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This is a special issue of the Cleat Beat Magazine, for two very different reasons. 

First, this is the largest issue we have created since we have made the transition into the weekly 
format. 

There is a tonne of information for readers and the entire issue makes for some really interesting 
and compelling reading, and we definitely believe that this issue will provoke a lot of thought and 
argument. 

The second reason is that in this issue, for the first time, we are printing an argument that we do 
not, quite, agree with. 

It is the perennial battle between the zonal-marking and man-to-man marking concept. 

Keith Scarlett is a vociferous supporter of the concept of marking man-to-man, while playing a 
free, or roaming, sweeper to cover the loose balls. 

We firmly believe that the entire concept of defending cannot be classified into one or the other, 
independently. 

However, Keith argues, and quite well we might add, about the efficacy of man-to-man marking 
on the pitch with a little bit extra thrown in. 

Our arguments have been seen, on LinkedIn groups, as a supporter of the zonal-form of marking, 
but with man-marking thrown in for good measure, within those zones. 

However, Keith has completely turned the tables here and claimed that man-marking, with a tiny 
hint of zonal-positioning, is all teams need to ensure that they are able to put the right kind of 
pressure on the opposition and control play even when they don’t have the ball. 

We, on the other hand, believe that zonal-marking is needed to shepherd the ball into a particular 
part of the pitch, before introducing the man-marking concept in tight spaces, not allowing the 
attacking side to find passing outlets to relieve pressure. 

Eventually, it is a case of “to-each-his-own” but one cannot help but read Keith’s viewpoint and 
argue the matter to the last degree. 

We haven’t had the opportunity to do so yet, but I am guessing our email exchanges are going to 
spill over onto Skype chats and that, we hope not, might just result in a heated argument that 
ends with one of us leaving in a bit of a huff! 

We hope that this does raise the kind of emotions within you and brings out the discussions and 
arguments for and against the topic, so look forward to seeing you on social media!  

We hope you enjoy the issue – wishing you a very happy and prosperous 2014! 

Sportingly Yours, 

Chief Editor 

asit@cleatbeat.com 



 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

ecision making is all about knowing 

what you are good at, knowing how well 
your opponent plays and knowing exactly 
what you need to do to make sure that you 
can get ahead of your opponent and, if 
required, score. 

You can never pay enough emphasis on the 
process of teaching children the art of 
making the right decision based on the kind 
of information they gather from the playing 
field. 

Along with this, there is another important 
aspect of the game, which is changing 
direction, where the player needs to be well 
aware of their capabilities and also of the 
difference that the right decision can make 
when it comes to changing direction. 

This week, we look at a game that is one of 
the most loved formats of the game but in 
this scenario, there is a bit of a twist.  

The objective of the game is to give your 
players the chance to observe the situation 
and make the right kind of decision based 

on what they observe.   

Then, its’ about execution, and players 
need to make sure that they know and 
believe in what they are doing. 

If they change direction and speed off with 
confidence, the chances of them scoring 
goals by beating their opposition is higher. 

This is a game that really pushes players to 
be creative, while making those decisions, 
in a bid to score goals. 

The game is fast, entertaining and has a lot 
of room for variations so make sure you put 
your minds to the test as well and make this 
as entertaining a game as possible. 

Appropriate Age Group: 08- to 12-years 

The playing area setup is as follows: 

 The playing area is about 20 x 10 yards 

 4-players divided into two groups of 
two-players each (A & B and C & D) 

 1 ball 

 4-markers to create goals at each side 



 

 

 

of the playing area 

 The setup is as shown in the image, 
with A and B standing on opposite sides 
of the playing area, along the centre, 
while C and D stand in front of one goal, 
each 

 One of the two players, A or B, starts 
with the ball at random 

 The objective is for, say A has the ball, 
A to dribble towards the centre of the 
playing area as B, simultaneously, 
comes in from the opposite side, trying 
to close A down and win the ball 

 A has to turn towards one of the two 
goals, while dribbling past B or holding 
B off, and try to go past the defender 
standing in front of that goal (C in this 
case) 

