are in possession of the ball and are being closely marked to look 

for a colleague to execute one of the combined plays.

 . Players in near support positions should offer themselves as a cooperating player.

 . Players that are not in near support positions and not involved in the combined play 

should move defenders away from areas near the central goal channels.
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ATTACKING PLAY AND UNDERSTANDING BETWEEN THREE PLAYERS

The previous section illustrated how two players could be involved in creating opportunities 

to shoot on goal. This involved the creation of space behind and between defenders. To 

fully utilize all aspects of combined attacking play, it is often necessary to involve more 

than two players in setting up shooting possibilities close to goal. Understanding the 

priorities of options open to attacking colleagues is the essence of the problem for the 

coach. When setting up play involves three players, it is important that players understand 

the problems of space creation, combined mobility runs while off the ball and when to 

play the safe option while on the ball.

Attacking play that involves three players often involves a combination of fast inter-

passing moves, intelligent running off the ball and either a pass into space or a shot on 

goal. For this reason it is essential that technical performance in practice is of the highest 

quality. A well-executed run into space (that was previously cleared of defending players) 

is of little use if the pass does not arrive into the space at the appropriate time and with 

the correct amount of force. Likewise, a speedy mobile run off the inside of a player in 

possession is not necessary if the ultimate shot is not on target. The following practical 

coaching sessions are examples of combined attacking play between three players.

PRACTICE A

 . One ball between seven players in an area of 20 by 40 meters (as in diagram 21). 

 . X7 begins the practice in the middle of the grids.

 . X7 plays the ball to any of the three X players (X5, X4 or X3).

 . These X players play a one-touch ball back to the side of X7.

 . X7 (using a one-touch pass if possible) plays another attacker into the practice (in 

the diagram it is X3).

 . X7 then moves into line of X players.

 . X3 then plays a first-time ball into the space where X5 has made a bent run into 

space as illustrated in diagram 22.

 . X5 then plays the other three attackers (X9, X10 and X4) into the practice by passing 

the ball to them and the practice repeats itself.
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Coaching Points

 . The task for the players 

is to pass the ball such 

that it does not offer any 

control problems for the 

receiver. The timing and 

force of the one-touch 

play is stressed.

 . In this practice the body 

position of X7 has to be 

open in order to allow 

the ball to go first time to X3.

 . X3 has to chip pass the ball that is slowing down into the path of X5.

 . X5 should only need a maximum of two touches (one control, one pass) after the 

run.

 . X’s run into space should be first away from play then back into the line of the ball.

 . The timing of the run has to coincide with the ball arriving into the space. The player 

should begin by drifting slowly away and then move into the ball and accelerate 

after judging the line of flight of the ball.

Progression 1

The player who plays the 

other attackers into the 

practice (X7 in diagram  22) 

can become a defender after 

the transfer pass to X3. If 

this player wins the ball, they 

should begin to set up play 

again as an attacker would.

Diagram 21

Diagram 22
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PRACTICE B

 . A small-sided game of 6 vs 6 with goalkeepers is set up on part of the full field as 

shown in diagram 23.

 . Within the game four defenders play against two attackers and are restricted to their 

own halves of the field until they have played the ball into one of their own front 

attackers (in diagram 23 this pass is made from O8 into the front attacker O10).

Coaching Points

 . Controlled and composed possession between the back four players must occur 

before any moves forward can be initiated. This is therefore a good opportunity for 

the back four players to practice passing whilst being challenged from the front two 

opposing players.

 . The front two players should work hard to show themselves (e.g. going behind 

defenders before moving off them at angles to show for a pass from the back four 

players).

Diagram 23
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 . A good pass into attackers must be played if the return pass is to be used as a spring 

board for a chip pass behind defenders.

 . The player moving up to deliver the chip pass (in diagram 23 this is O7) has one of 

three options, either of the two front players (O9 and O10) or a back player who was 

originally involved in setting up this combined play (O8 in diagram 23).

 . The dangerous space behind defenders has to be maintained by the front players 

until O7 is ready to deliver the pass.

 . If any of the runs is not an option because the space is filled by defenders, the run 

should be checked (reversed) and the play should be set up again (response cue, “Be 

patient!”).
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PRACTICE C

 . As shown in diagram 24 this practice begins unopposed with no defenders.

 . Two groups of four players with goalkeepers and full-size goals are positioned in one 

half of the field.

 . Each group works in alternating directions attacking opposite goals.

 . In diagram 24 when the ball is played up to X9, the player’s task is to concentrate 

on the techniques of turning with the ball and then moving forward and shooting.

Diagram 24

Diagram 25

 . When X9 has turned, X4 is 

encouraged to run past the 

inside (to the goal) shoulder 

of X9 as shown in diagram 25.
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 . X9 now has the option of 

passing the ball to X4 for 

them to shoot or X can shoot.

 . As X4 makes a run, X5 moves 

outside (blind side as in 

diagram 26) of X9. 

 . These runs past X9 give the player on the ball three options: shoot, pass the ball 

inside to X4 for a possible shot or pass the ball outside to X5 for a possible cross.

 . If X9 cannot turn (because of tight marking by the defender), then X9 can play the 

ball back to X5 who can play (chip pass or low drive) the ball through for X9 or X4 

to run onto and shoot (see example of this play in diagram 27).

Diagram 26

Diagram 27
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Alternative Play

 . X5 moves early into good 

supporting positions for a pass 

from either X4 or possibly X9 

as shown in diagram 28.

 . X4 passes the ball early to X9 

and then runs past possible 

defenders.

 . X9 then has to decide to turn 

and pass the ball into the 

space X4 is running into or 

play a one-touch pass back to 

X5. 

 . X5 can then play the ball 

through to either X4 or X9 

(see diagram 29). 

Diagram 28

Diagram 29
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Progression 1

The defenders that are shown in diagram 30 can be added one at a time starting with 

O3, then O2 and finally O4.

 . O6 can be used to start the practice by passing the ball into X7 and then moving 

toward X7 to challenge for the ball. This will apply pressure to X7.

 . Initially X7 or O6 cannot enter the practice once the ball has been passed into X9. 

However they can be brought in later when the combined play has been successful.

Diagram 30
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COACHING THIRD-MAN RUNNING

PRACTICE D

Diagram 32

Diagram 31

 . The phase of play is set up 

as in diagram 31 with two 

forward attackers (strikers), 

X9 and X10, and one midfield 

player, X8.

 . O3 begins the practice by 

passing the ball into X8 then 

applying defensive pressure 

(if the practice breaks down 

initially, O3 can be eliminated 

until success is achieved).
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 . Both attackers move out of 

central areas to create space 

but X10 moves closer toward 

X8 with X9 holding the space 

in front of them.

 . Dangerous space is now 

created (see diagram 33). 

 . X10 passes the ball back to X8 

and then turns inside toward 

X9.

 . X9 moves out behind O4 then 

cuts inside to meet X8’s chip 

pass into space. 

 . X10 will then be moving to 

space vacated by X9 (see 

diagram 34).

 . If X9’s run is too early or does 

not pull O4 away from the 

space, then X8 can pass the 

ball into space for X10. Note 

that before players can move 

into dangerous attacking 

space, defenders have to be 

moved out!

Diagram 33

Diagram 34
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PRACTICE E

 . The practice is located just outside the penalty area. 

 . X7 gains possession from the feeder who begins the practice as in diagram 35.

 . X9 moves toward goal and then checks back to show as a target for the wall pass 

from X7.

 . X10 moves across into an area that also offers a possible target for a pass from X7.

 . The type of run X9 makes is critical to the success of this move. The final position X9 

takes should not block X10 as a target.

 . Instead of playing the ball into X9, X7 also has the option of passing the ball into 

X10 and moving for a return pass as in diagram 36.

 . At the same time the pass goes to X10, X9 should draw O5 away from potential 

attacking space.

Diagram 35
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 . As shown in diagram 37 X10 can either turn and shoot or play X7 in for a cross 

to X9.

Diagram 36

Diagram 37
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INTERCHANGE OF THREE FORWARD ATTACKERS  
IN THE ATTACKING THIRD OF THE FIELD

PRACTICE F

Diagram 38

 . As shown in diagram 38, 

instead of movements 

laterally across the front third 

by the strikers, it appears from 

analysis that movements back 

and forth towards the goal 

could be just as profitable. 

 . The ball is initially passed into X11 and at the same time X9 comes away from the 

goal in the hope of bringing the marking defender O5 out of dangerous attacking 

space. 

 . X10 then moves into space vacated by X9.

Coaching Points

There are three alternatives now available to X11:

 . Turn on the outside (away from goal) of O6 and shoot.

 . If O5 is moved out of attacking space, pass the ball into this space for X10.

 . If O5 is not moved out of this space and defends X9 closely, then X9 can receive 

the lay-off pass from X11. X9 then turns and dribbles the ball into the space in 

front of O5.
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PART 4:  
COACHING INDIVIDUAL TECHNIQUES

Whereas match analysis can provide a plan whereby a realistic environment for players 

is developed for them to learn soccer techniques, there are several factors that can also 

aid in the efficient acquisition of these soccer skills. Below we briefly outline some of the 

important factors affecting skill acquisition that coaches should be mindful of before 

setting up their coaching practice. In addition, we have provided further readings on 

these factors in the bibliography under headings associated with the term motor skill 

acquisition.

It is important for coaches to consider that during the game the players are involved 

in producing a series of sequential actions or techniques toward an ultimate goal. For 

example, when the player receives the ball there is a purpose and subsequent action 

attached to that reception. This could be a movement away with the ball, a pass, a shot, 

a clearance, etc. We know from motor learning research (see bibliography) that the most 

difficult aspect of learning a sequential series of actions is mastering the juncture points 

between the actions (e.g. receiving a ball followed [juncture point] by a pass). If the 

player is introduced to these techniques in isolation (individual parts of the whole) they 

will have trouble combining the techniques during the game. Research has also shown 

that when learning a sequence of actions people tend to acquire the general features of 

the overall task first and then deal with acquiring the finer details of the task as learning 

proceeds. It would therefore not be advantageous to break down the skill into artificial 

segments for learning purposes. This will not make the task easier to learn and will only 

slow the learning process and cause problems and time lags at the juncture points during 

the game. The goal of the practice should be (once again) to attain realism. The game is 
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not a series of separate events but has overall continuous objectives as discussed in the 

section on decision making. For example in coaching the technique of receiving the ball, 

emphasis should be placed not only on the reception of the ball but the coach should 

also stress that the ball should be received and then moved (dribbled), shot, passed, etc., 

and the overall goal of this practice should be to end with a shot, dribble or pass (see 

chapter 9 for a detailed practical example of these types of practices). 

During these practices coaches are not required to provide extensive detailed and 

corrective information about the player’s previous attempts. If too much feedback is 

provided, many problems occur. The first of these is memory overload. Such a problem is 

evident in all aspects of everyday life and it is no different in learning soccer techniques. 

It is difficult for people to remember and understand more than about seven separate 

bits of information and remembering movements poses even more of a cognitive 

challenge. The important point for the coach is to highlight only the key elements of a 

specific technique that needs correcting and then only provide one or two of these key 

factors at any one time to the players. Understanding these key elements of performance 

and the sequential nature of all techniques (i.e. what leads to what) when considering 

the biomechanics of the techniques, and being able to detect an error in one or more 

key factors during performance is not an easy task. Therefore the coach will need to 

study and be able to detect and analyze deviations away from what they believe to be 

successful skill during an ongoing performance. This type of observation is a skill in itself 

and should be practiced by the coach.

Related to the issues of memory is the hypothesis that too much information given to a 

player after each attempt at a skill will produce a reliance on the feedback that is provided 

by the coach. This reliance on continuous feedback from the coach will negatively affect 

learning of the skill when it is transferred to the game setting where the coach will have 

less or no control over the information that they can provide. That is, the coach will 

not be able to give continuous feedback to the player as was the case in practice. How 

much information, and when to give it, becomes an important factor in helping players 

maximize their transfer of training to the game situation. Key points of information 
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that are given in summary form after several trials of practice appear to be preferable 

to giving large amounts of information after each attempt. Coaches should give the 

information and then allow the player to practice without intervention. Encourage the 

players to detect their own errors and make the appropriate corrections. This emphasis 

on giving more power to the player as to how and when to receive feedback has been 

the focus of research that considers self-regulated learning as an extremely effective 

method of acquiring skill. Self-controlled feedback allows the player to select when 

they wish to receive feedback rather than have the coach direct when it is best to offer 

information. The coach can provide key points in summary to adjust the player’s model of 

what they believe to be the perfect performance only when the player is ready to receive 

the feedback. However when asked, the coach should remember to give an ounce of 

information and a ton of practice to your players during each coaching session. 

Practice is another factor affecting the learning of skill. Much has been written on the 

work of Anders Ericsson and his theory of deliberate practice (see bibliography). The 

idea that success at a skill is highly positively correlated with physically practicing that 

skill has been popularized by authors such as Malcolm Gladwell (author of the book 

Outliers) who used the research to suggest that 10,000 hours of practice will make you 

a champion. However, it is unfortunate that some of the details of Ericsson’s work have 

been lost in this type of knowledge translation. The so called 10,000-hour rule has been 

hotly debated in recent literature, some of which is included in the bibliography and will 

not be dealt with directly here.

When one examines Ericsson’s work it does appear that mental effort and attention 

during these many practice hours are critically important to performance improvement. 

The question of interest is then “What are the performers (soccer players) paying 

attention to?” They pay attention to feedback, both internal (e.g. proprioceptive) and 

external (e.g. coaching feedback, visual information, auditory information). Athletes who 

receive appropriate performance-related feedback and are able to make adjustments 

to their next practice based upon this feedback are more likely to make improvements 

in performance than athletes who are not provided with practical response related 
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feedback and who do not pay attention to the results of their performance. We have 

emphasized the need to provide valid and reliable feedback at the right time so that 

athletes can pay attention to correcting errors or reinforcing their good performance. It 

is not the result of the player’s last performance that is important but the knowledge of 

the last performance as it relates to the criterion performance they are trying to achieve. 

Players should try to make each trial as good as they can produce (as close to the model 

performance as possible) and then use both the internal and external feedback provided 

to assess their own performance. This would then make the attempt (in Ericcson’s words) 

effortful. Hopefully the coach will not only demand the players practice but also demand 

this type of effortful practice during each and every attempt. 

Although deliberate practice has received much attention, both in research and in the 

media, the concept of deliberate play has not been so prevalent, despite its importance 

to talent development. The term deliberate play was first introduced by researcher Jean 

Côté in 1999. Along with several others researchers, Côté makes a telling distinction 

between practice and play. Practice is considered to be organized skill development 

related to a specific sport outcome, whereas play is thought to be informal in nature 

and is undertaken solely for the purpose of enjoyment. However play can contribute 

to skill acquisition and eventual expertise. Soccer coaches should be aware that young 

children beginning to play soccer will lay a strong foundation for later expertise if they 

are involved in deliberate play, rather than only concentrating on deliberate practice 

in an organized setting. Côté believes that expertise in sport can still be developed by 

introducing young children (6-10 years of age) to a variety of sports with enjoyment 

being the key to participation. Specialization can follow when the child decides on one 

or two sports. It is at this stage in skill development that the player can become focused, 

and accept the concept of deliberate practice. More importantly, encouraging young 

children to sample a variety of sports in their early years will engage them in physical 

activity, which has been shown to have long-lasting health benefits. Both coaches and 

parents alike are encouraged to read more about the distinction between deliberate 

practice and deliberate play (see bibliography). 
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Given the importance of feedback in this process it would be prudent therefore to 

recognize that the type of feedback players receive would be considered a further 

important factor affecting the learning and performance of a soccer skill. Feedback 

can be thought of as being information that is used by the player. The nature of this 

information has been shown to be an important factor in the learning of skill. How then 

does the athlete acquire this vital information about their actions? First, a large part of 

the information comes from intrinsic feedback. This can be information from the body’s 

own proprioceptors, such as muscle and joint movements. A second source of feedback 

for the player is that which augments the feedback from within the individual. This is 

termed extrinsic information. Although intrinsic feedback is of vital importance to the 

soccer player there is little that coaches can do to directly improve upon this hardwired 

system. However the coach is able to provide the best possible extrinsic feedback that 

will enable the player to accurately compare what was done with what was intended. 

Usually the coach observes the performance and provides verbal feedback along with a 

demonstration of what is expected. Demonstrations are either performed by the coach 

or by a designated player who the coach believes can provide this model of performance. 

Whereas this method has its benefits and will be used by the majority of coaches, it does 

have its drawbacks. The coach’s observations can be in error and the information given 

to players can be both imprecise and inaccurate. Furthermore the model (demonstration) 

may not be of sufficient quality to provide a valid representation of what is expected. 

Players are left without a perfect performance with which to compare their previous 

attempts. However, modern technology can now make it possible for coaches to use 

video images of the performance as models and as feedback. 

Using pictorial images to analyze sporting actions has its roots in the early work of 

French scientist E. J. Marey and English photographer Eadweard Muybridge. In 1895 

Marey suggested that photographing the phases of movement may be a useful analytic 

tool in understanding skilled performance. This technique (termed cyclography) allowed 

Marey to study in detail the kinematic representation of such everyday movement skills 

as walking, running and descending a staircase. His subjects wore black body suits with 

phosphorescent markers or strips placed over the key link segments of the body. With 
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the camera shutter open, a strobe light could project a point light movement display 

on a single photographic plate. Marey’s techniques were subsequently adopted in the 

early 1900s by the Russian physiologist Nicholai Bernstein using kymocyclography. 

Bernstein was instrumental in bringing into joint focus the areas of biomechanics and 

motor skill acquisition. The detailed analysis of human skills via film recording is now 

commonplace in many kinesiology laboratories, and can be used as an essential element 

in understanding how players learn and perform soccer techniques. Although high speed 

film analysis is still used by some biomechanists, the introduction and development of 

the videotape recorder by Ampex in 1956 led to the establishment of video technology 

that was eventually adopted by a large number of professional sports organizations. 

While we recognize that well-executed real-life skill demonstrations are now an accepted 

tool for modeling performance, we believe there does exist the possibility that video 

could be used to good effect within a coaching setting.

Clearly, the use of video has the potential to provide accurate and precise information in 

real time and in slow motion. The benefits of using such aids are intuitively obvious as 

the video record not only provides instant error information but can serve as a motivator 

and can also reinforce behaviour when performance is correct. The act of coaching then 

becomes one of mediation in the process of providing video information to players. 

Because of their knowledge of the perfect performance the coach can structure and direct 

the viewing of the players toward any errors in performance. Coaches can highlight the 

key points of the performance for players as they observe and pay attention to the video. 

It is now also possible for a computer program (see the bibliography for commercially 

available analysis systems) to highlight the errors in performance between a perfect 

model and a player’s recent attempt at a skill. 

Good, effortful practice depends upon the player’s ability to understand the actions of the 

model performance for any particular technique. Giving the player a clear understanding 

of what is expected of them will make it easier for the player to pay attention to the error 

feedback they receive from their own perception of the just-completed performances and 

the corrective information provided by the coach. Modeling allows the player to create 
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an image or some other form of internal representation that enables them to learn the 

task. What then is the best way to provide a model performance to the player? Do we 

show a video of world-class performance to our players before they begin to practice their 

technique? Some caution should be exercised when considering the use of demonstrations 

in which the model is far superior in performance to that of the player. Those who have 

a less-than-positive perception of themselves may trap themselves in an ever-increasing 

negative spiral. Models that are less similar to the observer make a less significant impact 

on those trying to imitate the modeling performance than more similar models. It is also 

important to note that the disparity of performance abilities between the player and the 

model can be mediated by the explanation that the superior performance seen in the 

demonstration represents future behaviour, rather than present behaviour. 

Given these issues with the use of a world-class model of performance, it may be worthwhile 

to consider using a self-model; that is, a video of the player’s last performance. However 

the problem here is that the errors in that last performance will be viewed and inherent 

errors possibly reinforced without the intervention of the coach, as would be used in a 

feedback session. Also the player will still require an expert model of performance that 

can be used as a comparator. We argue here that acquisition of sport skill can sometimes 

be achieved by video self-modeling, in which subjects are shown images of themselves, 

but not as they have performed in the past (including error) but as they will perform 

(correctly) in the near future. This can be achieved by editing the past performance video 

before showing it to the player. 

As early as 1976, Peter Dowrick used what he termed feed-forward self-modeling in a 

clinical setting to teach special population individuals to swim and navigate obstacles. 

His student Larry Maile then showed that athletes can also dramatically improve 

performance using this technique. This method entailed the compilation of video images 

that displayed a behaviour that the performer was expected to complete but had yet 

to succeed at achieving. In effect it was creating a fake video of the performance that 

the athlete had never completed but was capable of performing. This was done by 

cutting and splicing images of the past performance to assemble an attainable model 
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performance. Athletes in Maile’s study were aware this was a fake video as they had 

never completed these actions before. Nevertheless the athletes using feed-forward self-

modeling showed a marked improvement over athletes who used more conventional 

methods of modeling. Because the technology available at the time of Maile’s study was 

limited, the method was time consuming and heavily dependent on expensive video-

editing equipment. However, this method of feed-forward self-modeling should be much 

more accessible today for coaches at all levels with the advent of computer-controlled 

video-editing systems and the commercially available video-editing suites. 

The following chapters in this section provide technique practices that not only adhere 

to the principle of providing a realistic setting for practice derived from match analysis of 

soccer, but also to the factors affecting skill acquisition that were detailed above. Several 

techniques are described and progressive practices are used to enable players to improve 

their ability at performing these techniques in the game situation.
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CHAPTER 8 
DRIBBLING
Dribbling can be defined as a player moving with the ball. This definition is broad 

and general and many options can be added to bring this technique toward a realistic 

situation. If a player in possession of the ball is moving, what alternatives do they have? 