 A goal is scored when the attacking 
player gets the ball and dribbles it 
between the goal markers 

 If one of the two stationary defenders, 
who remain relatively passive, win the 
ball (C or D i.e.) then they need to pass 
it through to the defending player B, 
who then tries to score in the other goal 
(i.e. the goal opposite the one A was 
trying to score in) while dribbling past 
the defender guarding that goal and 
holding off A 

 After each move, the other player, i.e. 
B, picks up the ball and re-starts the 
game, thereby alternating possession 
and attempts at goal 

 After a few attempts, A and B can take 
a rest by replacing C and D as the 
passive defenders 

 Once a player has decided to turn 
towards a goal, they cannot change 
direction and try to score in the other 
goal now 

Total time: 10- to 15-minutes 

 The ball can be placed in some part of 
the playing area, or can be passed into 
the playing area by the coach, and the 

two players (A and B) will need to 
hustle to get to the ball before trying to 
score 

 The ball-carrier (A in this case) must 
reach a marker/cone placed at a certain 
point along the central line, between A 
and B, before s/he can turn towards one 
of the two goals 

 Quality and technique of dribbling 

 Dribbling speed 
 Players need to get technique right 

before focussing on speed 

 Quality of decision-making – players 
need to make a decision and stick to it, 
instead of doubting themselves 

 Speed of decision-making 

 Players need to learn from their 
mistake and realize that the later they 
are changing direction to beat the 
opposition is better than earlier change 

Here’s the interesting thing that you need 
to observe – the first and most natural 
instinct of children is to try and run, as 
quickly possible, towards the goal they 
think they can reach first. 

As a result, they try and run in that 
direction as soon as they enter the playing 
area with the ball. 

However, here is the key mistake they 
make, something that you need to guide 
them to realize – The earlier they make the 
decision, the more likely they are to be 
facing a 1-versus-2 situation in front of 
goal. 

If they are a lot more confident and can 
keep drawing the oncoming defender (B in 
the diagram) closer and closer, then with a 
change of direction, they can really leave 
their marker (i.e. B) behind. 

Allow your players to be creative and let 
them find out why they are having greater 
trouble scoring goals when they change 
direction quicker, than when they do so 
later.  



 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

omeone recently said to me that until a 

player is accomplished at man marking 
they will never be as effective as they need 
to be in a zonal defensive scheme. 

I’ve placed a lot of thought into that 
statement recently and I’ve finally come to 
the conclusion that I believe he is right! 

I’ve found that this becomes extremely 
evident when a player gets backed up into 
the last 22-yards of the pitch. 

So, this got me thinking; if that is true and 
zonal defending cannot be effective unless 
the individual players involved are adept at 
man-marking, then is there really a need 
for zonal defending? 

Is there a better way to defend? 

Is man-to-man marking the ideal way to 
defend?  

In looking deeper into those questions, I 
found myself seeing the situation from 
several different angles. 

First, I took a step-back and looked at what 
exactly “zonal defending” is. 

I broke it down to its basic essence and 
then built it back up again looking for 
inconsistencies, weaknesses, strengths, 
etc. 

Then I looked at teams 
that either use or have 
used some semblance 
of Zonal Defending, 
how they used it and 
whether or not they 
were effective with it & 
to what extent. 

I spent quite a bit of 
time studying national 
sides from past World 
Cups. 

Since ancient times 
(well, maybe not that 
long ago), the World 

Cup has been used to define the best. 

Players and coaches have said of the World 
Cup, “everything except your best 
disappears in it”, making it an efficient 
means of separating the dirt of the football-
world from the gold.    

Historically, the gold has been won by 
teams whom are stout defensively. 

To remove the impurities of today’s culture 
of “score-score and score again,” the gold-
wearing teams, coaches and players would 
be identified by their defensive prowess, 
leaving “defending” as their purified gold. 

In some rare instances of the game, it could 
be argued that a team won by their 
offensive productivity, but those arguable 
results are very far and few between and 
the formerly common and accepted 
practice of “out-scoring the opposition in a 
defenceless, high-scoring shootout” was 
abandoned last century when the harmful 
effects of “too much focus” on offense and 
not enough focus on defence became 
evident. 

The integrity of defending in the game of 
football is a rather simple concept and one 
that most understand: No team can 
effectively defend (regardless of how they 



 

 

 

are trying to do so) unless there is fast, hard 
and tight pressure on the ball (which 
requires every player to know how to 
defend 1v1). 

That initial fast, hard and tight ball-
pressure is ultimately where defending 
begins and sometimes, unfortunately, 
where it ends. 

Let’s first take a look at Zonal Defending 
and at least get a handle on it before we go 
any further.  

In Zonal Defending, the second and third 
defenders, as well as the midfielders are 
organized in two lines. 

These two lines are in the transverse 
direction of the field, thus organizing a 
defender line and a midfielder line. 

The midfielder line works as an "outer 
shield" protecting the defenders. 

The lines should be as straight as possible, 
although the first defender and, in some 
cases, the second defender may rush out of 

the line to pressure the opponent with the 
ball. 

A straight line of defenders may prevent 
spaces behind some of them due to the 
offside rule. 

Also, even in Zonal Defending, some 
opponents, such as those moving into 
dangerous spaces, may need to be 
temporarily marked. 

The number of players in the defender & 
midfielder lines is dictated by which 
formation a team chooses to play. 

Some formations will use midfield anchors 
to stop attacks in between the two lines. 

Attackers usually also play a role in 
pressuring defenders. 

This pressure will limit defenders time to 
find good passing alternatives. 

In Zonal Defending, each of the lines should 
be shifting sideways dependant on where 
the ball is. 



 

 

 

The third defenders (re: support) should be 
keeping a sensible distance between each 
other.  

The length of this distance between the 
third defenders all depends on how wide 
the opponent's attacking players have been 
distributed. 

Now, regardless of the roles those 
individual members of the team play, as 
well as their individual ability and how they 
function within a zone, the basic 
foundation of this game has always been, 
and always will be, based upon the premise 
of 1 vs.1. 

Even in zonal systems where the zone is 
functionally correct, there will still be 
demands for individual players to be forced 
to press and defend in isolated situations. 

These individual demands on players 
become especially important when their 
team is facing a faster, more technical and 
tactically savvy side, which possesses the 
ability to move the ball quicker than the 
zone can be adjusted. 

The more pressure the opposition applies, 
the more a team will find themselves 
pressed in deeper & deeper towards their 
own goal. 

In turn, the space available to both the 
team and individual players will also 
decrease. 

This decreasing of open & available space 
increases the individual players’ needs to be 
able to defend in tight, close-quarter 1v1 
situations. 

It is irrelevant as to what type of defensive 
scheme a team is playing; it is always the 
Individual Defending on the ball that 
allows any team to start the transition to 
defence. 

Never-the-less, when a team implements a 
Zonal Defending scheme, it becomes the 
team as a whole unit that shoulders the 
defensive responsibility. 

Excluding the individual pressure on the 
ball, the team as a unit being able to 
establish zonal areas of responsibility 
(specifically 45-60 yards out, depending on 



 

 

 

where they have decided to draw their 
restraining line), is what allows them to be 
organized enough to actually defend higher 
up the field. 

For Zonal Defending schemes to work, the 
distance (between the defensive line and 
the midfield line) should be kept as 
constant as possible at approximately a 
distance of 15-18 yards. 

However, there will be times when the 
defensive line will be forced to retract back 
and thus increase the distance between 
them and the midfield line, a tactic called 
“standing off.” 

An example of when defenders will be 
forced to stand off is when there is no 
pressure on the opponent who has ball-
possession. 

As this distance increases, or the defensive 
line continues to stand off, the possibility of 
a through ball played into the newly 
opened space between the two lines 
becomes very likely. 

However, with quick, tight, fast and proper 
pressure on the ball, the distance may be 
decreased to below 15 yards. 