A player can:

 . Run with the ball into open space

 . Run with the ball at opponents in order to

 . move defenders and their defensive cover,

 . shield or screen the ball,

 . pass the ball between and behind defenders,

 . move past the defender with the ball, or

 . shoot.

Although these options all involve multiple techniques, it would appear to be more 

beneficial to coach combined techniques rather than coach isolated techniques. In the 

past, teaching players techniques has been reduced to teaching the elements of each 

isolated technique. As we mentioned earlier, the problems players have when playing the 

game occur at the juncture points of these techniques. That is when the player moves from 

one technique to another. If a player is moving with the ball and decides to run the ball 

at a defender and pass the ball into space behind them, they will probably have problems 

at the juncture between these two techniques, when the dribble ends and the pass is 

initiated. Early research into skill acquisition by Bryan and Harter (1899) found that the 

distinction between average and elite performers was due to the fact that elite performers 

were able to smoothly link together techniques (i.e. become a smooth performer). This 

work reinforces the idea that errors in sequence learning occur at the juncture points 

within a larger sequence of skilled action (see motor skill acquisition and the learning 

process in the bibliography for more recent research that supports the findings of Bryan 

and Harter). Therefore an efficient method of teaching soccer techniques that will be 
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emphasized here is to consider the overall intention of the player’s action within a game 

situation. In our example below, the intention while moving with the ball is to place the 

ball into the attacking space for cooperating players to run on to. The various methods 

that a player has to fulfill this intention are part of their overall repertoire of techniques. 

The problem for the coach is to give the player situations where choice is available. When 

progression is indicated, the practice should become more realistic and closer to game 

conditions, not in the fact that more pressure is applied to the player with the ball but in 

the production of longer sequences of action that are game related. 

First, it would be instructive to outline our objectives using diagrams. A coaching session 

will then be outlined that fulfills these objectives.

Objectives

 . A player should be able to move 

with the ball and

 . keep it within playing 

distance;

 . change direction and speed 

and

 . switch attention between 

the ball and the environment.

 . A player should be able to move 

with the ball into attacking 

space.

Diagram 1

Diagram 2
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 . A player should be able to run 

the ball at defenders and move 

the defender out of concentrated 

areas of defense.

 . Run at the defender.

 . Change direction and 

move the ball to the side of 

defender.

Diagram 3

Diagram 5

Diagram 4

 . A player should be able to shield 

the ball away from a defender 

while moving.

 . A player should be able to run 

the ball at defenders and pass 

the ball past them. Players who 

are cooperating players and not 

in possession (i.e. off the ball) 

should understand when and 

where to run in order to receive 

the pass.
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 . A player should be able to run 

the ball at a defender and move 

with the ball past them.

 . A player should be able to run 

the ball at a defender, move into 

shooting position and take a 

shot.

These are all objectives of dribbling. What follows are a series of practices that will assist 

the player in attaining these objectives.

Diagram 6

Diagram 7
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PRACTICE A

Diagram 8

Diagram 9

Diagram 10

 . Use a coaching grid (the area and 

number of players occupying the 

area is variable and dependent 

upon the technical ability of the 

players) and have each player with 

ball. All players move anywhere in 

the area and are encouraged to:

 . Keep ball within playing 

distance.

 . Use both inside and outside of 

feet to move ball.

 . Use both left and right feet.
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 . Use the sole to stop the ball and 

pull the ball back.

 . Keep the head up, looking around 

as much as possible.

 . Change speed.

 . Change direction quickly.

Diagram 12

Diagram 11

Diagram 13

Diagram 14
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 . Control body weight and body 

movements, creating balance. 

Correct balance will aid a player 

in changing direction.

Diagram 15

Diagram 16

 . Coach can call “Stop!” to have players check if the ball is always within playing 

distance. If speed is increased and area is decreased, collisions will occur if players 

do not keep their heads up. 

 . Use the same setup as above but 

remove two or three balls. Players 

without a ball are now defending 

players and try to win the ball 

off the other players in the area. 

When a ball has been taken from 

a player, that player must go to 

other players to win a ball.

 . An elimination game can be used with the original setup. All players begin with 

a ball and two areas of equal size are designated for playing. All players begin in 

one area. Their objective is to kick another player’s ball over the boundary lines 

and still maintain control of their own ball. When the ball goes out of the first area, 

the players dribble the ball and go to the second area and continue to practice as 

described above. The coach should be coaching players who are lacking in technique 

and are now in the second area. Never have eliminated players standing around 

watching the end of the first competition.
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PRACTICE B

 . This activity uses one ball between two players. In diagram 17 below, X9 has to take 

the ball and place it under control on the target line T1. O5 has to take the ball from 

X9 and place it on target line T2.

 . Players always return to their respective target lines at the start of each practice.

Coaching Points

 . Vary the approach.

 . Bring the ball across the midline of the defender’s body, causing the defender to 

distribute their weight in that direction.

 . Change speed when moving past defender.

Diagram 17
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 . This next practice is a 2-vs-1 situation and players can rotate position. One 

goalkeeper (O5) and one outfield defender (O4) are against an attacking player (X6) 

in a 10-by-15-meter grid (see diagram 18 below).

 . Make the goals regulation size for the age group. In diagram 18, O5 is the goalkeeper 

while X6 is the attacker. O4 is the defender and cannot move back across the 

shooting line therefore this defender can only intercept or block shots. X6 must try 

to move O4 to one side with a body movement or a ball movement and then take 

the shot. X6 cannot move across the shooting line.

Coaching Points

 . Encourage the attacker O4 to move the defender by feinting to one side and then 

taking a shot.

 . Emphasize that the attacking player does not have to completely move around the 

defender to take the shot.

Diagram 18
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 . Swerving shots around defenders (essentially using them as a screen) can be 

encouraged.

 . Add one extra player to the practice above. One of the players moves into the goal 

while two attackers (X9 and X10 in diagram 19) play against one defender (O4). If 

the O team wins the ball, one of the X players then becomes a goalkeeper. 

Coaching Points

 . Encourage dribbling toward the defender, thus giving an option of a pass or a shot 

for the attacker with the ball.

 . The cooperating attacker is encouraged to make good attacking runs off the ball to 

either free themselves for a pass or take the defender away from a good defending 

position.

 . Shooting is encouraged after the player has created a shooting opportunity by 

dribbling the ball forward into space.

Diagram 19
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 . Progress from above into a small-sided game of 3 vs 3 (two outfield players and one 

goalkeeper as in diagram 20). Use regulation size goals but do not allow shooting 

outside the attacking third of the small pitch (marked out in diagram 20). All 

coaching points previously made can be reiterated here.

 . To finish the dribbling practice a small-sided, 6-vs-6 game can be used to demonstrate 

where, within a larger game, dribbling can be of use. It is also important to illustrate 

to players when dribbling could be employed most efficiently in a tactical context. 

During small-sided games or practice games where 11 vs 11 is used, the following 

coaching points can be made as the situation arises.

Coaching Points

Dribbling can best be employed:

 . When defenders are equal to attackers numerically. It is necessary to gain numerical 

superiority by forcing your attackers to dribble at and past defenders.

 . In the attacking third of the field. It is dangerous to dribble in the defensive third 

of the field.

 . When players in your team are technically capable of dribbling.

 . When there is a slow attack building up.

Diagram 20

16_04_05_Soccer_analytics_bh_ef.indd   156 18.04.16   14:24



157COACHING INDIVIDUAL TECHNIQUES

 . When the defense outnumbers the attack. Your good dribbler should then be 

encouraged to run the ball at defenders and commit one or more defenders to the 

ball so as to create numerical superiority for the attackers in other areas of the field 

where the ball should ultimately be passed.

 . When opposing defensive players are uncontrolled and reckless tacklers. This could 

be a good source of free kicks in the attacking third of the field.
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CHAPTER 9 
RECEIVING THE BALL

The different levels of soccer abilities could be analytically distinguished by observing the 

speed at which the player can select and execute a given technique at the appropriate 

moment during the game and in a pressure situation. The technique that invariably 

highlights these differences is that of receiving the ball. Highly skilled players usually 

execute this technique more accurately and in a much shorter period of time than a 

poorly skilled player. It is therefore important that the coach provide the players with 

the basic components of receiving the ball in easy to understand point form information. 

These key factors of receiving are given below. 

The player receiving the ball (high or low, slow or fast) should: 

 . Move as much of their body into the line of flight of the ball as possible, and as early 

as possible. 

 . Select which part of the body should be used to control the ball.

 . Offer this control surface toward the ball.

 . Withdraw this control surface on impact to cushion the ball. 

 . Move the ball into a playable position (highly skilled players complete the previous 

action and this action sometimes with only one touch of the ball). 

 . Look up, listen and get ready for the next action or, better still, have the next action 

prepared and under way.
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It is important that the player does not practice receiving the ball without performing the 

next action. Players only receive the ball in order to complete another technique, be it 

shooting, passing or dribbling. The objective of the practices therefore must stress these 

combined techniques while stressing the key factors mentioned above. In each one of the 

following practices these key factors should be stressed and highlighted.
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PRACTICE A

 . One ball between two players. The server uses varying heights and speeds of service 

and also varying distances between receiver and server. 

 . The server varies service to receiver and then moves to right or left and only calls for 

a pass after receiver has controlled the ball.

 . As in diagram 1, the server varies service to the receiver. The receiver has to control 

the ball and then take the ball with their feet to either of the squares beside them.

 . Same as above with the proviso that the server now indicates which square the ball 

must be taken to.

 . Using a grid area of 15 by 15 meters: 

 . The server serves the ball away from the receiver who must move into the line 

of flight of the ball before controlling it.

 . After serving the ball, the player becomes active and moves to a corner of the 

grid and asks for a return pass.

Diagram 1
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PRACTICE B

 . Using the 20-by-10-

meter grid area as in 

diagram 2, the server 

can either throw or 

play the ball from the 

ground to the receiver. 

 . The player receiving 

the ball then controls 

the ball with the feet 

and moves to either 

corner of the grid. 

 . When the ball is 

served, opponent and 

defending player X1 

becomes active and is 

allowed to try and take 

the ball before the receiver can reach the corner of the grid.

Variations

 . Distance of X1 from receiver

 . Type of service to receiver

 . Position of the server

 . Position of receiver

Diagram 2
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PRACTICE C

In the following practice a more game-like situation is used to stress the key factors of 

receiving the ball.

 . In diagram 3, X4 serves in to X9. The distance between X4 and X9 can be varied to 

determine the type of pass X9 has to deal with. 

 . O5 is a defender who becomes active once the ball is played to X9.

 . The distance of defender O5 from X9 can be varied dependent upon skill level of X9.

 . X9 cannot move back beyond the marked line toward X4. This condition forces the 

receiver to use good efficient control of the ball to move away from the defender.

 . Defender O5’s objective is to win the ball and clear the area of play, preferably to 

the outside of the field.

 . Decisions that X9 has to make:

 . X9 could hold and screen the ball, while waiting for X6 or X7 to move into an 

area where they can receive a pass. One or both of these cooperating players 

can be brought into play intermittently on the coach’s command or whenever 

X4 decides it is appropriate.

 . X9 could turn on the ball and attempt a shot on goal. In order to do this X9 can 

use the techniques learned in the chapter on dribbling. 

Diagram 3
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This practice can be built into a functional practice where the coach will concentrate on 

the functional role of the receiver while progressing into a full game which starts from X4. 

More cooperating and opposing players may be added as the situation demands.

Coaching Points

 . The receiver should move towards the ball but not too soon. They must not drift into 

the space.

 . Early selection of the controlling body surface is now essential because of pressure 

from the defender.

 . Fast decision making from the options available is also essential. Either:

 . Hold and wait for cooperating attacking players.

 . Turn and try to get a shot at goal. 

 . Pass (lay off) to cooperating players who are available. In this case a withdrawal 

of control surface may not be required, as a first-time pass is needed.
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CHAPTER 10 
PASSING

Throughout the history of soccer there have been many changes in tactical thinking. 

These changes have become more frequent over the last 30 years than in any other 

period. The changes in tactical philosophy have only been possible with an increase in 

personal technical ability of the players. Throughout the whole range of techniques this 

increase in skill level has become more evident in passing than in any other technique in 

the modern game.

The realization that ball possession is important for a team to score was in itself 

encouragement for players to work hard at improving the quality of passing. The 

philosophy of teams that stress the importance of ball possession is relatively simple. 

 . Accuracy of passing is directly related to the distance over which the ball has to 

travel. Therefore the shorter the pass, the more probable it is that the ball will reach 

its required target and ball possession will be maintained. It therefore becomes 

necessary to have players in reasonably close proximity to the player with the ball.  

 . Passes with a low probability of success should not be attempted in the defensive 

half of the field; only safe passes should be given in this area. 

 . If play becomes very congested in advanced areas of the field (attacking third of 

the field), it may become necessary to move the ball back and come forward in less 

congested areas. 

 . Players should be patient, composed and confident when in possession of the ball.  
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With this philosophy in mind it is important that the coach adapt the practice to help 

players utilize the technique of passing in realistic situations emphasizing the following 

key factors:

 . Accuracy of the pass

 . Correct force (or weight) of the pass

 . Correct timing of release of the pass

 . Deception of the pass

Coaching Points for Short Passing

 . The percentage of success decreases when the passing distance is in excess of 15 

meters.

 . The early decision to pass and early selection of the target (i.e. where to pass) is 

important. This could mean that the passer decides to pass and selects the target 

before he receives the ball, which would result in a team playing a great deal of 

one-touch soccer.  

 . An error allowance should be taken into consideration before selecting the target 

(i.e. do not expect maximum results when passing to colleagues who are closely 

marked by a defending player). 

 . The receiver should show themselves as a wide target area to the passer and be 

moving towards the ball in the same line as the line of flight of the ball (i.e. do not 

always expect the passer to make an accurate pass to a receiver who is moving away 

from the passer).

 . The force of the pass (weight of the pass) must be related to the distance over which 

the pass must travel; the urgency of the pass (are there any recovering defenders 

to consider?); the direct threat of pressuring defenders and the ground conditions.

 . For a team to achieve maximum retention of ball possession, the passer must 

immediately reassess their position once they have executed the pass (pass, look 

and move). In certain situations it is helpful to players to try and follow their pass 

after making it.
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PRACTICE A

Diagram 1

 . Diagram 1 illustrates 

that after X9 has passed 

the ball to O6 they move 

to another position. Only 

when they reach that 

position do they call 

for the pass from O6. 

It is important that the 

receiver X9 should then 

call for the pass and 

move toward the pass. 

 . Pass then move in one 

grid area. Only pass 

when the receiver faces 

the passer and calls for 

the pass. 
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PRACTICE B

In this practice, the setup (shown in diagram 2) is the same as that of Practice A with 

the exception of increasing the number of pairs within a larger enclosed grid area. This 

should accomplish two objectives. First, the receiver has to find a gap between players 

to make the pass. Second, this gap has to be exploited quickly before it is no longer 

available. The receiver should find a space through which the passer can put the ball 

safely. The receiver should readjust their run if the passing channel is blocked, or the 

passer can withhold the intended pass. 

The coach should emphasize pass, look then move.

Diagram 2
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PRACTICE C

A series of 10-meter grids will be used for the next progressive practice. 

Keep Ball

Diagram 3 illustrates an area for three attackers versus one defender. The rules are very 

simple. The attackers score one point for every pass that is made. The defender scores 

two points for every intercepted pass and one point for every time the ball is played out 

of bounds by the attackers. There are several variables within this practice that can be 

adjusted to meet the skill requirements of the players. 

Variations

 . Size of area (the area can be increased to 20 by 20 meters if the skill level is poor)

 . Number of attacking players (4 vs l can be used if the 3 vs l is difficult at the 

beginning)

 . Number of defending players (can be increased if 3 vs l is not challenging the 

players).

 . Other conditions can be used to bring out many of the points made earlier. 

Diagram 3
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169COACHING INDIVIDUAL TECHNIQUES

Conditions can be added to the practice. For example, the defender can be conditioned 

not to tackle the player in possession. This will increase time available for pass selection 

and execution early on in practice. Also the attacking players can be conditioned to one-

touch, two-touch or three-touch play. This will increase the demands on decision making 

and good ball control, and also improve early support by cooperating attackers.

Coaching Points

 . Pass and follow the pass (maybe only one or two meters) to give early support to the 

player who has just received the pass.

 . Pass to a wide angle supporting player.

 . If a supporting player is moving into space, pass the ball to that space. The force 

of the pass determines its eventual accuracy such that the ball and the supporting 

player arrive at the same time.

 . Encourage the use of deception in passing.

 . Allow for players to experiment with various types of passes. 
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PRACTICE D

Diagram 4

The organization of this 

practice is 4 vs 2 as illustrated 

in diagram 4 below. Attacking 

X players should pass the ball 

between the O defenders to 

score a goal. Attackers can 

only move along the boundary 

lines. The defenders score by 

touching the ball or forcing 

the attackers to pass the ball 

out of the line markings. 

Coaching Points

 . Players should be patient. If the player in possession cannot score by splitting the 

defenders with a pass, then they should change the point of the attack by passing 

to a cooperating and supporting player along the boundary line.

 . In order to make a penetrating pass between the two defenders, early selection of 

the pass should be made. It is likely that one-touch passes will split the defenders 

and make defensive covering positions difficult. 

 . Supporting players should show themselves as a target early to show the passer a 

clear passing channel.

 . The supporting players should be continually moving to create the passing channel. 
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PRACTICE E

In order to emphasize the 

coaching points that were 

brought out in the previous 

practices, a small-sided 

conditioned game could 

be used (e.g. one- or two-

touch soccer, overloading 

one side with attacking 

players to allow attackers 

to have enough supporting 

players as passing options).

Diagram 5 illustrates the extra field markings that would condition this game. No players 

are allowed to wait in, or receive a pass in, the shaded area. A goal can only be scored 

within 15 meters of the goal. 

These conditions encourage teams to flood (i.e. move many cooperating players into 

the area) areas on the flanks (sides of the field) with attacking players so as to retain 

possession. If it is not possible to move the ball forward, the team should try to bring the 

ball back and play along the opposite flank. This condition also encourages cooperating 

attacking players to make runs around the back of defenses on the opposite sides of the 

field to where possession is being maintained. 

Diagram 5
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PRACTICE F

The line drills explained below are excellent for preliminary beginning activities leading to 

a practice that stresses the importance of passing. Diagram 6 outlines the organization 

of players. Many variations can be used with this practice. Diagram 6 shows X3 pass the 

ball to O1 and sprint to the back of the opposite line. O1 must then pass the ball to the 

next X player and sprint to the back of the opposite line, and so on. 

Variations

 . One touch or two touches of the ball.

 . The player receiving the ball can move out left or right away from the line, then ask 

for the pass.

 . Two attackers from one line move out to attack one defender from the opposite line. 

The aim is to pass the ball safely to the next player on the opposite line.

 . Goalkeepers can be included in this warm-up. They would field the ball and roll 

a pass out to the opposite line. They could also stop shots if the outfield player 

decides to shoot or go down at the feet of an on-rushing player. 

 . Heading the ball can be incorporated instead of passing with the feet.

 . The distance between lines can be varied to enable different types of passes (e.g. 

short, long or chipped passes).

Diagram 6

Diagram 7
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173COACHING INDIVIDUAL TECHNIQUES

 . The distance the player who has 

just completed the pass runs 

can also be varied. This can be 

accomplished using a combination 

of cone placement as illustrated in 

diagrams 7 and 8.

 . Add two attackers vs one 

defender from the opposite line 

as shown in diagram 9. These 

defenders can be conditioned 

not to tackle for the ball but only 

intercept a pass.

 . Goalkeepers can be involved 

both defensively and offensively.

 . Central goals can be introduced 

to the middle of the line as shown 

in diagram 10. 

 . Competition between the lines of 

players can be encouraged by the 

coach.

Diagram 8

Diagram 9

Diagram 10
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PRACTICE G

This practice is termed a ghost game because the coach asks the players to play against 

a ghost team using their imagination. Even though there is no opposition, care should 

be taken with every pass and speed of play should not be compromised. Therefore, high 

standards of passing throughout the practice are still required. The diagram shows a 

4-vs-0 setup (plus a goalkeeper) but this can also be done using an 11-vs-0 setup (plus 

a goalkeeper)

Coaching Points

 . Four players simulate game-like conditions.

 . The four players move and pass as they would in any 4-vs-4 small-sided game.

 . This is also excellent practice for goalkeepers to keep moving around their penalty 

and goal areas. It is also excellent practice for stopping shots.

 . Whenever a player moves into the attacking half of the field they can become a 

defender by raising a hand and shouting “Defender.” This then makes the practice 

a 3-vs-1 game.

 . The defender now tries to win the ball from the three attackers.

 . When the ball goes out 

of play, the X team once 

again become a team of 

four players.

 . Variations on the number 

of defenders can change 

the conditions, and 

hence the complexity, of 

game. 

Diagram 11
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PRACTICE H

This practice is also a good preliminary practice and requires the following:

 . One ball between six players.

 . Players are arranged in two lines of three facing each other.

 . The ball must travel up and down the line in a zigzag pattern and back again.

 . Players are only allowed two touches of the ball. One touch to control the ball and 

one touch to pass the ball. 

Coaching Points

 . The player’s body position should be open to enable them to give a pass straight or 

to the side.

 . The coach should stress the accuracy of the pass.

 . Receiving players should be ready to move into the line of flight of the pass.

Progression can be made by using one-touch play, speeding up the pass and making it 

competitive between groups of six players, each one trying to keep the passing sequence 

alive. 
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PRACTICE I

As a progression from Practice H, combine two groups of six players and arrange them 

into four lines of three players as shown in diagram 13. Alternatively this practice could 

be an extension of the line drill explained in Practice F. Indeed the practice begins as two 

line drills that intersect each other. Use two balls and have the players initially pass the 

ball to the opposite line and run to the back of the opposite line.

Coaching Points

 . Stress the accuracy of each pass.

 . Players should look up before and after each pass to avoid interfering with the other 

line practice.

 . Receiving players should move forward to collect the pass and be in a good receiving 

position.

Progression 1

Introduce one-touch play for both groups and add a second ball to be played round the 

back of the lines by the last players in each line. The back player in each line should drop 

Diagram 13

16_04_05_Soccer_analytics_bh_ef.indd   176 18.04.16   14:24



177COACHING INDIVIDUAL TECHNIQUES

back approximately 3 meters and expect a pass around the back of the line until it is their 

turn to move forward. See diagram 14. 

Coaching Points

 . The player at the back of 

the line has to be ready 

for a pass or to move 

forward.

 . It is important to retain 

awareness of both the 

passing and receiving at 

the front and back of the 

lines.

Progression 2

Ask the player at the back of 

the line to follow their pass to 

the line that received their last pass.

Introduce two balls moving around the back of the lines and condition all play to one 

touch.

Coaching Points

 . Force and accuracy of the pass should be stressed.

 . Keep looking up and be aware of everything around that is changing especially 

when not in possession of the ball. 

Diagram 14
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PRACTICE J

The organization of this practice is illustrated in diagram 15. Begin with one ball between 

six players (grouping can be continued from previous practice). There are three lines of 

two players forming a triangle. The ball is played to one line and the player then moves 

to the other line; the ball cannot be played to a line with only one player. 

Coaching Points

 . Think before passing.

 . Selection of where to pass becomes important.

 . Selection of where to run after the pass becomes important.

 . All processes of perception, decision making and action are stressed.

Diagram 15
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PRACTICE K

The same groups of six players that have been used in previous practices can be 

maintained for this practice. There should be four attacking players around a grid area of 

10 by 10 meters (see diagram 16 below). One defender (substituted every minute by the 

spare player) should be positioned inside the grid. This second defender can make it 4 vs 

2 as the attacking team improves their performance. The four attacking player’s objective 

is to make ten consecutive passes before the defender intercepts. The four attacking 

players cannot cross the boundary lines to come inside the grid.

Coaching Points

 . The coach should stress the correct timing of the release of the pass.

 . Deception of the pass should be encouraged.

 . The angle of the supporting player to receive the pass is critical to a successful pass.

 . Players must decide whether to make one or two touches.

Diagram 16
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PRACTICE L

One of the most effective aspects of attacking play is a long, penetrating pass that travels 

behind and between defenders into space or the long-cross field pass that switches play 

from one side of the field to the other. Because long passing is so important, it is critical 

that coaches stress the need for players to practice the long pass as often as possible. 

 . The practice uses groups of two or three players (see diagram 17).

 . Ten-meter grids are marked by cones

 . The distance between the grids can be varied but should be at least 30 meters 

apart.

 . Obstacles may be placed in the areas between the grids to ensure the pass is lofted. 

Clearing the obstacle is a good response cue for the player.

Diagram 17
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 . The task is for the pass to land inside the grid and be controlled on the first touch by 

the receiving player. This controlling reception must also set the player up for their 

own pass. Younger players may need two controlling touches before passing.

 . The practice can progress by introducing two players per grid, one to control and 

pass (lay off) to the fellow attacker. Their job is to make a one-touch long pass. This 

is excellent realistic training for the goalkeeper who should be looking to play the 

ball in excess of 40 meters.

Coaching Points

 . All points relating to receiving the ball (see chapter 9) should be reinforced, especially 

asking the player to move early into the line of flight of the ball.

 . Contact with the instep of the foot (laces of the boot) should be made through the 

bottom half of the ball.

 . The head should be steady with the eyes still and looking down at the ball. However, 

in order to keep the head down (as in a golf swing) a better response cue will be 

for the coach to ask the player to look at the grass underneath the ball. This should 

stop the player from anticipating where the ball will go with the eyes which results 

in moving the head upward too early. 
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CHAPTER 11 
VOLLEYING

Volleying a ball by definition is to contact the ball whilst it is in the air. There are numerous 

occasions when this would occur and so it becomes necessary to practice the technique 

of volleying. This section will be divided into two segments: volleying with the feet to 

(a) score and (b) clear defensively.

These are probably the most difficult techniques to master, and call upon the player to 

fully concentrate upon the task and not be distracted by pressuring opposing players.

VOLLEYING TO SCORE

Key Factors

 . The player must get behind the line of flight of the ball and allow the ball to drop as 

low as the situation allows before making contact with the striking foot.

 . In order to make sure the ball goes below the goal’s crossbar, it must be struck at or 

above the midline of the ball. This is mainly accomplished by keeping the knee of the 

striking leg above or level with the ball.

 . In order to get the ball between the goal posts, a good contact on the ball is required 

and the positioning of the non-kicking side of the body is vital. The shoulder of the 

non-kicking side points at the corner of the goal to be hit. If the shoulder is opened 

out too far, the ball will be pulled across the face of the goal or sliced wide of the 

target. If the shoulder is too closed, the leg swing is inhibited. 
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PRACTICE A

 . Throw the ball against a wall and volley the rebound back to a goal marked on the 

wall. 

 . Practice as above but with a partner serving the ball from either side and also to the 

front of the shooter. 

 . In the penalty area have a partner serve a high ball from the point where the goal 

area cuts the dead ball line. The receiving player stands near the penalty spot and 

moves toward the ball in order to volley past a goalkeeper who is initially conditioned 

to stay on the goal line. For a group practice, a fielder can be employed behind the 

goal line and places can rotate after several attempts. With large groups, improvised 

goals can be made from corner flags and along touch lines.

 . Using the setup above, defenders can be introduced as required. The defender 

should initially be stationed behind the player making the attempt to volley the ball, 

and the distance between defender and attacker should be varied.

Coaching Points 

 . Movement toward the ball must be fast but controlled.

 . Selection of striking surface must be made early (e.g. head or feet).

 . Total concentration should be placed on the line of flight and point of contact on 

the ball throughout. It is important that the pressure of opposing players does not 

distract the attention of the striker.

 . The head should be kept still and the response cue “Eye on ball” can be used.
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PRACTICE B

 . The players form two lines in front of the coach about 15 meters out from the 

penalty area.

 . The coach should be positioned at the top of the penalty area with a designated 

player whose role in the practice is to head the ball to the volleying player (possibly 

the team’s centre forward). This player begins the practice behind the coach inside 

the penalty area (see diagram 1a).

 . One player (X9) in the line passes the ball to the coach and the coach plays the ball 

to either wing for the player to move onto.

Diagram 1

 . While one player X9 

moves out to the wing 

in order to cross the ball, 

the designated forward 

player moves away from 

the player who has the 

ball toward the far post 

preparing to receive the 

cross. 

 . When the far post cross 

is made, the forward 

player heads down a ball 

for X7 to shoot first time 

(see diagram 1B).
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PRACTICE C

 . Divide players into two teams of three or four per team, Os and Xs, as shown in 

diagram 2.

 . Play is started with a shot on goal X8 who moves to the back of the O team.

 . O3 then moves in to volley a shot from the cross of the feeder.

 . O3 then moves to the back of the X team.

 . The aim is to score goals from crosses using the volley technique.

 . After each attempt, the player changes lines and teams.

Coaching Points

 . Players should move toward the cross and try to take the cross on the volley.

 . Use the head or feet to make early contact with the ball.

 . While attempting to get a shot on target, try to volley the ball back in the direction 

of the cross; this is usually across the goal and into the side netting of the far post.

Diagram 2
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VOLLEYING TO CLEAR DEFENSIVELY

Key Factors

 . The player must move quickly to the line of flight of the ball (response cue “Be first 

to the ball”).

 . Contact must be made as early as possible.

 . Contact should be made below the midline of ball to make the ball rise high and 

wide away from goal.

 . The ball must have height and distance after contact (in that order of importance).

PRACTICE D

 . Begin the practice with one ball between three players as illustrated in diagram 3. 

The distance between players is variable depending on the skill level of the players 

but preferably greater than 30 meters. The ball is continually played first time to 

each player.

 . This is a difficult skill and the coach may wish to simplify the practice by allowing 

the ball to bounce once before the players strike the ball. 

Diagram 3
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PRACTICE E

 . Organize a simple functional practice on a player (e.g. central defender O5 as 

illustrated in diagram 4) in the penalty area, where the central defender’s starting 

position is on the penalty spot. Add players, opposing and cooperating, as skill 

improves. Vary the service from all servers S1, S2, S3 and S4 into O5 from different 

sides and down the middle of the field. 

 . This situation should be built to a full phase of game when success is achieved.

Coaching Points

 . Defending players in areas close to the goal must move quickly to attack the ball 

and make the clearance.

 . Selection of the contact area must be made quickly.

 . Players should maintain total concentration on the flight of ball (response cue “Eyes 

on the ball”).

 . Judgment as to where the ball will drop should be made early.

Diagram 4
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CHAPTER 12 
HEADING

The ball is in the air for a large proportion of the time during the adult game. It follows 

that the first selected area of contact of the ball will be the head. It does not matter how 

technically able a player is, unless the player can contact the ball before the opposing 

player, the technique is of little help. For this reason it is important that a team should be 

technically proficient in all aspects of heading. This message comes with a strong caveat. 

Since young children cannot raise the ball above head height, there seems little need to 

involve them in heading practice, and due to recent evidence concerning concussions 

in young athletes, we do not recommend practicing heading below the age of 10 years.

As with the previous chapter on volleying the general points concerning heading will be 

dealt with first and then two specialized aspects of heading will be illustrated: defensive 

heading for clearance and heading to score.
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TECHNIQUE OF HEADING

Key Factors

 . Keep the eyes on ball, although during contact the eyes usually close.

 . The point of contact should be the flat part of forehead.

 . Lean back before contacting the ball.

 . Use the arms to propel the body forwards by moving them backward (a rowing 

action).

 . Power comes mostly from the stomach and back muscles not from a flexion of the 

front neck muscles.

 . The neck should stay relatively fixed (although in some instances this may not be 

possible).

 . Pull the arms back just 

before contact to move 

the trunk forward.

 . Give players the idea of 

heading through the ball 

to the target.

 . Since the velocity of 

the trunk is maximum 

around a central point 

(see diagram 1), players 

should try to make 

contact just before or at 

this point. 

Diagram 1
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PRACTICE A

 . One ball between two or three players, one serving while the other heads the ball 

back. Have the player increase power by trying to head over the server and as far 

past them as possible.

 . To increase the power of using the trunk and also to improve timing of the heading 

technique, have the header of the ball sit on the ground (see diagram 2). The server 

comes closer and gives accurate service. The only way the header can now achieve a 

powerful contact is to use the arms correctly, lean back and use trunk correctly, keep 

the eyes on the ball and do not bend the neck. The timing of when to move forward 

is now imperative. A good response cue for the coach to give the player is to wait 

and move late and fast.

 . Have a group of three players rotate through the positions of server, header and 

receiver. This will make the player heading the ball redirect the path of the ball at 

an angle toward the receiver. This is done, not by a neck movement, but by a turn of 

the trunk toward the direction of the target.

Diagram 2
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JUMPING TO HEAD THE BALL

Key Factors

 . Maximum height is achieved if:

 . The player is moving forward to meet the ball.

 . The take-off is from one foot.

 . The player should jump and lift one knee and the arms displacing as much 

weight as possible upwards. (This will give maximum height but it is not always 

possible for players to execute these aspects of jumping, because of situational 

factors.)

 . Whilst in the air, power comes from hip flexion and trunk, arm and shoulder extension.

 . The most frequent mistake in heading a high ball is the timing of when to jump to 

meet the ball. The majority of players find that they are jumping too early, hence 

they are on their way down when executing the technique. Once again a good 

response cue for the coach to use is for the player to jump late but fast. The extra 

speed forward will also give more height to their jump. 
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DEFENSIVE HEADING FOR CLEARANCE

PRACTICE B

 . One ball between three players (see diagram 3). Rotate after five attempts.

 . The server varies service and the attacking player (O10 and O9) varies the distance 

from the defending player who is heading.

 . Goals are needed in order to give direction to the practice.

 . Boundary lines and targets are used as goals for defenders to clear over or hit targets.

 . Attacking players should attempt to win ball and score.

 . Progression of this practice would be for the attacking players to be free to move 

anywhere before service and that the service is distributed anywhere into the set 

area. (This practice can be built up into functional practice on the defending player 

using cooperating and opposing players around the goal.)

Diagram 3

Coaching Points

 . Maximum power will 

be obtained if the ball 

is headed back in the 

direction from which it 

came (hence optimal 

positioning of the 

headed ball should be 

as close to the position 

it came from but not 

giving it back to the 

opposition).

 . Priorities should be to 

head for height, distance 

and width of clearance, 

in that order.

16_04_05_Soccer_analytics_bh_ef.indd   192 18.04.16   14:24



193COACHING INDIVIDUAL TECHNIQUES

HEADING TO SCORE

PRACTICE C

 . Use 10-meter grids with one ball for every two players.

 . Each player makes their own goal on a line of the grid using cones and face their 

partner.

 . One player serves the ball to themselves and attempts to score in the opposing 

player’s goal (see diagram 4).

 . The opposing player acts 

as a goalkeeper.

 . After each attempt the 

roles are reversed.

 . The progression of this 

practice could be for 

the partner to serve the 

ball at varying heights 

to the opposing player 

who heads for goal 

with the first touch. 

Jumping to head and 

diving headers could be 

practiced here. Diagram 4

16_04_05_Soccer_analytics_bh_ef.indd   193 18.04.16   14:24



194 SOCCER ANALYTICS

PRACTICE D

 . Using one ball between three players, the server serves a high ball from the side to 

the near or far upright posts of the goal. 

 . In diagram 5 attacker X9 should attempt to score. 

 . Defender O5 must win the ball and clear the boundary lines.

Coaching Points

 . The ball should be headed down.

 . Scoring chances will come from placing the ball into the near post corner back 

toward where the ball came from.

 . It may be necessary to glance or redirect the ball into the far post corner area if the 

near post area is congested with players.

Diagram 5
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PRACTICE E

 . Form two teams (e.g. 7 vs 7) with goalkeepers and full-size goals.

 . Field markings should be approximately 60-by-40 meters but is dependent upon the 

number of players.

 . Play a game of “Head and Catch.”

 . No kicking the ball.

 . Goals can only be scored from headers.

 . Sequence must be either head to hand or head to head.

 . Interceptions must be in line with the attacking team’s sequence.

 . Players only have three steps and three seconds when in possession of the ball.
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CHAPTER 13 
GOALKEEPING

Goalkeeping requires highly specialized technical development. It is because of this 

reason that a major emphasis should be placed upon goalkeeping technique during any 

team coaching situation. However, this same reason has caused many coaches to be 

apprehensive about imparting valuable information to goalkeepers. Coaches often feel 

that they have inadequate knowledge of goalkeeping because they have not played in 

that position themselves. Some clubs now offer specialized goalkeeper coaching from 

ex-goalkeepers. However there are certain important points related to team performance 

and basic technique that can be given by all coaches. Also the goalkeeper must be made 

to realize their importance as a member of the team and not as an individual with special 

isolated skills.

A goalkeeper is obviously one of the most important defensive players on the team, but 

they are also, potentially, one of the most valuable players in initiating attacks and could 

be an indispensable General at the back of the defensive unit.

In this section we will deal with goalkeeping in all aspects of the game.

The techniques of goalkeeping can be divided into 6 main areas:

 . Fielding and collecting the ball

 . Dealing with crosses

 . Movement around the penalty area and off the goal line

 . Shot stopping and diving

 . Distribution

 . Responsibility at set plays
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FIELDING AND COLLECTING THE BALL

Fielding the ball is distinguishable from shot stopping in that the goalkeeper has time to 

move the body fully across to the line of flight of the ball before collecting; for example, 

a long pass from the opposition that the goalkeeper can reach before the on-rushing 

opposing forward reaches the ball.

Key Factors

The aim of a goalkeeper is to place as many surfaces as possible between the ball and 

the goal and to bring the ball quickly into possession. Once in possession the goalkeeper 

must think immediately of attacking possibilities.

The goalkeeper should:

 . Move into line of flight of the ball early.

 . Present a solid surface between the ball and goal. Usually both legs are placed close 

together though not so close as to prevent good balance and not so wide so as to 

leave a gap for the ball to go through.

 . Move the second surface (the hands are a goalkeeper’s collecting surface) down to 

the ball by bending at the waist. (Do not bend the knees too much as they obstruct 

the view of the ball and ease of collecting.)

 . Allow the ball to run into palms of the hands.

 . Bring the ball up below chin and cradle it there, giving full vision of play.

 . Be ready to distribute to attacking players.
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PRACTICE A

It is important in a coaching practice that the goalkeeper has a complete objective 

(i.e. collection of the ball, control of the ball, selection and distribution of the ball); see 

diagram 1 for an example. 

Diagram 2

Diagram 1
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 . As in diagram 1, X players vary direction and speed of shot to goalkeeper. This player 

then moves for an accurate distribution from the goalkeeper or the player elects to 

tell the goalkeeper to kick long downfield.

 . Progression for X1 is to give the same service to the goalkeeper but, after playing 

the ball, to run in and challenge the goalkeeper while O1 attempts to find a space 

for the goalkeeper to pass the ball. If the goalkeeper cannot play an accurate pass 

to O1 they should be encouraged to kick long and deep into the opponent’s half. 

Targets should be set up in the opponent’s half for this possibility (see diagram 2).

 . The goalkeeper should use the correct method of fielding the ball under all 

circumstances. It is then necessary to implant this motor pattern using speed 

practice. In diagram 3, X9 and X10 are feeding the goalkeeper the ball at varying 

speeds and varying directions. The basic points made in technique should be 

constantly reinforced. It is important here that the servers give a service that allows 

the goalkeeper enough time to field the ball. It is not a shooting practice. 

Diagram 3
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PRACTICE B

 . In diagram 4, X4, X5, X6 and X7 are servers who take it in turn to vary the type of 

shot. Without any opposition the goalkeeper should always collect the ball or find it 

necessary to palm it over the bar.

 . As above but introducing defenders as the goalkeeper gains success. Defenders are 

conditioned:

 . To stand still and not move.

 . To stand in one area, allowed to jump for the ball.

 . To move but within a restricted area.

 . To free movement about the goalmouth.

 . Other attackers and defenders can be introduced as required to bring the situation 

close to game. 

Diagram 4
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DEALING WITH CROSSES

One of the major problems facing many goalkeepers is how to deal with balls that are 

crossed into the penalty area from the sides of the field. Too many goalkeepers use 

these occasions to make spectacular clearances, punching or tipping over the bar, when 

the majority of times the goalkeeper could safely collect the ball with their hands. For 

a goalkeeper to correctly execute the technique of collecting crosses, two factors are 

important:

 . Early decision making.

 . Speed and agility in the goal area.

A goalkeeper possessing these two attributes can concentrate on the techniques involved 

in dealing with crosses.

PRACTICE C

 . See diagram 5 for the number of players and organization area on the field.

 . This could be duplicated from both right and left sides of the field.

Diagram 5
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Coaching Points 

 . Very early in the flight of the ball, the goalkeeper should judge the line of flight 

and the area where the ball will be dropping. The more time they have to make the 

decision the more accurate the decision will be.

 . If it is possible for a goalkeeper to reach a cross, then they should do so. However 

if they feel they cannot collect the cross, then they should stay in their goal. 

Goalkeepers should not move into a position that is between the goal line and the 

cross path due to indecision. 

 . If the ball is too far out from the goal for the goalkeeper to reach, then they should 

elect to stay close to their goal line and be ready for the next play. Depending 

upon individual speed and height, goalkeepers should usually be responsible for 

everything that is landing within their goal area (6-yard box). 

 . Once the goalkeeper has elected to go out to the ball they should make another 

early decision about whether it is safe to catch the ball or whether it is better to 

punch the ball clear. This decision would be taken in light of the following two 

factors:

 . The number of players between themselves and the ball.

 . If the ball is dropping just under the cross bar. The goalkeeper in this case would 

palm the ball over the bar. Using the opposite arm and leg, he should push the 

ball vertically and then guide it over the bar. Pushing the ball up vertically first, 

prevents the goalkeeper from palming the ball into their own goal.

 . More height is gained if the goalkeeper can jump after a forward movement. It 

should always be emphasized that the goalkeeper is moving forward toward the ball 

(even if it entails only one or two steps).

 . The more body weight that can be lifted as high as possible the more height will be 

attained. For this reason the goalkeeper should jump off one leg, lifting the other 

as high as possible and bending at the knee, and lift the arms and hands in a ready 

position.
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 . The ball should be taken at the highest possible point. This would emphasize 

the advantage which the goalkeeper has over other players. The fault of many 

goalkeepers at this stage of the technique is that they have arrived too early, which 

would necessitate either moving backwards for the ball or allowing it to go over 

their outstretched hands. Once again a good response cue for goalkeepers would be 

to decide early but move forward late and fast.

 . At this point in the technique the goalkeeper will either:

 . Catch the ball

 . Move the hands out in front of the body, not behind. The ball should be visible 

all the way into the hands.

 . The fingers spread to receive the ball from the back.

 . Elbows should be slightly bent to allow the arms to cushion the force of the ball 

(but not hyperextended).