In addition, as opponents press forward and 
lock-in tighter around the defensive penalty 
area, the defending team will be forced to 
compact their midfielders even closer to 
their defenders. 

In most cases, defenders and midfielders 
within a Zonal Defending system push 
themselves forward at every opportunity to 
generate a counter-attack. 

This is done as an attempt to outnumber 
or, otherwise, overtake the opposition by 
quick and intelligent movement, as well as 
well-paced, lengthy passes. 

Speed is an extremely important factor for 
this type of style to work. 

Speed, both, on offense and defence, is 
vital as the probability of scoring via 
counter-attack decreases sharply when the 
opponent has managed to organize 



 

 

 

defensively. 

This style of play, while it has many faults – 
especially if taught incorrectly, was 
displayed almost to perfection by the quick, 
counter-attacking play of Germany in the 
2010 FIFA World Cup and was also heavily 
utilized by Jose Mourinho during his record 
breaking run with Real Madrid FC during 
the 2011-12 La Liga campaign. 

Teams who like to draw a restraining line 
where they choose to pick-up marks or 
lock-down zones, as well as begin to apply 
the proper pressure on the ball, are playing 
with a defensive mindset that I call 
“Residual Defending.” 

There are some teams who take this 
defensive mindset a step further and use it 
as part of their total mindset. 

They will retract back into their zones and 
then wait to spring a counter-attack. 

These types of Residual Defending teams 
are teams that I like to call “quicksilver” 
and these types of teams can still be found 
in almost any league, regardless of whether 
it is the best system for that particular team 
or even whether or not it is effective. 

The problem with Residual Defending, as 
well as Quicksilver, is that the zonal 
defending remains liquid as long as the 
opposition doesn’t possess various traits to 
disrupt it. 

Many coaches consider this Quicksilver 
style as simply pulling back and waiting for 
counter opportunities, but in reality that is 
not the way it should be played. 

Anytime a team sits back and waits for 
something, they will get beaten! 

Defending is not stopping the opposition, 
but rather taking away what the opposition 
wants to do and forcing them into a 
mistake that will concede the ball. 

The aim of Quicksilver football is to catch 
the opponent on the "break"! 

When the opponent concedes possession, 
either during building-up in the midfield or 
while attacking the backs, members of the 
opposition will tend to be further up the 
field than usual and may not be able to 
recover quickly enough or transition into a 
defensive mindset in an efficient span of 
time. 

Quicksilver football may involve leaving 
one or two strikers high up the pitch, near 
the mid-stripe, in the hope that a through 
ball or even a ball over the top can be 
played in and, also, hoping to catch the 
opponent off guard. 

This parallels any and all long, through-ball 
tactics that have been used, are currently 
being used or will be used in the future. 

Defending in this way is very dangerous! 

When a team plays zonally, the individual 
zonal responsibilities can be absorbed 
within the opponents’ attack and made 
obsolete, thus exposing the team 
defensively. 

When properly organized, a team who is 
defending zonally will offer little or no 
resistance until the attacking team has 
advanced to a certain height on the pitch. 

This point is called the Pressure Height and 
is the depth on the field where the 
midfielders should start applying proper 
pressure on the ball and act as first & 
second defenders. 

This point is dependent upon a Christmas 
List-length of factors. 

For example, higher pressure is more tiring 
and thus demands players with good 
match-fitness. 

The higher up the field a team decides to 
draw their restraining line, the higher the 
level of base fitness will be needed. 

In general, a defensive-minded team will 
tend to stay lower, thus diminishing 



 

 

 

defensive risks as opponents are given less 
space to attack. 

Unfortunately, this also gives the defensive 
team a longer stretch of space to attack 
forward towards the goal in the event they 
are able to break out and counter-attack. 

This is what makes the long, direct, through 
ball an easy and typical alternative.   

Chronically exposing your team to this type 
of defensive structure will eventually cause 
dysfunction of the team dynamics needed 
to make zonal defending work. 