 . Goalkeepers should then bring the ball down into a cradle position just below 

the chin, sliding the hands and arms around to protect the ball.

 . Punch the ball

 . Because of the pressure of opposing players, the goalkeeper may elect to punch. 

 . They should punch for height, distance and width, in that order.

 . It is important that this decision is made early so as to enable the goalkeeper 

to exert the full power of their body momentum into the punch.

 . More accuracy and safety comes from using two fists moving through the ball 

together. However in very difficult situations punching with one hand can be 

used.

 . The fists must come together early in the movement forward to the ball. The 

ball is contacted in the middle of the range of movement not at the end. This 

will give maximum velocity to the ball.

 . If the ball has been punched, the goalkeeper should then move back and readjust 

their position immediately.

 . If the ball has been collected they should prepare to distribute the ball as soon as 

possible.
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MOVEMENT OFF THE LINE AND AROUND THE PENALTY AREA

Goalkeepers have often felt that the only time during the game that they are concerned 

with play is when the ball is within shooting distance. However, a successful goalkeeper 

should be continually aware of where the ball is on the field all the time during the 

match, whether the ball is with the opposing goalkeeper or with the opposing front 

striker. The goalkeeper’s movement about the penalty area should always be in relation 

to the position of the ball on the field. There are occasions when the coach should even 

encourage the goalkeeper to move out of the penalty area and move up in support of 

their own defensive players. This would more likely be when the ball is in their team’s 

attacking third of the field. In certain professional teams goalkeepers are used as the 

back line of outfield defenders or as an extra outfield player. In this role the goalkeeper 

often comes out of the penalty area to intercept a long pass that goes behind the team’s 

defenders.

The importance of the goalkeeper’s movement in their penalty area can be easily brought 

out in a game situation, where a continuous monitoring of the goalkeeper and their 

position with respect to the ball can take place. A coach could place themselves behind 

the touch line beside the goal and be continually prompting the goalkeeper to the 

exclusion of all the other players. The coach will be concerned solely with the goalkeeper’s 

movement in relation to play and with communication they have with the other players 

on the team.

The goalkeeper should understand that the best chance of stopping shots is to reduce 

the amount of goal which the opponent has to aim at. This becomes of vital importance 

when outfield defenders are completely beaten and an opponent with the ball has a 

clear run at goal. Movement around the penalty area throughout the game allows the 

goalkeeper to anticipate early the angle of approach they should make to the on-rushing 

forward. Here are some key factors for goalkeepers to consider when faced with an on 

rushing opposing attacker.
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Key Factors

 . The goalkeeper should move off the goal line quickly but under control.

 . The goalkeeper should realize the danger that exists at the near post; they should 

not allow the attacking player to see too much room to shoot on that side.

 . The goalkeeper should try to apply defensive pressure to the oncoming attacker.

 . The goalkeeper should stand up and try not to dive in anticipation of the shot.

 . If the near-post shot is covered sufficiently the probability is that there will be only 

one direction to dive towards, that being the far post (making opposing players 

predictable).

 . A wide barrier should be presented as the shot is made (i.e. diving at right angles to 

the shot and not forward or backward toward or away from the goal).

 . Adjustment should be made immediately after the shot is collected or knocked away 

by the goalkeeper. If the shot is collected the goalkeeper should protect the ball 

using their arms and body and then distribute the ball. If the shot is knocked away, 

the goalkeeper should readjust position.

 . Young players should be given indications when to move away from their starting 

position thus eliminating any indecision on their part. The distance the attacking 

player is from goal determines when the goalkeeper should begin to move. A good 

simple marker for junior goalkeepers to move away from goal is when the attacking 

player is about to cross the edge of the penalty area. This assumes the goalkeeper 

has the correct starting position, on an arc 3 to 4 meters from the goal line. 

 . The goalkeeper should be still as the attacker is about to shoot. This keeps the head 

steady so that the eyes can focus on the ball and allows for an efficient dive or stop. 

Keep the head steady while moving out (response cue). Many goals are scored and 

shots taken when goalkeepers are moving toward the attacker. It is worth giving up 

distance toward the ball in order to have a controlled dive. 
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PRACTICE D

 . In diagram 6, X9, X10, X11 and X7 are attackers whose target is to score. O5, O6, 

O4 and O3 are defenders who are recovering back to their position, goal-side of 

their opposing players. They are conditioned to a certain position behind X attackers 

(giving the attackers the advantage).

 . One attacker (X player) at a time tries to take the ball and score. The defenders have 

targets of clearing the ball over a touchline or putting it through goals A or B.

 . Play does not stop until the ball is in the goals or over the touchline.

Diagram 6
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SHOT STOPPING AND DIVING

A thrust upwards and to the side is required for shots that are wide of the goalkeeper.

Key Factors

 . Height is important in obtaining maximum dive length.

 . The goalkeeper should keep the ball in view all the time and bring as much of their body 

behind the ball as possible. A good response cue would be “Keep the head steady!”

 . The hands move to complete the save and try to pull the ball into the body. If the 

shot is difficult to catch, then the ball should be pushed away from goal to the side 

with a firm wrist.

PRACTICE E

 . Practice diving in a coaching grid using two goalkeepers. In diagram 7, G1 places 

the shot so as to vary the movement of G2 and then G2 takes the shot at G1. 

Distance between goals can be varied depending on the age of the players.

 . Using a similar practice, have another player squat down to the side of G1 (or place 

a soft barrier) and cause G1 to dive over the obstacle before making the save. This 

will improve the height of the dive.

 . Have the shooting player place some shots closer to the side of the goalkeeper. If the 

shot is not wide (i.e. requiring a full dive) and is placed just to the side of the goalkeeper 

then the goalkeeper should get their body to the floor as quickly as possible and 

therefore offer a solid barrier to the shot. In order to accomplish this, a good response 

cue for the goalkeeper is “Kick the standing legs out from underneath them and to the 

side.” This will allow gravity to pull the body to the floor. This technique of dropping to 

the floor and not diving requires a good deal of practice.

Diagram 7
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DISTRIBUTION OF THE BALL

The goalkeeper is potentially the most effective attacking player on the team. They can 

deliver an accurate short pass to defensive players and also deliver the most penetrating 

pass to the front strikers, usually without pressure from opposing players. It is for this 

reason that the goalkeeper should be made aware of the responsibility to the attacking 

possibilities of the team. The most efficient methods of distribution should be provided. 

The coach should help the goalkeeper understand when and how to distribute the ball.

Rolling the ball

The ball is rolled underarm along the ground. This is used when a supporting player 

moves in near support of the goalkeeper and is not under pressure by any opposing 

players. Sure possession is gained from this pass and an attack can be initiated quickly 

from the outfield player. An example is given in diagram 8. (This technique, however, 

should not be used over a long distance.)

Throwing the ball

The most accurate and safe methods of throwing the ball is the javelin throw (as used in 

throwing a javelin) and the overarm bowl (as used in bowling a cricket ball).

Key Factors

 . Foot of the non-throwing side is planted forwards in the direction of the throw.

 . Bring the ball back by the ear.

Diagram 8
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 . The throwing hand is spread and behind the ball.

 . Eyes are on the target.

 . Weight is distributed over the back leg.

 . As the throwing arm moves toward the target:

 . weight transfers to the front leg,

 . eyes stay on the target,

 . the non-throwing arm swings out and back to increase body rotation

 . the fingers release the ball and 

 . the wrist follows through in the direction of the target.

This method is used when the player who is receiving the ball is not being pressured 

and when the ball can reach them in time to allow for safe control of the ball before 

a challenge from the defender. The goalkeeper must realize the limitations when 

throwing. It must be in a safe situation, unless the goalkeeper can deliver the ball long 

distances (over the halfway line) to on-rushing forwards. Diagram 9 illustrates where 

this could be used.

Diagram 9
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Kicking the Ball

Two main methods of kicking the ball are the volley (or the punt), and the half volley (or 

the dropkick).

(1) The Punt

The ball is kicked while in the air. This will deliver a long, high clearance if the team are 

under pressure, or a long, high pass to the front strikers. This is often used to test the 

capabilities of the opposing rear defenders in clearing a high, penetrating kick. Practicing 

the arrangement of front players and midfield players to accept and get control of such 

a pass is extremely beneficial for retaining possession in the front third of the field. Front 

strikers should know where the kick will likely land (after much practice) and challenge 

for the ball. Midfield players should use the front players as markers to ensure that if the 

ball is played back or if a defender wins the challenge they are in a good position to gain 

control of the second ball or knock down. This can be practiced similar to a set play.

(2) The Drop Kick

The ball is kicked just as it hits the floor from the goalkeeper’s hands. This will give a 

lower trajectory than the punt but will be a longer and possibly more accurate pass. This 

is a more difficult skill to master. It arrives at the target (front striker or winger) much 

more quickly than the punt and therefore is perhaps more beneficial in transition play 

for fast breaks. 

Illustrations of when the kick is used are given in diagram 10. In deciding the priorities of 

distribution, the goalkeeper must keep in mind the following 3 factors:

 . The team should try to regain or retain possession of the ball by working hard to 

move supporting players in and around the ball as quickly as possible.

 . Safety is a major concern. When the goalkeeper has the ball, it is in the defending 

third of the field and any lost possession in this area can result in a goal being 

conceded. 

 . The more penetrating the pass, and the faster the attacking players can move into 

their front third of the field, the higher the likelihood that a shooting opportunity 

can be created.
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Diagram 10

16_04_05_Soccer_analytics_bh_ef.indd   211 18.04.16   14:25



212 SOCCER ANALYTICS

RESPONSIBILITY AT SET PLAYS

The goalkeeper should be aware of their role at set plays just as every other player on the 

team. The following is a list of factors the goalkeeper should keep in mind when faced 

with a “set play” situation.

Attacking goal kicks

Many young goalkeepers shy away from taking their own goal kicks and have another 

player take them. This is poor attacking play. It would create a numerical advantage 

for the opposing team and hence make it easy for this team to defend. It would also 

necessitate the player taking the kick to sprint an additional 20-25 meters to move 

up with teammates in support of the attack (while also making sure the player does 

play opposing players onside). A goalkeeper should practice and perfect the goal-kicking 

technique with constant encouragement and coaching points. This practice can be done 

after the end of regular practice with many balls and targets (cones or even one or two 

players) set up on the full field.

Setting up a wall at free kicks outside the penalty area 

The wall should be set in position by an outfield player with the brief support of the 

goalkeeper. A goalkeeper setting the wall has to move to a post in order to line up the 

wall, and by doing this leaves the whole of the goal open. The goalkeeper should position 

themselves to the side of the wall to give a direct view of the ball, but not too far over 

because of the possibility of the ball being chipped over the wall into the opposite corner 

of the net. If the referee insists the opposing team wait for the whistle to start play, then 

the goalkeeper will have time to check the wall is adequately covering the near post.
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Position of a corner kick

The goalkeeper has to be aware of the possibility of:

 . A hard-driven, in-swinging corner kick to the near post. 

 . The problem of moving across the goal through a densely populated area.

For these reasons modern tactics demand the goalkeeper should not be positioned on 

the far post. The goalkeeper should take up a position at least half way across the goal 

and possibly just in the front half of the goal. Also the goalkeeper should move off their 

goal line by approximately 0,5 meters to allow them to move toward the ball. It is also 

important for two outfield players to be situated just inside the goalpost. Many goals are 

scored because these covering post players were not positioned to block the shot and 

make the goal smaller for the goalkeeper. These players should also remain in these post 

positions until the ball is cleared away from the penalty area.

Position at long throw-ins that are aimed at the goal area

 . The goalkeeper should move to attack these throws and be responsible for balls 

dropping in the goal area since they have a greater advantage of reaching the ball 

than any other players. If the goalkeeper knows they cannot reach the ball they 

should remain on their goal line.
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CHAPTER 14 
SHOOTING

In the first chapter of this book we discussed events that lead to the scoring of goals 

and suggested that some events consistently result in shots being taken and goals being 

scored. If there are such consistencies in soccer, then it should be possible to isolate key 

factors that lead to the scoring of goals and analyze them in detail. Information from this 

analysis should therefore logically lead to the development of coaching practices that 

help players understand these key factors of successful performance. For example, we 

have shown that the ratio of the number of shots taken to the number of goals scored 

has consistently approximated 10:1. By way of example, let us use the analysis from 

one of the FIFA World Cup competitions we have analyzed, the 1994 World Cup (other 

World Cups yield similar trends). In this particular World Cup, 1,458 shots were taken and 

141 goals were scored, giving again a ratio of approximately 10:1. The relevance of this 

fact becomes apparent when the number of missed shooting opportunities is tallied. For 

the 1994 World Cup, 153 opportunities to shoot were not taken. If these opportunities 

were taken it would translate into approximately 15 goals given the previous ratio of 

shots to goals. Fifteen goals is a significant portion (10%) of the total number of goals 

scored in that competition.

Players who score goals recognize the shooting opportunity early and produce on-target 

shots. Of the 1,458 shots taken 315 were blocked. The vast majority of these blocked 

shots was due to the fact that the shot was taken too late, allowing the defender to block 

the shot. Also 612 shots were off-target, with the majority being shot over the height of 

the cross bar. Therefore, only 531 shots (36%) required the goalkeeper to make a save 

or score a goal.

16_04_05_Soccer_analytics_bh_ef.indd   214 18.04.16   14:25



215COACHING INDIVIDUAL TECHNIQUES

This type of information gives coaches an excellent basis from which to identify certain 

key factors for shooting. The problem for the coach is twofold. How can we create a 

shooting opportunity and how can we improve the player’s technique of shooting once 

they decide to take that opportunity?

First and foremost the environment for shooting practice must be realistic. An interesting 

exercise for a coach would be to analyze the shooting practice itself and then ask the 

question “Is it realistic?” “Are the players faced with the same situations that arise in 

competition?” “Are the players practicing hitting or missing the target?” and finally, 

“After the practice, do the players understand the key factors of successful shooting?” 

Key Factors

 . Players should understand that not every shot will result in a goal.

 . Players should recognize a shooting opportunity.

 . Early shots pay dividends. Late shots might never happen and might be blocked.

 . Shots should be on target.

 . Shots that move away from the goalkeeper cause more trouble than shots that move 

toward the goalkeeper.

 . Shots that swerve and dip cause problems for goalkeepers (but also have the higher 

probability of missing the target).

 . Accurate contact on the ball is a critical component of a successful shot.

As you can see there is nothing very complicated or technically demanding about these 

key factors. However, if players are to maximize their team’s ability to score goals, 

understanding these key factors of shooting becomes important.
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SHOOTING PRACTICE

Taking shots on goal has always been one of the most attractive aspects of football. The 

immediate visual feedback, the simple and easily understandable objective of the task at 

hand—putting the ball in the net—is the overall objective of the whole game. However, 

one of the major areas of concern in soccer is the lack of goals. At the highest level in 

the game, defensive strategy over recent years has become increasingly more efficient 

with the result that putting the ball in the net has become increasingly more difficult. 

On examination it would appear that tight marking defensive systems are denying 

the front players the opportunity to shoot in and around the penalty area. The coach 

should therefore be concerned with the task of producing players who have the ability 

to be quick, controlled, courageous, technically proficient and totally committed in tight 

marking situations that often arise in possible scoring positions around their opponent’s 

goal.

One of the problems in coaching players the technique of shooting is to ensure that 

players keep their shots below the goal height. Nothing can result from a shot that is too 

high, but many events can lead from shots that are wide of the goal. In practice situations 

the priority ordering should be first to take the shooting opportunities, then try to ensure 

the shot is on target. Finally the coach should ensure that other attacking players are 

ready inside the penalty area for unexpected results from the shots that are taken.

The following practice situations should vary such aspects of play as the angle of the 

approaching ball to the attacker, the distance the attacking player is away from goal, 

the number of players (attackers and defenders) in and around the ball and the way in 

which the shooting opportunity arose. These coaching practices and games are aimed at 

improving shooting in the game.
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SHOOTING INSIDE THE PENALTY AREA

PRACTICE A

This practice (shown in diagram 1) is designed to improve shooting when the player 

receives the ball with their back to goal.

 . X9 turns and shoots.

 . The X feeder varies service.

 . O5 and O4 can be brought in after X9 achieves success.

Coaching Points

 . Keep eyes on ball throughout the service and shot.

 . Try to make a good contact as early as possible.

 . Turn and fall away to shoot.

 . Placement of the non-kicking foot usually restricts the movement of the body. The 

foot should be turned outward and planted early.

 . Knee position should be high and over the ball.

 . Strike through the top half of the ball to keep the shot down.

Diagram 1
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Progression 1

 . Pressuring defenders O2, O3, O4, O5 and O6 can be brought in when required and 

can have varied starting positions (see diagram 2).

 . Two X feeders vary service from in front of X9 to crosses, high, low, half volley etc.

 . X9 must contact the ball early and score. 

Coaching Points

 . Contact the ball as early as possible (attack the ball).

 . For a crossed service the player should contact the volley with near foot.

 . Pick corners and try to hit low shots.

 . Consider the coaching points made in the chapter that details volleying to score.

Diagram 2
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PRACTICE B

 . Diagram 3A illustrates 

the practice. No 

opposition to the 

shooting player at first 

with the ball being 

served in at varying 

heights from feeder.

 . The ball can be played 

into any of the X players.

 . Diagram 3B illustrates 

the progression. If the 

ball is played into X9, 

players X7, X8 and 

X10 become defending 

players and try to 

prevent the shot and 

clear the ball away from 

goal. Instant shooting is a technique important for X9 who must shoot quickly. This 

can be used as a competitive game with goals being accumulated by each player. 

 . Players use skills acquired in the previous practice (practice A).

Diagram 3
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SHOOTING OUTSIDE THE PENALTY AREA

PRACTICE C

Diagram 4

 . O5 feeds the ball to 

X9 (varying the height 

of service) as shown in 

diagram 4.

 . X9 is encouraged to:

 . Move forward toward the ball.

 . Take the ball down, forward and to the side away from the defender O5.

 . Make the second touch of the ball a shot (if the ball can be shot towards goal 

with the first touch, then the coach should encourage this).

 . After service, O5 becomes a defender and tries to block X9’s shot.

Coaching Points

 . Stress the first technique of playing the ball down into the space away from O5 and 

into a shooting channel.

 . During the practice if more defenders are brought into the penalty area the technique 

of shooting using the technique of a dipping vo1ley could be coached. 
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PRACTICE D

 . Players pair off with one ball between two players. 

 . Use two goals if more than 10 players are involved to avoid long lines. Two goals 

and two goalkeepers can be used for squads of l6 to 20 players. 

 . The coach or feeder places themselves with their back to goal on the edge of the D 

outside the penalty area. 

 . The goalkeepers can take up any position they wish off the goal line. 

 . The distance between the players and coach is about 15 meters. 

 . Two players start together.

 . The player with the ball hits a hard, low drive into the feet of the coach and then 

moves forward for the coach to pass the return ball.

 . The other supporting player must also run for the expected lay-off pass from the 

coach because the coach can pass to either player.

 . The lay-off pass from the coach can be varied from slow and low to high and fast. 

 . The player who does not receive the lay-off pass must follow the shot in and try to 

shoot any rebounds the goalkeeper may give up. 

 . The shots are made from approximately 20 meters out and are always hit first time. 

Diagram 5
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Coaching Points

 . Players should not try to hit the ball as hard as possible. They should strive for 

controlled accuracy and make the shot hit the target.

 . Because it is more difficult to aim for space than it is to aim for a target, the players 

should initially be asked to aim for the goalkeeper. This will ensure on-target shots 

and could produce many rebound situations. After success they can then be asked 

to aim for the sides and corners of the goal.

 . The key factor of shooting is to keep the head steady and the eyes on the ball when 

striking.

 . When players have mastered the technique of getting their shots on target, the 

coach should ask players to try and hit the ball with swerve or late swerve. Late 

swerve is gained when the ball is struck just to the side of center with the follow 

through going straight. A ball that is swerving away from the target (goalkeeper) 

will hopefully cause problems for the goalkeeper.

Progression 1

 . Introduce stationary players into the penalty area. These players can only stick out 

a leg to block a shot.

 . Shooting players must now try to shoot just above knee height. A ball travelling at 

this height is more difficult for defenders to control or block.

 . Shooting players should also be aware of deflected rebounds off defenders in the 

penalty area.

 . This practice is also useful in testing goalkeepers on screened shots. That is, screened 

shots that may also be deflected by defenders.
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CREATING THE SHOOTING OPPORTUNITY

PRACTICE E

 . In diagram 6, X9 is the attacker and O5 is the defender and the goalkeeper maintains 

a correct starting position. 

 . Both players begin the practice on the edge of the 6-meter goal area. O5’s position 

can be conditioned to the goal line to give X9 more time. But as the practice 

progresses O5 can begin from anywhere inside the goal area.

 . If O5 wins the ball the objective is to clear the ball from the penalty area. The game 

is still alive until the ball is out of play or in the goal.

 . When X9 begins the practice any of the six balls placed outside the area can be 

played.

 . X9 moves out to control any of the balls and O5 moves out to defend. 

 . X9 must score or try to shoot on target.

 . After each play the number of balls that X9 can select is reduced by one until X9 

has only one ball left. This then becomes much more predictable for O5 to defend.

 . A competition can be set up between the two players when O5 becomes the attacker.

Diagram 6
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Coaching Points

 . When X9 moves on to the ball he must try to turn on it as quickly as possible. 

 . X9 should not try to screen the ball and finish with back to goal. This will slow the 

play down and in the game allow the defending players to recover.

 . When X9 is turned to face O5 and the defender moves directly in to tackle for the 

ball, X9 should try to push it past the defender and shoot.

 . Once X9 has possession of the ball, the attacker should try to set up for a shot with 

the minimum number of ball contacts.

 . One technique available for X9 would be to feint to one side, push the ball to the 

other side of the defender and then take the shot. It is not necessary to completely 

move around the defender before taking the shot. In fact, it is possible for X9 to use 

the defender to screen the goalkeeper and bend a shot around O5. 

 . Another technique would be for the attacker to be composed and patient, even be 

able to stand on the ball and anchor the defender momentarily before moving and 

shooting. This will increase the unpredictability of the situation for the defender.

Progression 1

Add another defender O6 who is always conditioned to begin their run from the goal line. 

This means the attacker now has to shoot past two defenders.

Additional Coaching Point

If the extra defender O6 covers to the left of X9, then X9 should fake a move towards the 

covering defender and push the ball to the non-covering side and then shoot as shown 

in diagram 7.

Diagram 7
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PRACTICE F

 . This practice extends the previous practice.

 . X10 is brought in to assist X9 and always begins from the edge of the penalty area 

(see diagram 8).

 . Now X9 has the option of shooting or passing to X10.

 . X10 can return the pass for X9 to shoot or can shoot themselves.

 . One-touch play is encouraged after the initial turn. This ensures that the attackers 

do not spend unrealistic amounts of time preparing to shoot.

Coaching Points

 . X10 must be close enough to allow a fast, accurate combined play such as a wall 

pass.

 . The accuracy of the pass to X10 from X9 and the accuracy of X10‘s return pass is 

important.

 . All previous coaching points are reinforced.

Diagram 8
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Progression 1

 . Add an extra defender O4 to defend against X10 and allow X10 to start with X9 in 

the goal area. Either X10 or X9 can move for the ball to begin the practice.

Additional Coaching Points

 . If X9 moves for the ball, X10 should try to present themselves as an early target for 

the pass.

 . X10’s position should be away from goal side of X9 in order to draw the covering 

defender away from the shooting angle, and allow the return pass to be given into 

central areas.

 . X10’s pass back into central areas may be given with spin moving towards goal (if 

the pass from X9 is delivered with enough force) because:

 . The ball when spinning toward goal will be hit with spin hence the shot will 

tend to go down and not be shot over the crossbar.

 . The defender O5 will find it difficult to judge the path of the ball, while X9 will 

be able to move on to it quickly.

 . This type of pass can be given quickly.

 . X10 can either give this return pass inside to X9 or turn with the ball outside of O4 

and shoot as shown in diagram 9.

Diagram 9
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PRACTICE G

 . The setup is the same as in practice E (see diagram 7B), but the balls are set up 30 

meters away from the goal.

 . When X9 is turned on the ball facing the goal, they play the ball to X10 and take 

the return.

 . X10 returns the pass and then moves away on a run to find attacking space behind 

defender O4.

 . X9 then has to play the ball into space for X10 to move onto.

Coaching Points

 . The type of run away from the ball by X10 is of critical importance. The first dummy 

run takes the defender O4 in one direction, then the real run to receive the ball back 

from X9 brings X10 inside of the defender O4.

 . If another attacker X11 is brought into the practice either they or X10 can receive 

the pass from X9 and they should try and move themselves into attacking space by 

making runs which take defenders away from the ball.

Diagram 10
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PRACTICE H

 . As illustrated in diagram 11, XF feed balls in from either side (varied service).

 . As soon as the ball is fed to the striker X10 or X9, O5 comes into play from the 

starting position of anywhere inside the goal area.

 . X10 and X9 are limited to two touches of the ball.

 . O5 must try and clear the ball from the penalty area.

Coaching Points

 . The players receiving the service must affect instant control of the ball.

 . The attacker who does not receive the ball should try to move into a supporting 

position where the ball can be played to them with a first touch.

 . Ideally X9 should move slightly behind X10 and be moving toward X9, partially 

facing the goal, in order to shoot immediately as he receives the ball.

Diagram 11
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Progression 1

 . This practice can progress to the situation illustrated in diagram 12, which is 4 vs 2 

in the midfield area and 2 vs 2 in the penalty area. The reason for this overload of 

attackers is to ensure each attempt yields a pass into the penalty area. 

 . Progression from this would be to add an extra defender in the penalty area and an 

extra midfield defender.

Coaching Point

X10 and X9 must work together to assure quick shooting possibilities. These combined 

plays would include such techniques as cross-over play, lay-off pass, spin off defender and 

shoot, wall pass etc. (see chapter detailing combined attacking play).

Diagram 12
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GAMES TO IMPROVE SHOOTING

PRACTICE I

 . As shown in diagram 13 two goalkeepers are used to defend the same goal in a 7-vs-

7 game within the penalty area (this number can be varied but many bodies create 

a realistic and fun environment within the penalty area).

 . Each team is allowed 2 minutes to score as many goals as possible.

 . The defending team tries to retain possession and keep the ball away from attackers 

for the 2-minute period or to play the ball out of the penalty area.

 . If a ball goes out of the penalty area the coach feeds the next ball in quickly and 

keeps a continuous game going.

 . If the ball is kicked out of area, the player last touching it must retrieve it by hand 

and place it in the D in front of the coach, meanwhile the coach plays the next ball 

in. This would bring a numerical advantage to one of the teams.

Diagram 13
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PRACTICE J

 . As illustrated in diagram 

14, X9 and O7 try to 

score in their respective 

goals (which can be 

increased or decreased 

in size depending upon 

the technical ability of 

the players).

 . X10 and O8 are not 

allowed into the playing 

area (10 by 30 meters) 

and are only allowed 

to use half of the area surrounding the boundaries. They should keep the game 

continuous with a supply of balls. If the ball goes over the boundary line or through 

a goal, X10 or O8 should recover the ball and find their respective team members 

with an accurate pass to feet or into space.

 . X9 and 07 should not leave the field of play.

 . After 2 minutes the players switch roles. The game can be continuous for as long as 

the coach desires.

Progression 1

 . The organization is the same as above with the addition of another retrieving player 

(two players retrieving [X11 and X10] and one player playing [X9]).

 . X9 and O7 now have the option to use these assisting players with a short pass if 

the marking from the defender is too close. X10 and X11 may also pass to each other 

so as to set up X9. (These assisting players are still not allowed to enter the field of 

play but may pass the ball to each other through and around the field of play.) They 

are only allowed two touches of the ball.

Progression 2

The setup remains as above but introduces a second striker, so that the game now 

becomes 2 vs 2 with two assisting players (on the outside of the grid) per team.

Diagram 14
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PRACTICE K

 . Diagram 15 illustrates a 4-vs-4 instant shooting game that can take place inside the 

penalty area with a portable goal moved to the D of the penalty area.

 . Each team is conditioned to two touches before the ball has to be shot at goal.

 . The goalkeepers serve the ball into their own team with varying service:

 . Ball rolled out

 . Ball thrown out at thigh or waist height

 . Ball thrown hard at players

Coaching Points

 . All players should be ready to shoot.

 . All players should be encouraged to shoot by coach and colleagues.

 . Knock-downs and lay-off passes will be used most often if passing is required.

 . Players receiving the ball should be half turned in a ready-to-shoot position.

 . The body shape of players when shooting is important to make the correct contact 

on the ball.

Diagram 15
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WHAT IS AN EFFECTIVE GOAL SCORER?

Here is a quote from the late Allen Wade, a former Director of Coaching for the English 

Football Association.

“An effective goal scorer: 

 . Always expects the ball to come.

 . Is prepared and alert.

 . Sights the target, re-sights and adjusts position constantly.

 . Prepares feet and body positions constantly. 

 . Keeps the head still during the shot.

 . Concentrates attention on a precise point of impact.

 . Swings through the impact point of the ball towards the target for as long as possible.

 . Is prepared to miss (but hates it!).

 . Shoots for the far corner of the goal.

 . Sometimes passes the ball past the goalkeeper.

 . Swerves or spins the shots, making them difficult to hold.

 . Can see (imagine) ‘channels’ from feet to target area even in unlikely positions.”
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CHAPTER 15 
COMBINED AND IMPROVISED 
TECHNIQUES

COMBINED TECHNIQUES

Since the game is a continuous flow of many techniques from all players it is important 

that we try to organize our practices so as to involve a combination of techniques. An 

example of combined techniques could involve dribbling, passing and shooting with a 

rotation of players so each perform these tasks. The quality of each technique within 

this combined whole will be stressed to achieve the total aim of the practice. Initially 

the technical practice should be unopposed so as to allow the players to concentrate 

on quality performance. It is important to relate these unopposed drills to a game-like 

situation where the quality of technical performance is stressed within a game setting.

Unopposed work to improve technical excellence is important if players are to become 

complete performers. However after considerable practice the players should be asked 

to perform these tasks under pressure from defenders, the essential factor being the 

application of these techniques within a game. If the players move from technique work 

into a contrived or conditioned game, the qualities learned in the unopposed setting have 

to be stressed in the game. This gives purpose and realism to the practice progression.
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PRACTICE A: Chip—Lay Off—Drive

 . One ball between four players as illustrated in diagram 1.

 . X7 starts the practice by tossing up the ball and then pushing the ball one touch to 

the side and then chipping the ball to X9.

 . X9 moves to the ball, trying to make contact just before it lands to lay off the ball 

to the side of X8.

 . X8 moves onto the ball to drive the ball to the feet of Xl0 with their first touch.

 . X10’s first touch puts the ball to the side ready to chip a ball to X8 and then the 

practice continues.

Coaching Points

 . The chip pass must have back spin and be fading into the feet of X9.

 . The lay-off pass should allow X8 to play the ball first touch. This means the ball will 

be stopping as it reaches X8. This is accomplished by X9 cushioning the ball as it is 

received.

 . The low drive pass should be played in hard and low to the feet of X10. This is 

accomplished by keeping the head down and steady as well as the body being well 

balanced (the player should not be stretching or falling).

 . Position of receiver for the low drive is in line with the pass. They should be ready 

to pull back the controlling surface and move the ball into playing position (within 

2 meters of the receiver).

Diagram 1
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PRACTICE B: Conditioned Game

 . Diagram 2 illustrates the 3-vs-3 practice taking place inside a 30-by-60-meter area.

 . The two players marked XM (X midfield players) are included to assist only the 

attackers and cannot come into area.

 . The four players marked XT are target players and are intended to be goals of the 

attacking team. Passes to these players score a goal.

 . If the O team is attacking, the aim is to get the ball past the X team and also play to 

an XT. The XT then transfers (with two touches) the ball to the opposite XT who in 

turn drives a ball into one of the O players, who then become attackers going to the 

opposite end. If needed, the XT can pass to XM who lays off a pass to an attacking 

team member (see diagram 3 for an example). 

 . If the X team wins the ball, they then attack the opposite end. 

 . Six players who are inside the area play for ten minutes then switch with outside 

players.

Diagram 2
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Coaching Points

 . The quality of all techniques (e.g. chip, lay off, drive) is stressed.

 . The use of supporting XMs to get a pass behind defenders is encouraged (the game 

should be 5 vs 3 if these midfield players are used to full advantage).

 . The speed with which attackers change direction and look for the through drive 

from XT players is stressed.

Diagram 3

16_04_05_Soccer_analytics_bh_ef.indd   237 18.04.16   14:25



238 SOCCER ANALYTICS

PRACTICE C: Phase of Play Stressing Techniques

 . Diagram 4 illustrates how O3 begins the practice by chipping the ball to O9.

 . O9 then lays the ball off to O8.

 . O8 drives the ball out to flank player O7.

 . O7 dribbles down flank and is only allowed two touches before crossing a far post 

chip or passing to a near post space depending on which area they find themselves 

in at the end of the dribble (see the chapter dealing with crosses).

 . O9, O8 and O3 move into predetermined areas that are recommended for the cross 

and they try to score against a goalkeeper.

Diagram 4

16_04_05_Soccer_analytics_bh_ef.indd   238 18.04.16   14:25



239COACHING INDIVIDUAL TECHNIQUES

Coaching Points

 . Quality of technique should be stressed.

 . The movement of players after the performance of the technique and their movement 

toward areas of importance for the cross are critical for the coach to stress. 

 . Re-emphasize the key factors of crossing.

 . Scoring the goal using good shooting technique is also important.

Progression 1

Conditioned defenders can be introduced to pressure the application of technique and 

then become unconditioned defenders who defend their goal.
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IMPROVISED TECHNIQUE

Exciting football has been evident within the game when individuals produce the 

unpredictable and seemingly impossible maneuver against high-quality opposition. 

The names of truly world-class players are few and the names of world-class players 

who can produce the seemingly impossible are even fewer. The excitement produced 

by players such as Shackleton, Best, Pele, Cruyff, Ronaldo and Messi can be lasting 

memories in the minds of many spectators of all ages. The influence that these players 

have upon the young developing players is immeasurable, especially with the media 

coverage afforded to today’s stars. Imitation of the moves that these great players 

made is a natural consequence of this exposure. Young players will attempt to perfect 

the technically difficult moves that they have seen. Although all young players cannot 

completely replicate the moves, a vast majority of young players can reproduce the 

once assumed impossible untested maneuvers. With the kernel of the idea implanted, a 

handful of talented young players will also produce their own version of the move and 

hence develop something new.

The final stage in the creative process is the ultimate pinnacle in the coaching progression. 

While some critics of coaching would say that coaching produces stereotypical players, 

effective coaching should produce truly creative players. The process of creation is 

possible if the coach is open minded and does not limit players during practice and game 

situations. Young developing players should be allowed to experiment with their own 

techniques and not be afraid to fail. Likewise the coach should encourage the players to 

attempt technically demanding moves. 
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The coach can do this by:

 . presenting the kernel of a complex combination of techniques;

 . presenting situations that demand seemingly untested and difficult maneuvers for 

the players;

 . making players aware of the physical principles of moving bodies (e.g. spin, swerve 

etc.); 

 . allowing experimentation in 1-vs-1 situations; and

 . encouraging the players to practice this special skill once they have initially 

mastered it.

The first method of challenging the players to produce advanced techniques is one of 

advanced selection. These are players who can select the unpredictable yet simplistic 

move in a tight pressured situation. A very simple practice can develop this advanced 

selection and execution.
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PRACTICE D

Diagram 5

 . Four players (X4, X5, X6 

and X7) play outside 

the grid as illustrated in 

diagram 5. These players 

cannot enter the grid.

 . Inside the grid, X9 and 

O8 play 1 vs 1, with 

X9 being the attacking 

player.

 . X9 is restricted to one touch while the outside players are allowed two touches.

 . If the defender O8 touches the ball then this player gets 10 points, and the ball is 

passed to an outside player.

 . The outside players can pass to each other in addition to serving X9.

 . If X9 plays the ball back to the server, they get zero points. If X9 plays the ball to 

the side supporting players (in the diagram these are X5 and X7), they get 5 points. 

If X9 can play the ball to the player immediately behind them (X6 in the diagram) 

they get 20 points.

 . Play is limited to 3 minutes per player in the middle and then they switch. Points can 

be used as a motivating factor.

 . Outside players should try to test the inside player by giving them varied services, 

passes that are high, hard, low, soft, etc.

 . While the coach may indicate some methods of achieving a high score, their main 

job will be to emphasize that the inside player should try to go for the 20-point play 

and also to praise and be positive about original and potentially useful moves.

The second method of encouraging players to experiment concerns the complex 

combination of techniques that the player may already have in their repertoire. An 

example of such a combination of techniques is given below.
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PRACTICE E: Chest Control With a Volley on Goal

 . The ball is served to 

the receiving player to 

above chest level (see 

diagram 6).

 . The receiving player 

moves into line of flight 

and pushes the ball 

directly upwards with 

the chest. This gives the 

receiving player more 

time on the ball.

 . The receiving player 

moves back and volleys back to server before the ball touches the ground.

Progression l

 . Three players are involved in this progression. X6 still serves the ball by hand while 

X7 chests the ball directly up (see diagram 7). 

 . X7 then moves around the ball and volleys it to X8.

Coaching Points

 . The player receiving the ball should keep the head steady and eyes on the ball 

throughout the skill.

Diagram 7

Diagram 6
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 . The ball should be pushed up from the chest. This gives the player time to move 

around the ball.

 . X7 may have to fall away from ball to contact the middle of the ball.

Progression 2

 . The service from X6 is now a driven pass to chest height (not a lofted pass) as shown 

in diagram 8.

 . X7 must now move into a good contact position as the driven pass is not as accurate 

as the service from hand. Also the distance over which the volley must travel has 

increased to 20 meters.

Coaching Points

 . If the foot is wiped up the ball when volleying then the ball should dip due to 

increased spin on the ball later in flight.

 . Dipping volleys cause problems for the goalkeeper if this is used as a shooting 

technique. 

Diagram 8
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Progression 3

 . Players align themselves near the goal with the final volley being a shot on goal (see 

diagram 9).

 . The ball is driven into the edge of the penalty area where the receiving player is 

tightly marked. This player (O8) can be conditioned not to intercept early on but 

later can become more active.

 . The chest is used to push the ball directly up and the receiver moves around the ball 

protecting it from the defender.

 . A falling side-volley can then be used to shoot on goal. (If the service is not to the 

chest, then any areas can be used to raise the ball directly up to allow the volley to 

be used as a shot on goal).

Diagram 9
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DIPPING VOLLEY

The principles of physics are directly concerned with soccer techniques. Laws that govern 

the resultant movements of spheres when forces are applied also govern what happens 

to a soccer ball when it is kicked. Although detailed scientific knowledge is not required 

when applying a force to the soccer ball, an understanding of what is possible can aid 

players in producing the unpredictable. An example of how the physical laws have 

affected the game is well illustrated by the way in which the change in the composition of 

the ball has caused increasing problems for goalkeepers due to the change in flight path 

of the ball. The coach is recommended to visit the many websites (some are highlighted 

in the bibliography) now available that examine the physics of ball motion as it relates 

to soccer. All players should be allowed to experiment with techniques that result in the 

ball dipping and swerving. The two shooting examples that are given below deal with a 

dipping and swerving ball.

PRACTICE F

 . Players drop the ball from two hands and volley directly into the goal as shown in 

diagram 10. This can be also good goalkeeping practice for diving. 

 . Players are then asked to wipe the foot up the ball, with the knee being raised 

quickly upon contact. This action will cause the ball to have top spin. Depending 

upon the type of force, the contact will determine how fast and late the dip will 

occur. 

Diagram 10

Diagram 11
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 . While the ball is being 

dropped from hand, the 

players can be asked to 

wipe the foot up the ball 

at different angles trying 

to apply both swerve 

and dip (see diagram 11).

Action of Wipe (Facing the Ball)

Progression 1: Free Kick

 . X7 lifts the ball up for 

X8 to produce a dipping 

volley toward goal.

 . Area of kick placement 

is just outside the 

penalty area as shown in 

diagram 13.

 . When the players can 

produce this skill, they 

should practice the skill 

many times.

Diagram 12

Diagram 13

The principles of physics are directly concerned with soccer techniques. Laws that govern 

the resultant movements of spheres when forces are applied also govern what happens 

to a soccer ball when it is kicked. Although detailed scientific knowledge is not required 

when applying a force to the soccer ball, an understanding of what is possible can aid 

players in producing the unpredictable. An example of how the physical laws have 

affected the game is well illustrated by the way in which the change in the composition of 

the ball has caused increasing problems for goalkeepers due to the change in flight path 

of the ball. The coach is recommended to visit the many websites (some are highlighted 

in the bibliography) now available that examine the physics of ball motion as it relates 

to soccer. All players should be allowed to experiment with techniques that result in the 

ball dipping and swerving. The two shooting examples that are given below deal with a 

dipping and swerving ball.

PRACTICE F

 . Players drop the ball from two hands and volley directly into the goal as shown in 

diagram 10. This can be also good goalkeeping practice for diving. 

 . Players are then asked to wipe the foot up the ball, with the knee being raised 

quickly upon contact. This action will cause the ball to have top spin. Depending 

upon the type of force, the contact will determine how fast and late the dip will 

occur. 

Diagram 10

Diagram 11
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SWERVING SHOT

This type of shot is quite 

common in the modern game 

(perhaps because of the 

changing nature of the ball). 

Contact is made across the 

intended line of flight. The 

swerve is almost immediate 

with the follow through at an 

angle to the intended flight 

path. However in order to 

produce a ball that swerves 

late in flight the player should impart more force on the ball and make contact slightly 

off center as shown in diagram 14.

The follow through is toward the target. This will cause the ball to rotate slowly at first 

but during flight the difference in pressure build-up causes more rapid rotation, and 

hence swerve. A similar phenomenon occurs when driving a golf ball. The ball looks as if 

it is going straight to the green when it suddenly bends away into the rough.

Diagram 14
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Flight of Ball

Since many players already induce early swerve, the key factor is to forget about inducing 

swerve since the follow through is toward the target. The key is to make contact just off center.

PRACTICE G

 . The practice organization is shown in diagram 16 with the intention of the players 

being to deceive the goalkeeper by applying late swerve.

 . Allow the players to experiment with all types of swerve but have them pay attention 

to the way in which the ball turns after contact is made and during flight. The design 

on the ball is very useful in giving feedback to the players about the movement 

of the ball. If it is possible a video recording and close up of the kick and ball 

flight would be helpful for players. Also if possible take a video of the kick from the 

position of the goalkeeper to show the details and timing of the swerve.

Diagram 15

Diagram 16
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DRIBBLING PAST DEFENDERS

The ways in which attackers dribble past defenders in a 1-vs-1 game situation are many 

and varied. With the exception of shooting on goal this is possibly the most exciting 

aspect of the game and for players the most rewarding. Most top-class players develop 

their own personal style and are successful with only slight variations on a main theme. 