Teams who play zonally may develop a 
wide range of problems including being 
broken down by quick combination play; 
being broken down by a player on the 
dribble; balls played diagonally, and losing 
shape quickly & communication problems. 

Just like the “Mad Hatter” from Alice in 
Wonderland, zonal defending drives 
coaches “mad,” yet they don’t even know it 
and keep playing zonally the same way 
over and over again. 

Similar problems in attack are also seen in 
teams who are trying to develop their own 
defensive identity. 

The biggest argument I get when I begin to 
sway these types of conversations towards 
the questions of the need for, and the 
effectiveness of, zonal defending is the 
following: Most coaches completely agree 

that the deeper a team gets pressed back 
the more they need to transition to a man-
to-man  functionality, especially when they 
are 22-25 yards down. 

However, most of these coaches will be 
quick to point out that, 25-yards and out, 
man-to-man marking just leaves too much 
room for error. 

They will argue that a cornucopia of 
different opportunities for a single inch or a 
single split-second to be gone is 
tremendous and as we all know can be the 
difference in winning or losing. 

They will continue to argue the merits of 
Zonal Defending by breaking out the 
weaknesses of man-to-man marking. 

A coach whom I was on-staff with at a club 
was so ‘fixated’ on his zonal scheme that he 
would argue that man-to-man marking too 
high up the field turns a single battle 
(initial, individual pressure on the ball), 
which will also have cover & balance to 
protect it as you’d find in zonal defending, 
into 10-different single battles; each 
without any cover or balance as protection. 

He would also argue that man marking also 
turns the functionality of the game into 
more of an athletic (i.e., who's faster and 
stronger than who) event and eliminates a 
lot of the soccer aspects. 

Regardless of how I counter argue and even 
sometimes purposely play the “Devil’s 
Advocate” (sometimes just to get a rise out 



 

 

 

of someone), there is one question that is 
always posed: “How little space is too little 
when marking?” 

They’re talking about “if a defender is 
slightly miss-matched in speed to the 
attacker's favour where is there room to 
compensate?” or “who compensates (re: 
where is the cover and balance?) if you’re 
players are not playing zonally?”  

They will continue on about how a simple 
short-short-long combination that starts 
with a ball played into a player who has 
their back to their own goal can, so easily, 
break man-to-man marking down? 

As these conversations get deeper and 
deeper, eventually someone will pull out 
the “chaos” card. 

“Don't we need to consider the chaos that 
develops for both sides when you man-to-
man mark too high up the pitch?” is what 
eventually gets asked. 

Again, regardless of which direction I 
attempt to counter from, the response 

always seems to follow the same train of 
thought. 

If man-to-man marking can be done 
correctly; if athletic and physical superiority 
can be ensured (as well as technical 
defending above technicality on the ball), it 
would cause nightmares for the attacking 
team. 

Yet, the chaos on the defensive side of the 
ball would be even more extreme. 

As a defender, you would have the issue of 
first determining who you are marking as, 
either, you transition to defence, or begin 
to get pressed in. 

Then you would have the responsibility of 
tracking that player to who-knows-where 
and all over the field (even though it would 
be a shorter field now). 

Combine that with your team's shape and 
the almost necessity of having to turn your 
body away from the ball, etc., in order to 
maintain your mark and the chaos would be 
tremendous and almost suicidal! 

Of course, there would be chaos on both 



 

 

 

sides of the ball, but it would be a more 
organized chaos for the attacking side 
simply because they have the ball. 

Those are all not bad arguments and even 
valid coaching points. 

In fact there are a tremendous number of 
coaches who whole-heatedly believe in 
these concepts and ‘live and die’ by how 
well they are executed. 

In truth, there isn’t really much of a counter 
argument that has any legs underneath it 
for any of them.  

History, and the best the game has 
produced even, will support these ideas 
about Zonal 
Defending, 
offering even 
stronger 
credibility to 
the arguments. 