However the truly great players have surprised many good defenders with a completely 

different way of taking the ball past them. Many examples come to mind for instance 

Cruyff for Holland against England in 1972, Tony Currie for Leeds, Gento for Real Madrid, 

Garrincha for Brazil, George Best for Manchester United, Pele for Santos, Ronaldo for Real 

Madrid and Messi for Barcelona. 

If the players are given an idea of the simple mechanics behind these moves, they may 

then develop their own new and unique methods of dribbling past defenders. It is then 

for the coach to encourage the player to practice this technique and use it in competition 

and not criticize if it fails. However, the coach should also make it very clear when and 

where this experimentation can take place during the game.
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PRACTICE H

 . For this practical session the coach should arrange several 1-vs-1 situations just 

outside the penalty area with the instructions to dribble past the defender and then 

produce a shot on target.

 . The aim of the defenders is to be relatively passive until the new technique is well 

laid down. 

 . The coach should demonstrate the mechanics of one or two unusual moves that 

have been used in the past. The players can then use the ones demonstrated or 

create their own. If their own move is created, the players should be encouraged to 

practice this one move and improve this special skill. 

Diagram 17

16_04_05_Soccer_analytics_bh_ef.indd   251 18.04.16   14:25



PART 5  
BEGINNING AND ENDING OF PRACTICE

CHAPTER 16 
BEGINNING ACTIVITIES

Warm-up sessions are an integral part of nearly every modern sports training practice. 

It is generally accepted to be necessary by sports science practitioners, physiotherapists 

and coaches. This chapter will not provide details on the many aspects of warm-up 

activities for soccer as they are covered in many other excellent texts (see bibliography 

for an example). However, some general principles should be followed in order to properly 

prepare the body for the ensuing physical bout of exercise.

The main goal of any warm-up is to increase the temperature in the muscles that will be 

used in the sport. To prepare the body for maximal physical efforts, it has been suggested 

that the ideal warm-up for a soccer game or practice lasting from 90 minutes to 2 hours 

would be approximately 15 minutes at a maximum intensity of 70% heart rate. Several 

studies have suggested this would help improve physical performance in both sprint 

times and vertical jumps (see reviews by Bishop).
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253BEGINNING AND ENDING OF PRACTICE

Some simple basic guidelines to abide by follow:

 . Start slowly and progress to faster speeds. 

 . Include four directional movements (forward, backward, side to side, diagonals).

 . Incorporate jumping, landing and cutting (changing direction).

 . Use the ball whenever possible.

 . Include dynamic stretching and movements that take the pertinent joints in the 

body through a range of motion that will happen in the game or practice.

 . Fifteen minutes is a reasonable duration for the warm-up, but timing will depend on 

ambient temperature (colder temperatures = longer time periods).

 . Finish the warm-up with some sprints or relay races with or without the ball. 

 . Use the ball in a competitive but fun way to improve player interest and encourage 

the players to end the bout with some short, maximal exertions.

Many sports including soccer are now using the warm-up to incorporate some preventative 

injury programs or prehab exercises in order to decrease the incidence of non-contact 

injuries such as ACL (anterior cruciate ligament) tears in the knee. The FIFA 11+ Warm-Up 

is a helpful resource that can provide some ideas for exercises and warm up structure 

(see bibliography for website). FIFA 11+ is divided into three parts: it begins with running 

exercises (part I), moves on to six exercises with three levels of increasing difficulty to 

improve strength, balance, muscle control and core stability (part  II), and concludes 

with further running exercises (part III). The different levels of difficulty increase the 

programme’s effectiveness and allow coaches and players to individually select and adapt 

their specific programme. These warm-up exercises take between 15 and 20 minutes 

to complete for senior players and replaces the usual warm-up before training. Prior 

to playing a match, only the running exercises are performed and for no more than 

10 minutes. 

One important consideration for coaches is to remember that the effects of the warm-up 

quickly dissipate if the warmed-up player is inactive (e.g. standing and listening to the 

coach talking) for 7 minutes or more after the exercise. It is important therefore to plan 

the pre-practice meetings before the warm-up begins, and try to be succinct and to the 

point with coaching points throughout the training session.
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The beginning activities detailed in the following chapter are designed with the 

expectation that the flexibility and mobility exercises specific to soccer that are needed 

to bring the body to physical readiness have already been completed (although some 

could be used within the above warm-up session). Despite the importance and benefits 

of warming up, the coach is warned against spending large amounts of time (greater than 

20 minutes before a 2-hour practice) at the start of each practice engaged in activities 

that are not game or ball related. The sooner the player engages in a ball-related practice 

the better. To avoid confusion of terminology, we have used the term beginning activities 

and not warm-up activities.

One major problem coaches have with beginning activities is that of organization. They 

take time and effort to plan so that the correct permutations of players, space, balls and 

progressions meet the requirements of a good beginning activity. The following gives 

the coach some organizational frameworks to work within. Also these practice sessions 

accommodate for both progression and adaptability. They also allow for some coaching 

points to be given to players, although the aim of the activity should be to keep players 

active with little if any standing and listening.
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ACTIVITY 1

 . A low ratio of balls to players. Ideally it would be preferable if all players had one 

ball each to begin the session.

 . Individualized. The first practice should allow the players to begin on their own. All 

players need not be present. 

 . Self-evaluating and ongoing. Self-testing practices require the player to improve 

upon their own previous test performance. Daily records can be kept by the coach or 

the player. It is hoped that this will be self-motivating.

A technique circuit can be set up by the coach prior to each session. Certain areas 

of the field should be marked out and designated for a different technique practice. 

Something along the lines of a national skill award program could be used with additions 

of techniques such as shooting, goalkeeping and heading etc. Use could be made here 

of such things as the pendulum ball, adequately marked shooting walls (or boards) and 

sand pits for keepers etc.

The following activities are designed with regard to the need for each player to be 

involved in all the processes of perceiving, decision making and action. Other warm-up 

sessions usually stress only the physical readiness of the player (i.e. the response side). 

Of equal importance are the two preceding processes. Perception and decision-making 

processes are somewhat underplayed in most warm-up sessions and these beginning 

activities should require the players to look and listen, make decisions and perform the 

act efficiently and accurately.
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ACTIVITY 2

 . The playing area should be 20-by-20-meter area grids with cone markers.

 . One ball per player.

 . All players (including goalkeepers) work within the total grid area.

 . All players should be facing the coach inside the grid, with the ball at their feet.

 . The players use the coach as the mirror with all players in front of the mirror.

 . The coach will progressively give more alternatives and instructions to players.

 . When the mirror (coach) moves, the players reflect their image. 

 . The mirror moves forward; players pull the ball back (always facing mirror).

 . The mirror moves right; players move left pulling ball sideways.

 . The mirror moves back; the players dribble the ball forward.

 . The mirror moves left; the players pull ball to right.

 . The coach varies speed and intersperses stopping into the above four 

movements.

Coaching Points

 . When stationary, players must be ready to move with the ball.

 . Be on their toes

 . Keep knees slightly flexed

 . Keep ball in playing distance

 . Keep head up and match the mirror image.

 . Keep ball within playing distance.

 . Use sole of foot to drag ball back.

Additional Instructions

In addition to the above:

 . When the coach moves both arms to the right side, players roll over the ball and pick 

it up on their left side.

 . When the coach moves the arms to the left side, players roll right.

 . When the coach points toward the players, players perform a backward roll taking 

the ball with them.

 . When the coach points backwards, players perform a forward roll taking the ball 

with them.
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Coaching Point

Don’t look for gymnastic expertise, just the efficiency and speed with which the player 

can go down, get up and be ready to perform.

Additional Instructions

In addition to the above, when the coach puts both hands in the air, pointing straight up, players 

turn and dribble to the farthest back line of the grid and return to face the mirror wherever it 

may be (coach is encouraged to move so players have to look up and find the coach).

The decisions are now quite complex and testing. Do not fatigue players too early, too soon. 

Use the stop commands to give the brief coaching point. This practice can be adjusted to 

suit any response requirements. That is, any instruction can be translated into any technique 

or activity. The coach must demand a high standard of concentration and efficiency from 

the players. A great deal of encouragement will be needed from the coach.

From this point on in the coaching session, consideration should be given to the technical 

theme that has been outlined in the coaching plan of the session. Activities should 

converge on the specific technique that has been identified by the coach. The aim is to 

move through relevant progressions, and not to jump from practice to practice without 

thought to the overall theme of the coaching session. Before giving an example of a 

particular progression, certain guidelines relating to how to progress can be specified:

 . Keep the practices relatively unopposed depending upon skill of level of the players.

 . Keep all players active.

 . Offer few, if any, brief coaching points.

 . Keep the ratio of balls to players low.

 . Progress with as little organizational rearrangement as possible (e.g. do not move 

from five players per one ball to three players per one ball or have to rearrange areas 

while players stand still and wait).

 . Progress with regard to decisions as to on- or off-the-ball behaviour (e.g. while off 

the ball, players should be thinking of the probability of being involved directly in 

play, receiving a pass or offering indirect support).

The following practice is an example of how to progress toward the combined technique 

of the lay-off pass (details can be found in the chapter on combined attacking play).
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ACTIVITY 3

 . Use a 15-by-15-meter area grid and cone markers.

 . One ball per two players.

 . All players work within the total grid bounded by the cones.

 . Goalkeepers will be involved without a ball. If there are two goalkeepers, each 

goalkeeper will operate in one half of the area. The area can be enlarged and split 

up to accommodate more goalkeepers.

 . Players are asked to pass the ball between each other.

 . Goalkeepers try to intercept passes (with hands) and roll the ball back to players.

Coaching Points

 . Ball should have top spin to keep it hugging the ground.

 . Players should wipe the foot up the ball with each pass.

 . Use the inside of laces part of the boot. Stress the importance of laces part of the 

boot as a contact area and its versatility and speed as a passing technique.

 . The ball should be hit with correct force (well weighted) to prevent interception.

Diagram 1
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Additional Instructions and Demonstration

 . Player (X9) with the ball 

dribbles with the ball 

(see diagram 2a). 

 . Player without ball (X10) 

who has just passed, 

runs away from the ball 

to any area of the grid.

 . Player without ball (X10) 

then checks back down 

the line of the intended 

pass from X9 showing a 

full target (see diagram 

2b). 

 . Player with ball (X9) 

gives a well-weighted 

pass as soon as the 

player without the ball 

(X10) checks back. 

 . If interception is likely, the player with the ball (X9) fakes a pass and moves off to 

another area for another possible pass.

 . The player without the ball (X10) checks back out again.

Coaching Points 

 . After passing the ball, move off at speed (change of pace).

 . Change pace when checking back for a pass.

 . Check back down the channels between defenders toward the passer.

 . Always be ready to adjust the run if interception is likely.

 . Receive and move off quickly in another direction.

 . Pass the ball early over distances in excess of 6 meters.

Diagram 2
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Additional Instructions

Diagram 3

 . The goalkeeper can now 

not only intercept but is 

encouraged to go down 

at a player’s feet to win 

the ball.

 . After the player with 

the ball (X9) makes the 

pass, they move towards 

the player that has just 

passed to (X10) (right 

or left side) in order to 

receive a one-touch lay-

off pass from X10 (see 

diagram 3a).

 . The player receiving the 

return pass (X9) then 

moves off with the ball 

(see diagram 3b). 

 . X10 moves to another area of grid and then checks back to give another lay-off pass.

 . After five lay-off passes, players switch roles.

Coaching Points

 . After making a pass the player must move either to the right or left immediately to 

give the player receiving the pass an early indication of where to play the lay-off 

pass.

 . The player giving the lay-off pass should be ready to take some of the weight off the 

ball (reduce the force of the pass), and play it back into the path of the oncoming 

player.

 . Player receiving the return pass should play the ball forward within playing distance 

with their first touch of the ball.
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Additional Instructions and Demonstration

 . A period of time should now be given to allow the players experimentation.

 . Balls chipped up for a headed lay-off pass. 

 . Forceful driven passes.

 . Passes played into either foot.

 . The lay-off pass chipped up and curling into path of player (with the inside, 

outside or laces part of the boot).

 . Demonstrations should be given frequently to encourage individuals to experiment.

 . Reorganization with respect to specific elements of the lay-off pass can then be 

continued.

 . An approximate time allocation of 15 minutes is given for these first three beginning 

activities.
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ACTIVITY 4

 . Set up no more than seven players in a circle within an appropriate-sized grid area.

 . Players pass and move to another position on the circle.

 . Variations that could be used include:

 . Distance of players from each other

 . Size of area

 . Movement of players

 . Number of balls. For example, two balls per group as shown in diagram 6.

Coaching Points

 . Pass and follow your pass.

 . Pass and change position with another player who is not receiving the pass.

 . Two players who are not directly involved in play can interchange position.

 . In diagram 5, X2 passes to X5. When the pass is being made, X3, X4 and X6 know 

they are off the ball and not involved directly in play. At that time, while the ball 

is moving, two players interchange position (in this case X3 and X4). X6 must now 

realize that they are the most likely to receive the next pass. 

Diagram 4
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Progression

Any combination of these 

variables can make the 

development of this practice 

as complex as desired.

 . Employ the goalkeeper 

in the middle to intercept 

passes or as a member 

of the circle. Outfield 

players should then be 

encouraged to vary the 

type of pass given to the 

keeper.

 . Dribble the ball to the 

player.

 . Passes may be headed 

or a combination of 

techniques could be 

used.

 . Shooting within the 

circle at goalkeepers can 

also be encouraged.

 . A triangle consisting of three goals can be placed inside the circle. The goalkeeper’s 

task would be to guard all three and move around to each one as the ball is passed 

amongst the outfield players. The balls can be passed around or shot through one 

or two goals. A tally of goals can be kept. Players can be encouraged not shoot from 

within 8 meters of the goal.

Diagram 5

Diagram 6
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ACTIVITY 5

 . Players face each other approximately 5 meters away and pass the ball between 

them (see diagram 7). Variations that could be used include:

 . Type of pass (instep [laces], volley, head, hands [goalkeeper]).

 . One or two touches by the receiving player. Play the ball to the side with the 

first touch and then pass with the second.

 . Keep the ball off the ground.

 . Movement of both players. Movement direction can also be varied (e.g. receive 

ball moving onto pass and also moving to the side). 

 . Movement of one player.

 . Number of touches between partners.

 . Experimentation can be encouraged between players.

Diagram 7

Diagram 8
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 . In diagram 8 the ball is played up to O9. Then O9 

controls the ball and moves backwards leaving the 

ball for X10 to move onto and pass back to O9. 

Service can vary from hands, feet or from head.

 . In diagram 9, player O9 keeps 

varying the distance by moving 

back and forth. This requires 

X10 to vary the weighting 

(force) of the pass.

Diagram 9

ACTIVITY 5

 . Players face each other approximately 5 meters away and pass the ball between 

them (see diagram 7). Variations that could be used include:

 . Type of pass (instep [laces], volley, head, hands [goalkeeper]).

 . One or two touches by the receiving player. Play the ball to the side with the 

first touch and then pass with the second.

 . Keep the ball off the ground.

 . Movement of both players. Movement direction can also be varied (e.g. receive 

ball moving onto pass and also moving to the side). 

 . Movement of one player.

 . Number of touches between partners.

 . Experimentation can be encouraged between players.

Diagram 7

Diagram 8
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ACTIVITY 6

 . Three small-sided game areas (30 by 10 meters).

 . No more than five players plus one goalkeeper to a group as in diagram 10.

 . Three games of five outfield players vs one goalkeeper. 

 . This can be termed a simulation (i.e. ghost) game.

 . The team of five players should try to simulate exactly what it would be like playing 

against five imaginary opponents.

 . All moves should be as realistic as possible.

 . Goalkeepers should concentrate on correct movements as though defending players 

were actually there.

 . Goalkeepers should be exposed to shots from no less than 10 meters from goal.

Diagram 10
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Progression 1

 . If one player wishes, they can raise their arm and shout “Defender one!” This means 

that until the ball is out of play, the game becomes 4 vs 2 (one outfield player plus 

one goalkeeper). The four attackers still play as though there is a game of equal 

numbers underway.

 . Two or three players could be allowed to become defenders at will.

It is hoped that these organizational tips have given the coach a basic framework and 

an example of variables that can be adjusted. The coach is now advised to design their 

own beginning activities for their own team. No one person knows more about the 

idiosyncrasies of their players than the coach. Therefore the coach’s design will take into 

account all the factors that make their team different.
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CHAPTER 17 
ENDING A PRACTICE WITH 
CONDITIONED AND FUN GAMES

EXAMPLES OF CONDITIONED GAMES

Any game that has a condition placed upon it and rules to enforce that condition can be 

considered a conditioned game. In many ways, the use of the conditioned game in soccer 

has been abused by coaches in the past. Coaches who wish to fill in time and still appear 

to be coaching often call out to the players to begin a game of Two Touch and give little 

thought to what benefits this particular restriction has. Other coaches give a conditioned 

game and then step back and become a referee and feel there is no more coaching to be 

done, and that the condition in the game will bring out all the coaching points in itself.

The conditioned game is a means of isolating one or two skills within a particular game, 

and concentrating upon their development within a game like context. The major benefit 

of using a condition is that all the players in the game are encouraged to use the skill(s) 

under coaching consideration. The conditioned game should be used in context with 

the main theme of the coaching session and hence the conditions are pre-planned with 

respect to certain skills.

A coach has further problems to consider when applying conditions to a small-sided 

game. In order to assist the coach in selecting and implementing a conditioned game 

here are some guidelines.

 . Do not make the conditions too artificial. Transfer of training may not take place 

under extremely artificial situations.

 . Be strict concerning enforcement of the condition.

 . Use small-sided games as much as possible. Remember, in an 11-a-side game, the 

time a player is in contact with the ball is reduced.
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The games outlined below list the skills and techniques that are considered in each 

game. Coaches should try to make up their own conditioned games to facilitate their 

own practice sessions. 

ONE TOUCH, TWO TOUCH, ETC. 

Games that limit the number of times a player may contact the ball while in possession 

are probably the most commonly used conditioned games. Any game beyond Three 

Touch becomes very difficult to monitor and is of limited value. 

One Touch

This game should emphasize the following:

 . The fast pace of the game

 . Player’s movement off the ball as the key to a successful attack

 . Player’s awareness of space 

 . Close and quick attacking support to player on the ball

 . Support for the next pass

 . Ability to lay off a pass quickly

 . Communication from supporting players

 . Quick shooting

 . Application of pressure on opposing players as the pass is on its way

Two Touch

This game emphasizes all the points made above for One Touch with the addition of 

concentrating on a player’s ability to receive the ball and bring it under control quickly 

with the first touch. “Don’t get the ball stuck under your feet” (response cue). Consider 

the first touch as a pass to one’s self.

Three Touch

This game can be used with players who lack the skill to compete in the Two Touch game.
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DRIBBLING PAST ONE OPPONENT

Before players can pass or shoot they must first take the ball past one or more opposing 

players.

This game should emphasize the following:

 . Taking on and dribbling past opponents

 . Improving the player’s ability to turn with the ball if they receive a pass with their 

back to their opposing goal

EVERY SECOND PASS

In this game, every second pass has to be either a long pass or a shot on goal. This game 

should emphasize the following:

 . Accurate use of the long pass

 . Movement of front strikers into the space the ball is to be played 

 . Creation of a good early target for a pass

 . Ability to control a long ball played from the defensive or middle third of the field

 . Quick shooting once the ball is in the attacking third of the field

DEFENSIVE PRESSURE ON THE PLAYER IN POSSESSION

This game requires the defending player nearest the player in possession to apply 

pressure. This game should emphasize the following:

 . Application of defensive pressure to the opposition when defending

 . Early attacking support (options for a pass)

 . High levels of physical work rate
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PASS TO FEET

This game requires every player to pass the ball to a colleague’s feet. It should emphasize 

the following:

 . Accurate passes and maintenance of possession

 . Creation of good targets for a pass

 . Screening the ball

 . Support positions from cooperating players

CROSS TO SCORE

This game requires that only balls crossed from the sides can be used to score goals. It 

should emphasize the following:

 . Accurate crosses 

 . Heading and volleying for goal

 . Build-up of play to utilize width of the field and wing play

EVERY SECOND BALL

This game could become a little artificial but does encourage the players to head and 

challenge for a ball early. This sometimes is a fun game that could be employed at the 

end of a practice.

SHORT PASSES

Every pass must be a short pass unless the player is shooting on goal. This game should 

use a small field area and emphasize the following:

 . Close support

 . Short, accurate passing

 . Retaining possession
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OTHER GAMES

Split Squad Game

In diagram 1, Xs and Os 

cannot cross the halfway 

line. Only when the ball 

comes into their half of the 

field can they begin to play 

(one side attacking and one 

defending). A line where 

players are offside is drawn 

on each half. This game may 

involve as many players as 

the coach wishes (e.g. 7 vs 7 

in one half and 7 vs 7 in other 

half).

This game should emphasize the following:

 . Improvement of defensive pressure by forward players while in the opponent’s half 

of the field

 . Tight marking by back defensive players

Diagram 1
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Ghost Game

Many variations of this game can be improvised by the coach. Using the full field, eleven 

players will play against an imaginary opposition. The play continues as if the attacking 

players are being pressured by imaginary defenders. Upon the whistle or call from the 

coach, designated players (usually six of the front and midfield players) turn and become 

opposing players and attack their own goal. This creates a 5-vs-6 situation of possibly 

attack vs defense. When a goal is scored, when the ball goes out of play or when another 

call is given by the coach, the game reverts back to 11 vs 0.