Famous 
footballers such 
as Alessandro 
Costacurta, 
who is arguably 
one of the top 
football players 
ever and 
definitely 
among the 
best, if not the 
best defenders 
the world has ever seen, seemed to 
promote Zonal Defending with a comment 
he made after his Italian side bowed out of 
the 1998 Men’s World Cup in the Quarter-
Final round, after staying notched nil-nil 
with, the host-team, France, before failing 
to advance after penalties. 

When asked about the loss in the post-
match press-conference, he said, "...we lost 
ball pressure and shape in the middle third 
which left us isolated in the back and you 
can't win football matches that way...." 

However, while there may not be a 
straightforward argument against the 

concept of Zonal Defending, is there a 
better way to defend than defending within 
a zone? 

One of the most common defensive sets 
used today and one that is more often than 
not used incorrectly, but is a primary 
example of Zonal Defending at its’ 
simplest, is the “Diamond-Back Four.” 

Referred to often as a ‘Defensive Diamond,’ 
a ‘four-back set’ or even a ‘sweeper-
stopper’ formation (later we’ll find out why 
the term ‘sweeper’ is improperly used 
here), it is simply the positioning of four 

defenders; two of them playing as centre-
backs with one higher up the pitch and the 
other deeper, and two that form the 
outside points of the diamond shape 
(outside Backs). 

The deeper of the two centre-backs is the 
deepest player on the pitch with the 
exception of the goalkeeper. 

One of the greatest defensive teams ever 
and a team that also defined defending, 
made it so dominating and set the 
standards for many years to come, was AC 
Milan. 



 

 

 

Before AC Milan became a defensive 
stalwart due to this ‘new’ tactic of playing 
with four backs in a diamond shape, teams 
were already using four back sets, but they 
were using them zonally as a flat-back four 
or as a flat-back three, with either a high or 
low player and in earlier times, even as a 
box; which ironically is where the idea for 
the diamond-back four came from, that AC 
Milan put to such effective use. 

These earlier tactics didn’t incorporate 
much attention being paid to either Zonal 
or Man-to-Man Marking. 

This was primarily because until AC Milan 
began to dominate opponents it was 
thought best to outscore the opposition, 
push more players forward and not be as 
concerned with 
defending. 

Still, no one had ever 
implemented the use 
of both a Sweeper 
and a Stopper, deep 
and shallow, 
respectively on the 
pitch.  

Once AC Milan 
integrated this into 
their style of play 
they were into their 
glory years; years of which they were 
regarded as having the greatest defensive 
line the world has ever seen. 

In fact, they hold the all-time record of not 
conceding a single goal for more than 900-
minutes. 

Elemental defending used in most 
situations is not the only modern source of 
stopping the opposition. 

Low levels of pressure are found in youth 
tournaments, high-school matches, 
collegiate contests, and certain forms of 
professional football. 

The levels of pressure in most of these 
defensive tactics remain well below the 

levels that are needed to defend 
successfully. 

Inefficient pressure and ineffective 
defending is difficult to diagnose because 
the symptoms are similar to other common 
football tactical ailments. 

Soon after possession is conceded a player 
has a split-second of physically gut-
wrenching torture where they have to 
make a decision of whether or not they 
recover and transition to defence or take 
the time to rest. 

Too many times, players will take this time 
to rest and not even be aware of it because 
it occurs subconsciously. 

This “slow transition” manifests itself as a 

player who doesn’t appear fast or quick and 
thus, speed and quickness work is 
prescribed for them when all that is really 
needed is the awareness of what the player 
does in that spilt-second of transition. 

Some coaches continue to complain of 
vague lapses in their defensive shape, in 
difficulty stopping the counter-attack, or 
with problems with defending-width; yet 
they don’t do anything about it and 
continue to cut sugar cookies with their 
kids the same way their parents did with 
them, and even their parents did.  

In the second part of the article, Keith will 
explain how his man-marking theory is a 
better way to defend higher up the pitch, as 
well as with greater effect! 



 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

hat is the most important thing you 

need to possess when trying to create a 
successful product or service? 

Well, you need to know everything there is 
to know about that product or service if you 
want others to buy it. 