This game should emphasize the following:

 . Creation of imaginative players using the full potential of passing possibilities

 . Creativity among players

 . Quick reversal from attack to defense

Games That Use Two or More Balls

Any game, full size or small sided, can be used to introduce a second ball to play with. 

More than two usually creates much fun but the game has little reality. For example the 

Split Squad game outlined above can be used effectively if using 2 balls. 

This game should emphasize the following:

 . Speed of decision making

 . Awareness of the total situation around players

 . Fun
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Games That Use Four Goals

Diagram 2 illustrates that team X defend goals A and B while Team O defend goals C 

and D.

Small-sided games should be used because many defensive principles become distorted 

when relating to four goals. For this reason this game has limited value other than being 

enjoyable.

This game should emphasize the following:

 . Awareness of all attacking possibilities

 . Increase of defensive responsibility for the team

 . Fun

Diagram 2
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Number Soccer

Diagram 3 illustrates the organization behind this game.

 . Players on team X are given numbers as are players on team O.

 . Each team lines up on their own goal line. 

 . The goal is extended to fit the number of players and all can become goalkeepers 

for this practice, but they are not able to use their hands.

 . When the coach calls a number, those numbers on each team come out and play 

against each other. 

 . These called numbers could produce a l-vs-l game or, if the coach calls two numbers, 

a 2-vs-2 game, etc. 

 . When the coach calls another number, the ball must immediately be left alone by 

the players and they return to their line and the newly called players sprint to the 

ball and continue the game until a goal is scored or the ball is played out of the 

designated area.

This game should emphasize the following:

 . Quick utilization of opportunities

 . High work rate for short periods of time

 . Fun

Diagram 3
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Piggy-Back Soccer

Players pair off. They play all the rules of soccer while carrying their partner on their 

backs. The use of a small area is essential to make the game practical. Frequent change 

of partner position is necessary. 

This game should emphasize the following:

 . Fun

 . Muscular endurance 

Three-Legged Soccer 

Partners tie one leg together and play soccer as one pair of players. This game should 

emphasize fun.

Group Soccer

Any number of players links arms and plays soccer. This can be used as a progressive 

game. For example, begin a normal game with each player as an individual. Then pair 

players up making the game 5 pairs vs 5 pairs (goalkeepers remain individual). Then 

combine the pairs into fours. Then the entire team can be linked as a 10-person unit 

playing with linked arms.

This game should emphasize fun.

Walking Soccer

This game can be played with small-sided games in a reduced-size field. Players may only 

walk and are penalized for running. This game should emphasize the following:

 . Fun

 . Tactics

 . Awareness of position on the field and space available

It is important that a well-planned session allows some time for the players to come 

together and have fun in a light-hearted manner. The end of a hard session is an excellent 

place to introduce such games. 
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PART 6  
THE COACHING PROCESS

It has long been established that coaches play a significant role in the facilitation of 

all players’ sporting abilities. Recent research relating to coach-player interaction 

has led many authors to define the coaching process and what constitutes effective 

coaching practice. Consequently the analysis of planning, management, instruction and 

observation is becoming increasingly popular as sports scientists attempt to classify 

coaching effectiveness. We believe that effective instruction is crucial to the pursuit of 

optimal sporting performance as the more effective the instruction, the more fully the 

instructor’s role will benefit athlete performance. 

The coaching process plays a vital role in performance sport, and can be described as the 

relationship between the coach and player(s), with the aim of facilitating an improvement 

in sporting performance. Significantly, the process impacts all aspects of performance 

from the development of essential skills through to the refinement of tactics and game 

plans. Many view the coaching process as being coordinated and integrated rather 

than an unsystematic aggregation of isolated training episodes. Within this process 

there is a continuous refinement and development of the player as they encounter new 

environments and circumstances.

The essence of the coaching process is to instigate observable changes in behaviour. The 

coaching and teaching of skill depends heavily upon analysis to effect an improvement 

in athletic performance. Informed and accurate measures of performance are necessary 

for effective feedback and improvement of that performance. In most athletic events, 

analysis of the performance is guided by a series of qualitative assessments made by 

the coach. In diagram 1 we outline a simple flow chart of the coaching process. This 

describes the coaching process in its observational, analytical and planning phase. The 

game is watched and the coach will form an opinion of positive and negative aspects 
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of the performance. Often the results from previous games, as well as performances in 

practice, are considered before planning the preparation of the next match. The next 

game is played and the process repeats itself.

As mentioned earlier, it is very difficult for an observer to view and assimilate all the action 

taking place across the whole playing area. Coaches are only able to view parts of a game 

at any one particular time and much of the peripheral play is lost. Therefore coaches are 

often limited to basing their post-match feedback on partial information about a team’s 

or an individual’s performance. During a game, many occurrences stand out as distinctive 

features, ranging from controversial decisions given by officials to exceptional technical 

achievements by individual players. While these are easily remembered, they tend to 

distort the coach’s assessment of the total game. Most of the remembered features of 

a game are those that can be associated with highlighted features of play. Events that 

occur only once in the game are not easily remembered and can be rapidly forgotten. 

Furthermore, emotions and personal biases are significant factors affecting memory 

storage and retrieval. Therefore the feedback from the coach may be inadequate and an 

opportunity is missed to optimize the performances of players and teams.

Diagram 1
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Objectivity in observation can be obtained through the use of a sport analysis system. 

Hand notation systems (pencil and paper checklists) are in general very accurate but 

have disadvantages (e.g. the more complex ones involve considerable learning time. 

The introduction of computerized notation systems has enabled the problem of data 

processing to be tackled positively. Used in real-time or with video playback in post-event 

analyses, they enable immediate and easy data access as well as allowing the opportunity 

to present data in graphical and other pictorial forms. The increasing sophistication 

and reduced cost of video systems has greatly enhanced post-event feedback (termed 

providing information in diagram 2), from playback with subjective analysis by a coach 

to detailed objective analysis by means of computer interactive video systems. Database 

development will also enable predictive modelling (termed model development in diagram 

2) which subsequently leads to the enhancement of future training. With the adoption of 

such a match analysis system the coach can now be intricately involved in the expanded 

coaching process flow chart described in diagram 2. 

Diagram 2

16_04_05_Soccer_analytics_bh_ef.indd   280 18.04.16   14:25



281THE COACHING PROCESS

Using such a system of coaching (as indicated in diagram 2) allows the coach to formally 

organize the process of coaching by: 

 . Providing information to the player(s) via video and summary graphics of performance. 

 . Developing a predictive model of performance based upon past results and results 

from successful teams at the same level of skill, allowing for the creation of optimal 

match strategies. 

 . Prioritizing remedial problems for improvement during the next coaching practice. 

 . Planning realistic practices based upon previous game events, allowing players to 

view these selected highlights before practice. 

 . Analyzing the coaching practice in order to allow both player and coach to review 

their performance from practice.

 . Providing feedback to coach and players of their performance during practice. 

All coaches who have previously struggled with recalling the memory of events when 

talking to players about performance errors during practice or when planning the next 

practice should consider the powerful educational medium of video and analysis described 

above. Consider the situation where the coach can show players particular game events 

and make salient points about strategy, tactics or techniques after which players go out 

and practice in realistic situations, these practice environments having been derived from 

watching the competition. Furthermore while these players are practicing and the coach is 

instructing and delivering feedback, a video recording is being compiled of their practice. 

The players then end the practice by comparing the practice performance with the 

previously recorded competition performance. With the advent of relatively inexpensive 

portable video technology this scenario is within the reach of most coaches. It only 

requires a concerted administrative effort on behalf of a few individuals. The problem for 

coaches is to determine what aspect of the recorded game is the most important since 

only one or two points should be addressed per practice. Showing the entire video of 

the game to players may actually retard performance because of information overload. 

Information about the key factors of successful performance (predicted future behaviour 

in diagram 2) will not only give a good quantitative description of performance, but 

will also guide the coach in choosing the key elements that have to be addressed in 

practice and edited out of the competition recording. This type of detailed analysis can 

be achieved if the coach adopts such a systematic match analysis system.
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CHAPTER 18 
MODEL DEVELOPMENT  
AND PREDICTION

When planning a coaching practice not only is it important to assess how the players 

have performed in their last game, it is also important to consider their accumulation of 

previous performances, as well as some general idea of the perfect performance for their 

level of expertise. This is highlighted on the right side of the flow chart in diagram 2 in the 

previous chapter. Trying to predict future performance on the basis of data from previous 

performances is an important goal for coaches and research analysts alike. This is known 

as performance modelling and can be attempted in a number of ways. Typically the 

basis for any prediction model is that performance is repeatable to some degree. In other 

words, events that have previously occurred will occur again in some predictable manner 

in the future. This is also the basis for scouting a team that your team will eventually 

face. Will the performance you have just seen, and perhaps analyzed, be similar to the 

next performance? If this was not the case, then any predictions would be severely limited 

causing one to question the usefulness of scouting reports. The question therefore arises 

as to what extent performances are repeated in sport competition. 

Consider two examples: in a team sport like soccer there are 22 players interacting and 

performing a high number of different actions in different areas of the pitch. This complex 

situation is not likely to provide easily recognizable, repeated situations. The game of 

squash on the other hand involves just two players (discounting the game of doubles) in 

a relatively small court area with a more limited number of actions (i.e. shots) available. 

Scientists have thus, unsurprisingly, tried to assess repeatability of performance in sports 

like squash before considering sports like soccer. In the early 1990s Dr. Tim McGarry 

(a sport scientist working out of the lab at UBC) found a limited number of repeatable 

events, or invariant behavioural responses, that would be capable of describing an 
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individual performance between different pairs of opponents. It was possible to predict 

performance using matches against the same opponents. One possible reason for this 

problem was that perhaps the complexity of the analysis had not matched the complexity 

of the sporting situations examined. It may also be the case that elite sports players 

adapt their style of play to different opposition, creating a complex pattern which is far 

more difficult to ascertain.

In 2000 Magnus Magnusson developed software called Theme (www.noldus.com) which 

is seemingly able to recognize complex repeated patterns (called T-patterns) from within 

complex data streams. These patterns are now possible to obtain given the sophistication 

of soccer analysis systems. A T-pattern was defined in a paper by Andy Borrie and 

colleagues as “a combination of events in which the same events occur in the same 

order with the real-time differences between consecutive pattern components remaining 

relatively invariant.” The published work that has used Theme so far been primarily 

focused on animal behaviour with the exception of Andy Borrie and colleagues who 

looked at on-the-ball behaviours in soccer. They identified some patterns within teams; 

for example, one pattern, which occurred three times during the first half of a European 

Championship qualifying match in 1998, consisted of the ball being passed through four 

(of 18) pitch zones. They suggested that this type of pattern was not easily discernible 

without using Theme, and concluded that many temporal patterns exist in soccer which 

may go undetected. Further research is now underway in several labs to overcome the 

problems of modelling complex systems such as those found in soccer. Some of this 

recent work is detailed in the Routledge Handbook of Sports Performance Analysis that 

was edited by Tim McGarry and colleagues (see bibliography). 

The difficulty of assessing complex sporting performance for consistent patterns of play 

has led some researchers to re-evaluate the methodologies used. One such approach is 

to consider the sporting contest as a dynamical system. This term is used to describe 

a system whose inherent behaviours have self-organizing properties (i.e. regularity is 

thought to be as a result of changes within the system as opposed to being imposed by 

external influences), the classic example being the gait patterns (walk, trot and gallop) 

exhibited by quadrupeds at different speeds. Thus the system (the legs in this instance) 
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exhibits a stable pattern of behaviour at a given speed. This behaviour is disrupted or 

perturbed when a different speed is required. After this disruption the system reorganizes 

itself and becomes stable once again, albeit displaying a different structural pattern.

Most of the work in this area has examined racket sports where perturbations (i.e. 

transitions in the system between stability and instability) can be examined more clearly. 

However, the application to team sports such as soccer is intriguing as it may uncover 

invariant behaviours during the game. For example, should we be examining changes in 

system stability (perturbations) that lead to shots or shooting opportunities rather than 

accumulating statistics on passes, possessions, set plays etc.? Can we describe what a 

perturbation in soccer looks like? Mike Hughes and his colleagues described perturbations 

as incidents that change the rhythmic flow of attacking and defending in soccer. For 

example, a perturbation could be a decisive pass or dribble or an unexpected loss of 

possession. They suggested that there were, on average, 88 unsuccessful perturbations 

(those that did not end up as a shot on goal) per match during a sample of 15 matches 

in the European Championships and approximately 30 successful perturbations that 

did lead to shots. The theory behind the existence of perturbations and the change of 

system state between variance and invariance has a number of followers, although the 

existence of a decisive action (perturbation) does not. Interestingly expert coaches in 

racquet sports can predict the onset of a perturbation or change in stability (leading to a 

winner, error or let) and there is some anecdotal evidence that a similar prediction can be 

made by expert coaches in soccer. For example, an expert observer in soccer can detect 

when a particular change in possession will result in a shooting opportunity, even one 

that is sequentially (in time) removed from the immediate play. Perhaps fast transitions 

(breakaways) during games will play a role in defining important critical phases in play. 

It may then be possible to develop a strategy to optimize certain aspects of the team’s 

strengths and exploit the upcoming opposition’s weaknesses. It is clear more work is 

needed in this area of match analysis to examine the nature of perturbations as they do 

appear to be a defining element within such a complex system as a soccer match. Some 

of the research studies into data modelling have been novel attempts to consider soccer 

matches in a different way. Instead of treating all behaviours equally, the idea that some 

perturbations are perhaps more important than others is proposed. Findings from this 
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type of investigation challenge researchers and coaches to consider how relationships 

between opponents and within teams develop. 

Since soccer involves many facets (e.g. tactics, motor skills, strategy), scientists’ attempts 

to understand, model and make predictions about how all of these components fit 

together to produce the finished product have involved many different approaches. We 

have sought to comment on some of these methods but do not claim it to be exhaustive. 

Indeed new approaches are developed constantly, usually borrowing methods and 

ideas from other disciplines. These new techniques can appear both complex and 

sometimes rather obtuse. However, the potential for these new methods to rationalize 

our understanding of complex situations should not be disregarded. One relatively new 

method for sports analysis whose objective is to arrive at a definite conclusion from 

complex and ambiguous decision making is called fuzzy logic. Originally conceived as 

a way of processing data by allowing partial set membership rather than absolute set 

membership or non-membership, it was only in the 1970s when computers became 

available to process vast quantities of data that this rule-based solution became useful 

in many different contexts. Recently these techniques have been applied to sports. A 

weakness of fuzzy logic systems is the need for the analyst, probably in conjunction with 

coaches or other experts in the sport, to define the rules for group (set) membership. 

Although the strength of the method is the ability to handle different rules for different 

criteria, the rules still need to be formulated by the scientist. A computational model 

which takes this process one stage further is known as an artificial neural network (ANN). 

Developed on the principles of nerve cells and their interactions, Jergen Perl suggests 

this type of model has the ability to identify new relationships based on previously 

encountered ones. This new, at least in the sporting context, technique has great 

potential, but for the near future is likely to remain an academic research tool rather 

than one used for coaching. Indeed Roger Bartlett, commenting on such approaches to 

modelling predictions as fuzzy logic, ANN and most recent genetic programs, concluded 

that whilst the potential remains high, actual research output remains low. One of the 

reasons he gave was the relatively high costs associated with developing such systems 

compared to the lower amount of research money available to academics working in 

sports research. 
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CHAPTER 19 
ANALYSIS OF THE  
COACHING PRACTICE

Let us now turn our attention to the coaching practice itself. In the expanded coaching 

process described earlier, we have seen that it may be possible to use similar analysis 

techniques in practice to those we use in competition. The question of importance 

therefore would be “What are the ingredients of a successful coaching practice?” To 

answer this question we must first describe what happens during a practice session. 

Diagram 1 provides a general overview of the events that occur during a normal 

coaching practice. 

Diagram 1
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Although we accept that conditioning is of vital importance to players, it is beyond 

the scope of this book to adequately deal with all the physiological aspects of soccer 

performance. Also, we have dealt with examples of beginning and ending activities 

in previous chapters. Therefore, since the majority of time spent in a practice involves 

tactical and technical aspects of soccer, our emphasis here will focus upon these 

elements of the practice. The player’s performance has been the focus of the book so far, 

and now we turn our attention to the behaviours of the coach during practice. Coaches 

organize the practice and then deliver instruction to the players. Let us examine general 

recommendations and best practices for organizing the practice and then detail how we 

can measure and hopefully improve the delivery of instruction and feedback to players. 

The following components of a practice can be used as a recommended guide to coaches 

who wish to optimize the organizational aspects of a practice. The coach may wish to 

review the coaching session and ask themselves “Was each component of organization 

present in the practice?”

ORGANIZATION

Enjoyment

Most players began playing soccer because of their enjoyment of the game itself. 

Soccer is the most popular team game in the world and as such it has several intangible 

attributes that make the game intrinsically motivating to players of all ages and all 

ability levels. Many psychologists tell us that if a human being experiences pleasure 

during the performance of an action they are more likely to repeat the task or return 

to the task setting. The key is therefore to make the practice enjoyable. However, if 

the young player is exposed to limited ball time and has memories of only sit-ups, 

push-ups and wind sprints, they will be less likely to return to the practice for the same 

punishment. Practice sessions are in existence to encourage the development of soccer 

skills. However it is important that players realize that if they are to improve, practice 

is the key, and that for young players, the number of hours they spend playing with the 

ball at their feet is positively correlated with the level of skill they will attain. Physical 

practice therefore is critically important. If the practice environment (not necessarily 

coaching feedback) can provide the player with useable feedback about errors, then 
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the more practice the better. This is why the player should strive to practice every day 

and the coach should provide the player with practices that can be done at home 

and alone if needed. Although practice does not make perfect, a perfectly enjoyable 

practice goes a long way to making the skill perfect.

Realism

How can we achieve a realistic practice environment? The following elements maximize 

the potential for a realistic practice.

Playing Area

The playing area can take the form of many organizational set ups. Ten-by-ten-meter 

grids can be marked out with anything from pylons to coats or bags. A full-size soccer 

field can be adapted to provide two mini soccer fields with practice areas in each corner. 

Central goals where two games share the same goal can be used for many purposes to 

organize practices relative to individual technique (see below for more detail on possible 

playing areas).

Opposing Players

Opposing players need to be active during all stages of skill acquisition. However, placing 

conditions on defenders to be passive to a certain degree can be used to achieve success. 

These conditions can be gradually removed the player performing the technique becomes 

more competent.

Cooperating Players

Soccer is a team game and requires interplay with other members of the team whether 

the players are directly involved with play (the players passing and receiving the ball) 

or indirectly involved (the player moving into space to receive a pass). Most techniques 

should be practiced with cooperating players.

Objectives

Each session should have a clear goal for each player, by which we don’t always mean 

a physical soccer goal. The goal or objective can be the number of consecutive passes 

made by a team, the player having to control the ball on a target line, or the player being 

able to pass the ball to a specified target player. All of these are valid goals for players.
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Activity and Order of Events

If the coaching sessions are well planned and are realistic, players should be active 

throughout each progression of the skill practice. The order of events for each drill 

should take into account the fact that any information provided by the coach must be 

relevant to the existing knowledge base of the player. Usually if the coach is introducing 

a new technique and practice set-up, the players have no reference point at the outset 

of the session by which to accept verbal technical information. They have not tried it for 

themselves! A meaningful and relevant approach would be to organize each skill practice 

as outlined below:

 . Set up the playing environment.

 . Define the boundary of the space needed.

 . Briefly describe the objectives of the practice to the players (no coaching points 

necessary at this time).

 . Set up cooperating and opposing players that are necessary for the practice. 

 . Be clear about what the targets are for both cooperating and opposing 

players.

 . This environment should bring out the technique or skill to be coached 

and allow appropriately directed instruction and feedback (skill-related 

comments).

 . Set the players to work in the environment. Players will make predictable errors 

which will prepare them to accept corrective feedback and instruction. 

 . Demonstrate the skill, using one of the many methods we have outlined in the book 

if necessary, and remember that a picture is worth a thousand words. Then give only 

one or two coaching points that are key factors of skill performance. 

 . Send players back to practice in order to implement these coaching points. 

Remember, physical practice of the skill in a realistic setting is extremely important.

 . Change the playing environment with the aim to progress within the skill being 

coached.

 . The important point to remember is that the environment must be set with an aim 

to keep the players active, involved and successful. 
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Progress

A further characteristic of a well-organized coaching practice that should be evident 

in all coaching sessions is one of progress. It is possible for the coach to move the 

players along a skill continuum. That is, make the skill problem more difficult such as 

increasing the pressure from opposing players. It is also feasible to make the situation 

more simplistic if the players are having trouble with the original practice set up. 

Reducing the complexity of the coaching situation is a method that many coaches do 

not use and yet is probably as important as increasing complexity. The main question 

for the coach is “When do I progress and change practice requirements?” The answer 

should be driven by either success or failure at the skill. If a player finds the situation 

too complex and continues to fail in achieving the goals that have been set, it may 

be necessary to reduce the complexity until the goal is attainable. Alternatively if the 

players find the situation too easy (i.e. they always achieve the goal) then a move 

toward the more complex and demanding practice would be required. The goals set 

should be self-rewarding, that is, attainment of the goal should positively reward the 

player. This principle of progress through success should not be viewed in its narrowest 

terms. For example, when a player cannot perform a technique he or she should not be 

kept at the same practice until they find success. There are many paths to the successful 

performance of a technique. Perhaps a new coaching environment may achieve the 

success required. In addition to the situation being self-rewarding, the coach is also 

needs to add external reinforcement such as “Well done! That’s it! Good!” Some 

coaches are continually searching for errors. In their attempt at making the team better 

they try to eliminate errors by saying “No! That’s not it!” Although skill learning can 

take place by directing the player away from errors using negative feedback, perhaps a 

more effective method would be for the coach to search out good elements of a player’s 

performance and praise these. It is also sometimes helpful to allow the player to make 

errors in the performance. As long as the player knows the performance was in error 

and has the ability to correct the error, then errors can be beneficial to the skill-learning 

process. However, when praising good performance the coach should be discerning. Too 

much praise devalues the reinforcement they give. Make a player work for the praise, 

but when they have earned it, the coach should give it with gusto! 
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Skill 

The priority of the coach must be to devote a major portion of time to the development of 

highly skilled and imaginative players. The coaching session should reflect a concern for 

skill improvement. General priorities regarding responsibilities during a game will allow 

the player more freedom to apply the skillful technique. Adherence to general principles 

of team play (not systems of play) will offer players more chance to adapt to all phases 

of play in all areas of the field.

Adaptability 

The practice that the coach plans and implements is the vehicle by which the player 

improves skill and as such the practice should be challenging to the player, but not 

too complex. Coaches should coach to the level of players they are working with and 

be continually aware of how the player is performing under the constraints of the 

environment that has been set out for them. Every coach should constantly check the 

way in which their players react to the practice and be able to adapt a practice or change 

to an alternate practice if the practice is too simple or too complex, or just not suited to 

the players they have. This would require that within the coaching plan the coach should 

make provision for alternative practices that will bring about similar end results. The more 

aware a coach becomes of the players’ abilities, the less likely the coach will be to use 

alternatives. This is of course presupposing that there was a correct initial selection of a 

coaching plan. 

Persistence

Coaches of soccer skills should always encourage players to persist with a particular skill 

or technique despite the fact that it might take long periods of time to master. In most 

team games the attitude historically has been that realistic practice of the individual skills 

is a minor concern and that the game and its tactics are much more important. Athletes 

in individual sports such as golf, tennis, swimming and gymnastics spend long hours 

every day perfecting their technique. There is no reason why soccer players should be 

exempt from a training regime that requires mastery of the techniques within the game. 

Extended time practicing techniques such as shooting, short and long passing, dribbling 

etc. should be part of every player’s day in addition to the team’s tactical practice.
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Individual Coaching

Homogeneous groupings, via age categories and skill level, are the basis for our 

competitive organizations. Because of this it is expected that all our players are at a 

similar developmental stage. This however is never the case, even at a professional level. 

Individual differences are a characteristic of all players and it would be folly to expect all 

players to react in a similar way to each practice. Whereas each practice should involve 

at least one coaching point, along with this coaching point should come the flexibility 

for a player to select his or her own interpretation and elaborate upon the main theme. 

Players should be encouraged to experiment with the techniques they have available. 

The coach should also realize the player’s limitations and play down the weak points 

while building up the strong points. With this emphasis on coaching individuals comes 

the responsibility of giving individuals specific feedback that pertains to them. Coaches 

(even during half-time talks) should direct specific information to players and avoid too 

many generalities. Players will often avoid taking responsibility for a general statement 

directed at too many players.  

Goalkeeping

Goalkeepers have invariably been abandoned at practice because of the numerical 

superiority of the outfield players. Along with every plan should be attached a series of 

specific practices for the goalkeeper; it is hoped that the goalkeeper will be involved as 

much as possible in the coaching sessions with his or her teammates. However, goalkeepers 

do need specialized training and provisions should be made for this within the coaching 

session. These activities should not be just time-filling exercises, but carefully prepared 

progressions (see the goalkeeping chapter in this book).

Punctuality

The coach should always arrive at the training ground early and dressed to perform. 

If the players arrive and they see the coach waiting for them with the balls laid out, 

cones placed in correct positions and corner flags placed in as goals, then the players’ 

expectations are raised and they become inquisitive about the ensuing practice. The 

coach should then begin the practice on time despite late arrivals. It will be made quite 

clear that the practice begins just as the game begins, with everyone dressed and ready 
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to play on time. The players who arrive early should have a self-evaluating general warm-

up to be practicing before all of the other players arrive. These extra practice minutes will 

become a regular occurrence for all players towards the end of the season.

Coaching Theme

The coaching practice should be structured so that it is possible to relay information 

to players. A successful way of achieving this would be to maintain a common theme 

throughout the practice and also to work progressively through the season with an 

outline or plan of what is to be achieved during the year. With young players (8-12 years) 

it may be necessary to cover all aspects of play within the season and during each session 

concentrate upon technical improvement. It is especially important with very young 

players (8-10 years) that the skills of receiving the ball, dribbling and shooting are taught 

and practiced. Players who possess good technical ability can be integrated into any 

team formation. Older players (12+) may also respond well to coaching that is developed 

through team analysis. The coach may well have a general outline of the topics they wish 

to cover but the coach’s personal plan must be adaptable to meet the problems that 

arise from analysis of games and practices. Since this book is aimed at coaches working 

at all levels, the planning must be flexible and left to the individual coach. Each chapter 

has been designed so as to provide a progression through a common theme and many 

alternate practices around that theme have been given. The coach should first choose 

their personal priorities. When this has been decided, the next step should be to plan a 

coaching session that will fulfill these prioritized objectives. 

Administration

The volunteer coach devotes their time and effort to the players, and the frequency of 

practice often becomes a compromise between availability of players, game-day schedule 

and availability of the coach. A possible minimum of two coaching practices per week 

excluding game day would be advisable. For young players it is a mistake to begin these 

practice sessions too late in the evening. However, your practice time may be dictated by 

the community in which the players live. The length of practice is nearly always controlled 

by the coach. Many coaching practices extend well beyond the attention span of most 

young players. Younger players become tired, inattentive and generally disruptive. When 
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motivational levels are low, it is worthless to proceed with a practice any further. Practices 

which are short, enjoyable and active are much more preferable as long as the coach can 

provide the players with practices they can use at home. One of the most time-consuming 

aspects of coaching players is the initial organization of the practice, and it is the small 

details of this organization that can make the difference between a good and an average 

coaching session. The following is an example of a checklist of items that are already 

available or potentially available to the team.

 . Balls: correct size; large number

 . Training vests: two sets of different colours

 . Cones: at least 12 for marking areas

 . Corner flags: over 5 feet tall, also used to make temporary goals

 . Nets or portable or mini goals: pegs may be needed for the nets

 . Watch: stopwatch with second hand may be required for some timed games in the 

practice

 . First aid kit with bags of ice or cold packs: essential to have at all games and practices

 . Analysis equipment: computer, video etc.

A smooth progression from one stage to the next should be evident in each coaching 

practice. This allows the player to understand how each part of the coaching session fits 

together. The transition between practices must try to maintain numerical groupings 

where possible (e.g. when players are in groups of three, the next step should try to move 

to groups of six). Playing areas should be adaptable with the least amount of movement 

of equipment. Coaches should try to avoid moving full-sized goals from one area to 

another or completely redesigning the space of playing area. Player grouping should be 

designated before practice, and the coach should know who is going where.

Playing Area

More attention should be paid to playing facilities. A greater control over field markings 

should be exerted over parks and recreation departments if at all possible. The 11-a-side 

field marking has limited use for a small number of players. There are many alternative 

field markings. For example here are some modified from an excellent earlier text, 

Teaching Soccer by William Thomson (1980; see bibliography).
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Grid System 

Central Goals

Diagram 2

Diagram 3
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Mini Soccer

Adapted Field Markings

Diagram 4

Diagram 5
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In summary, the organization of a successful coaching session should include several vital 

ingredients to ensure transfer of training, satisfaction and intrinsic reinforcement. These 

include:

 . Enjoyment

 . Realism

 . Activity and order of events

 . Progress

 . Skill

 . Adaptability

 . Persistence

 . Individual coaching

 . Goalkeeping

 . Punctuality

 . Coaching theme

 . Administration

 . Playing area

INSTRUCTION

Given that the coach has organized the practice with optimum planning and preparation, 

they must then provide the best possible instruction and feedback. Much of the early 

research into the effectiveness of coaching instruction mirrored the experimental designs 

used to investigate classroom teaching behaviours. From this research it became clear 

that teachers should have their teaching observed and analyzed in order to receive regular 

feedback with a view to modifying and improving their performance. Therefore, just as 

players can improve soccer performance by receiving accurate and objective feedback 

through objective analysis, so too can the coach improve their own performance if they 

are provided with adequate feedback. 

In 1970 Flanders developed the Flanders Interaction Analysis System, which was one of 

the first observational instruments to systematically examine teacher-student interactions 

in the classroom. However, it wasn’t until 1989 that Metzler used a computer-aided 

16_04_05_Soccer_analytics_bh_ef.indd   297 18.04.16   14:25



298 SOCCER ANALYTICS

instrument to investigate the instructional behaviours of teachers and students within 

the physical education and sport setting. Although these instruments had identified 

the nature of verbal coaching behaviours, they did not fully describe the instructional 

style that coaches used in a soccer practice environment. These early systems failed to 

recognize the complexity of effective instruction and would therefore be limited to the 

scope of the original instrument. However, in the late 1980s and early 1990s Ken More 

(while working at UBC’s Centre for Sport Analysis) developed a computer-aided coaching 

analysis instrument (CAI) specifically designed to quantitatively analyze the instructional 

profile of each and every verbal comment made during an observed coaching practice. 

The recording of comments into the computer was synchronized with a video recording of 

the coaching session, allowing the analyst to recall the image of the previously recorded 

behaviour, or search for any specific or group of behaviours. The instrument’s architecture 

used by More is outlined in diagram 6.

Diagram 6
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While this structure was originally mapped onto the keyboard of a computer, its most 

recent application has been through performance analysis software FocusX2 (www.

performanceinnovation.net; see bibliography). This software maintains the integrity of 

the data being logged on each comment, but permits instant compilation and display of 

summary data, and instant interactive access to the video associated with the data. This 

has very recently been updated with the launch of Focus X2i, a fully interactive video 

analysis and visual feedback app for the iPad.

After each comment the analyst uses the instrument to fully describe the comment. 

Questions the analyst should answer in a systematic manner revolve around whether a 

comment is about a skill or a non-skill event. For example if the comment was a non-

skill comment it may be described as being concerned with the player’s effort, the 

player’s non-soccer-related behaviour, or organization of the practice, or is a non-specific 

comment. When the comment is directed toward a skill then several qualifying questions 

need answering: What was the focus of the comment? When was it delivered? Did the 

comment involve some form of demonstration? Was the comment directed to a key factor 

that was part of the original practice plan? The reasoning behind these descriptors of 

instruction and feedback was based upon best practice coaching behaviours. These are 

behaviours that would be expected of successful coaches.

Skill and Non-Skill Comments

Effective coaches spend more time instructing and providing feedback on the proposed 

content of the session than they do commenting on other unrelated aspects of the practice. 

The coach is concerned with the technique under consideration. If the coaching practice 

has been organized correctly at the outset and everyone understands the instruction 

and objective then there is less chance that coaches will spend time on non-skill items. 

While the occasional motivating comment to athletes can engage the attention, these 

comments should be used sparingly. 

Focus of a Skill Comment

The focus of the comment could be on instruction or in the form of feedback. If adequate 

instruction has been provided at the start of practice then the remaining comments 

should be brief and provide feedback about the skill just performed. It is also preferable 

16_04_05_Soccer_analytics_bh_ef.indd   299 18.04.16   14:25



300 SOCCER ANALYTICS

for players to receive a majority of positive feedback. The coach should be searching for 

good performance in addition to errors in performance. Coaches must try to balance 

feedback between correct and incorrect performance and be aware of age and ability 

when giving this feedback.

Timing of a Skill Comment

Consideration should be given to the timing of instruction and feedback. This timing 

is usually task specific. That is, when dealing with a complex skill the player may not 

be able to absorb feedback that is provided during the performance of the technique. 

Perhaps it would be more appropriate for the coach to wait until after the technique 

has been completed before offering any information. Also, if the player understands the 

errors they have made, then perhaps summary feedback should be provided after they 

have finished several attempts at the skill. Stopping or freezing play is a very effective 

method in coaching tactical aspects of teamwork (see the earlier chapter on defending 

for a good example of when freezing play can be used most effectively). When all players 

in the practice are frozen, the point made will be transmitted to all players and therefore 

involve them all in decision making. 

Delivery of a Skill Comment

As discussed earlier in the book, demonstrations are an excellent method of providing 

information to players about past and potentially successful future performance (self-

modeling). It is important however to remember that the demonstration (in whatever 

form it’s delivered) must accurately portray the critical features of performance. Also 

each demonstration should be accompanied by clear and concise verbal instructions that 

ensure the athlete’s attention is directed to the key factors of performance. We also 

recognize that it is unrealistic to require demonstrations as part of each comment. Verbal 

comments will still provide the majority of feedback, however where possible it is highly 

recommended to introduce a demonstration.

Emphasis of a Comment

The emphasis of the comments should be directed toward the key factors of performance 

that were outlined in the plan of the practice. As can be seen from the many practices 

described in this book, players use multiple techniques to achieve the goals set out for 
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them. If the plan is to improve crossing ability, then the fey factors of crossing are the 

coach’s main concern. For example, if during this crossing practice the defending players 

are making errors, the coach should not spend time commenting on their poor performance. 

Providing Feedback to Coaches

This computer analysis instrument has been used previously by Ken More to describe the 

behaviours of coaches during a coaching practice and then to quantify the modification 

of these behaviours using the criteria set out above. More’s results supported earlier work 

by Lawrence Locke who in 1984 stated that behaviour modification can occur through 

the use of data as direct feedback and information that provides recommendations 

for behaviour change. Coaches in More’s study changed their coaching behaviour to 

approach best practice coaching behaviours. By way of example, diagram 7 illustrates 

the data sheets from one coaching practice. Included in these sheets are feedback notes 

that More used at the end of each coaching session along with video highlights of that 

session. Both quantitative data and video feedback were provided to the coach along 

with comments and recommendations from the analyst.

Diagram 7
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After reviewing and discussing these data sheets with the analyst, the coach was then 

advised to write down their own reflections of the practice and the feedback they received. 

Before the next practice the coach would then set out coach behaviour objectives they 

would need to meet in the following training session. Making coaches aware of their 

behvioural traits during the practice is an important component of the entire coaching 

process. 

SUMMARY

Throughout this book we have stressed the need to include objective match analysis 

within the coaching process, and diagram 2 outlines the many innovations that make 

the process more effective at changing players’ and coaches’ behaviours. The coaching 

practice is where learning and behaviour change occurs. Although we do accept 

that the coach fills many roles (from nutritionist to public relations spokesperson), 

providing instruction and feedback to the player during practice remains a priority. 

Effective instruction by the coach maximizes the potential for an optimal performance. 

Instruction requires the application of skills that range from planning and organizing 

the practice to presenting feedback and instruction to players. Simply stated, the 

coach is responsible for teaching the athlete what to do, how to do it and hopefully 

how to do it well. If we accept that players can benefit from information about their 

performance then it follows that coaches can also benefit from information about their 

performance. And since their performance on the training ground during practice is the 

most crucial aspect of their job, then it would be logical to not only analyze players’ 

behaviours during practice but also the coach’s behaviours. In this chapter we have 

highlighted several best practice behaviours that can assist the coach in improving 

their performance. It is possible to modify the coach’s behaviours using the systematic 

analysis described here. Both players and coaches can benefit from the objective 

analysis of performance during the coaching practice.  
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PART 8 
EPILOGUE

In this book we have used findings from research (see bibliography) in soccer analysis 

and skill acquisition to develop practices that would be the most beneficial for players 

of all ages. Throughout the book we have stressed certain imperatives that need to be 

taken into consideration by coaches. In this final section we have summarized some of 

the important key factors that lead to successful coaching and performance of soccer.

REALISM

We have stressed the importance of making each practice as realistic as possible within 

the limitations of the coaching practice objective. Realistic practices can be assured if 

the practice is developed as a consequence of match performance. Realistic practices will 

also ensure that transfer of training will be at a maximum.

PRACTICE

It is now clear that practicing a skill with adequate feedback and sufficient information 

about the skill will lead to improved performance of that skill. The more a player practices 

a skill with the correct feedback the better they will become at the skill.

PREPARATION

Coaches should prepare every practice carefully with a theme that will center on a 

specific skill or set of skills that have been identified as important from match analysis 

and coach observation. 
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DECISION MAKING

Players make decisions throughout the game. These decisions usually precede 

performance. If decisions can be made ahead of time then more time can be devoted 

to the performance of a technique. Decision making should be an integral part of each 

practice with the coach trying to cut down on the number of choices that a player has 

to deal with. The more choices that confront the player, the more indecisive they may 

become and the slower their reaction time will be. 

ACTIVITY

The practice must be active and structured to keep the players moving and motivated. 

Practices that have players waiting and lining up will likely produce inattentive players.

ENJOYMENT

Along with activity comes enjoyment. Players should enjoy their soccer experience.

TIME ON THE BALL

Players will improve if they spend time playing soccer. Therefore coaches should try to 

ensure that there is an adequate supply of balls and their practices should encourage 

ball contact. 

SUPPORT

In both attacking and defending aspects of play, the aim is to provide numerical 

superiority for your team in and around the ball. In order to achieve this, the whole team 

must understand the importance of giving support to either the player on the ball or the 

challenging defensive player who is pressuring the ball. 
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PENETRATION

Allen Wade (former coaching director of the English FA) emphasized the most important 

principle of attack, that being penetration (the ability to play the ball between and 

behind defenses with accurate passes). This book and the analysis upon which it has 

been based also places a strong emphasis on the principle of penetration. 

DEFENDING

Defending as a team is as important as any attacking skill. The defensive principles of 

team play should be clearly understood by all players such that each team member is 

working towards the same objective (e.g. stop the opposition from scoring and regain 

possession).

OPPORTUNITIES

The game can be seen as a series of opportunities. Players should understand how to 

create and recognize opportunities and when to take these opportunities. 

PROGRESSION

During a coaching session each practice should be progressive. Progression toward a 

game-like situation will make the practice more meaningful for players.

KNOWLEDGE OF PLAYERS

It is important that the coach realize there are individual differences within the team. 

Although the team must attack and defend with a common objective, individuals 

understand and learn at their own rate and in their own manner. Coaches should be 

aware of these differences and be able to accommodate for these during the practice.
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COACHING POINTS

The coaching points made in this book should be thought of as coaching hints or tips the 

coach wishes to share with the players. For example, the coach should not spend too long 

explaining the biomechanical principles of techniques or making sure that every coaching 

point is delivered at every practice. Players want easy and quick tips on how to improve and 

then they need lots of practice. If the organization of the practice is correct, this will aid the 

player in reducing reliance on the guidance from the coach. There may be times when the 

coach will only intervene with a verbal comment one or two times during a skill practice. 

Better yet the coach will demonstrate or use a model and say very little. Remember, an 

ounce of information and a ton of practice and a picture is worth a thousand words.

INFORMATION

The term information is a paradox for soccer players. While it is important that players 

receive as much objective and accurate information about the performance as possible 

(see match analysis), it is also important that the coach attempts to reduce the mass of 

information they are faced with during the game (see decision making). 

TEAMWORK

The team should examine each game with a collective responsibility. If they each 

understand the overall objective of each play, be it in attack or on defense, then they 

will readily accept responsibility as a unit for the performance. This allows the coach to 

progress toward the next level.

OBSERVATION

Coaches should observe performances and not spectate. Observing soccer performance 

is a skill and should be practiced. Alternate methods of objective observation have been 

detailed in this book and listed in the bibliography.
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KNOWLEDGE OF SOCCER

Understanding the sequential nature of match play and the consequences of actions is 

important for coaches. Understand what led to the resulting performance and not just 

the results of the performance. Coaches should try to observe as many games as possible 

at all levels of performance.

ANALYSIS

The objective analysis of soccer games (and if possible coaching practices) should be 

undertaken before making decisions on team and individual performance. This can be 

done using a simple pencil and paper checklist or a sophisticated computer-video software 

program. The field of performance analysis in general has expanded and progressed 

greatly over the last 30 years. As with most things, technology and research have led 

the way in terms of development, particularly for notation analysis systems. Currently 

the most advanced systems may be desirable, but the cost is likely to be prohibitive 

to all but the wealthiest and, by logical extension, successful sports teams. The main 

development over the last 10 years has been the decreasing cost of computers and 

video cameras. This has led to the formation of a number of companies selling specialist 

software for different types of performance analysis (see bibliography). Currently 

most sports teams and individuals can afford the equipment necessary to record and 

analyze their performances. However, having the equipment and using it effectively is 

not necessarily the same thing. Over the next 10 years it is likely that the process of 

analyzing performances will become significantly easier. With the growing popularity of 

notational analysis in professional sport comes the need to adequately educate sports 

scientists in this area. Currently Cardiff Metropolitan University, Liverpool John Moores 

University, Loughborough University, Chester University, Nottingham Trent University, 

Middlesex University, University of Birmingham, Worcester University, University of 

Central Lancashire and Chichester University (UK only) have teaching and research 

programmes in place with others developing courses and the expertise to meet the 

demand. Many other universities around the world (e.g. University of Lisbon, University 
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of British Columbia, University of Queensland, Universitat Magdeburg, University of 

Vienna, Carlow Institute of Technology, University of Victoria, University of Limerick, 

German Sport University) also offer courses and specific certificate programmes in the 

areas of coaching science and sport analysis, most at the graduate level. This demand 

will strengthen notational analysis as a discipline leading to better research by way of 

methodological advances, more appropriate statistical procedures and simpler output 

formats. These advances will in turn be fed back into sports organizations and companies 

to the benefit of all prospective analysts, coaches and players. 
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