When Kenn Schmidt decided to setup his 
own style of coaching, it was important 
that he understood what the general 
teaching methodologies and practices 
were. 

He needed to understand how the best in 
the world went about their job, creating 
world class football players. 

Kenn has lofty objectives – to develop a 
new coaching method to produce a new 
breed of more complete footballers! 

To achieve that level of excellence, his 
grasp of the subject knowledge has to be 
extensive, exhaustive and completely 
unbiased. 

So in October, 2010, Kenn set out on a 
journey that would take him across 26-
countries, travelling across over-200 cities 

and visiting over 100-clubs along the way. 

Throughout the 165,000 mile journey, he 
observed what the top clubs in the world 
were doing and how they were going about 
setting up their players to succeed in the 
sport. 

He spent hours watching teams train, 
collecting data and information on training 
techniques, methodologies and overall 
player development processes, only to 
realise one thing – Talent is a universal 
characteristic. 

“Talented footballers come from all over 
the world,” says Kenn. 

That said, he wasn’t travelling to scout for 
European clubs, but to map the structures 
and philosophies that help these talents 
achieve their potential. 

Through the Global Football Training (GFT) 
concept, he has been able to gain access to 
some of the biggest clubs around the 
world, to understand their player-
development processes. 

He even spent considerable time at leading 
universities and colleges in countries like 



 

 

the United States of America, studying 
other sports like tennis, basketball and 
football. 

What came out of it all cannot be explained 
without a peek into the journey. 

So what is Global Football Training all 
about? 

Kenn says, “My aim is to nurture talented 
footballers that are gifted athletes with a 
unique skill set…”   

Through this project, Kenn charted out a 
means of experience football training in 
various parts of the world as well as 
experience their cultures to understand the 
role of sports in it. 

Cultural settings, he believes, have a major 
role in determining football philosophies, 
coaching technique and the overall player 
development process. 

“…we need to look at more than coaching. 
Factors such as culture, nutrition and way 
of life play a huge part in producing 
talented athletes and footballers,” He says. 

It all began at Liverpool FC, the club where 
Kenn began his tour of observation. 

He, then, made his way through other 
European nations before ending up in Spain 
to end his European leg at the modern 
Mecca of football clubs, FC Barcelona. 

The opportunity to meet some of the 
biggest names in football, visiting some of 
the best academy setups in the world and 
experiencing some of the biggest stadiums 
was just an incentive that added to the 
overall experience. 

Then came the time to move to the 
goldmine of football continents – Africa! 

If there is one thing that African countries 
are known for, it is for producing strong, 
athletic and skilled players! 



 

 

Kenn landed in Egypt before moving on to 
Tanzania, Ghana and finally ending up in 
South Africa.   

During the process, he studied the training 
process at popular and successful clubs 
around those countries, as well as the 
private setups that have been created by 
stars of world football, like Marcel Desailly. 

African football is overflowing with passion, 
but the problems come from the lack of 
infrastructure. 

After Africa, it was time to head to another, 
different variety though, of goldmine – 
South America! 

If Africa is all about strength, speed and 
flair, South America is all about skill, guile 
and technique. 

Kenn made it a point to go beyond the 
traditional powerhouses, Brazil and 
Argentina, and headed into the relatively 
uncharted territories of Uruguay, Colombia 
and Peru. 

“The passion in Uruguay is out of this 
world”, says Kenn, when talking about the 
South American-leg of the journey. 

In those countries, Kenn went to some of 
the top clubs and was quite in awe of the 
kind of infrastructure some of them had. 

That set him nicely for the next leg of the 
journey, through the United States of 
America and Mexico, before moving into 
Asia to travel to various countries including 
Australia, India, South Korea, China and 
Japan. 

Speaking the language of football in 
established and emerging football super 
powers, allowed Kenn to collect the kind of 
data he needed to establish his coaching 
system. 

Sure, Kenn may be working on one of the 
most interesting and effective coaching 
systems of all time, but that isn’t the only 
interesting element about his journey. 



 

 

Keeping his coaching 
system for a latter 
discussion, we decided 
to focus on the findings 
of this journey and the 
observations that gave 
him fuel for his 
coaching program-fire.  

It all began in England 
and along with 
Liverpool, Everton FC 
and Chelsea FC, GFT also went to clubs like 
Bristol City FC. 

While the Premier League clubs were 
giants in the infrastructure department, it 
was Bristol City that surprised Kenn the 
most. 

The philosophy at the club was to outscore 
the opposition and play attacking football.  

Over the years, the club’s academy 
structure has produced over 50-players who 
have gone on to play top-tier football in the 
country – a fantastic achievement if you 

consider the club’s size 
and financial situation. 

Other noteworthy 
events from the 
European leg of the 
journey came from 
Belgium, a country 
that, we believe, has 
one of the finest and 
youngest national 
teams at the moment. 

The academy setup is quite impressive at 
clubs like Standard Liege and KRC Genk, 
but it was at a local private academy that 
Kenn hit upon a jackpot idea. 

Barefoot football! 

The private organization running the 
academy had players playing without 
boots, which was a regular way of practice. 

As a result, the players had exceptional 
touch on the ball. 

“…the skills they possess are unreal for 



 

 

players at their age, and more clubs could 
benefit from adopting this approach,” 
believes Kenn, calling the approach 
“phenomenal”!  

In Spain, the entire focus is generally on the 
top-two, Real Madrid and FC Barcelona, 
with the latter being known for producing 
some exceptionally talented players in 
recent history. 

However, ingenious thought and 
dedication to the sport came through, 
maybe even at greater levels than the big-
two, at clubs like Real Sociedad and 
Athletic Clube de Bilbao. 

“Working with a smaller player base means 
that these clubs have put new coaching 
techniques and player development 
strategies in place to turn local talent into 
international footballers,” says Kenn. 

Teams like Bilbao are rare indeed, only 
allowing Basque players to play for their 
first team. 

However, even at Sociedad, it isn’t 
uncommon to see a team-sheet dominated 
by names who have grown up in and 
around the region. 

The advantage of having such a culture and 
tradition is that every single day, the locals 

are cheering for those amongst them. 

That takes nothing away from some of the 
incredible coaching talents, especially in 
Bilbao, where the likes of Luis Llopis churns 
out world class goalkeeper after world class 
goalkeeper from the Athletic Clube 
academy. 

The biggest thing of note in Africa was the 
Right to Dream organization, a private 
organization that helps children and young 
adults play football while getting education 
at the same time. 

Overall, Kenn was quite disappointed with 
the coaching philosophies and 
methodologies in Africa.  

“Global Football Training went to Africa 
hoping to experience a new approach to 
coaching; sadly, this did not happen,” he 
says. 

There was almost zero-creative thinking 
happening to tweak the player 
development process, besides some barely 
noticeable changes to the process. 

Overall, the experience in Africa had been 
no different from what was being done for 
years, in Europe. 



 

 

Clubs have exceptional facilities that make 
it very easy for academies to produce world 
class talent in places like Uruguay and 
Argentina.  

Everyone is crazy about the sport and 
almost all the kids grow up dreaming about 
becoming professional football players. 

The most interesting element about the 
South American football culture was the 
complete and utter lack of consideration 
for age. 

The focus was almost entirely on technique 
– all of the time! 

It didn’t matter what age 
the player was – if they 
were deemed to be 
technically capable of 
playing for the first team, 
chances are they would be 
playing in it. 

It didn’t matter if they 
were fifteen or thirteen or 
eighteen – if they were 
good enough, they would 
play! 

Spotting talent might be 
considered as important 
as developing talent and 
clubs or teams in Uruguay 
and Argentina are masters at both these 
aspects of the game. 

Brazil, however, is reliant on the numbers! 

There is almost nothing in the form of 
domestic coaching academies or coaching 
courses, but the number of children playing 
the sport is just mind-boggling! 

They have a massive player base at a very 
young age-group level and more 
importantly, have an exceptional scouting 
system that hunts for talent across the 
length and breadth of the country. 

Kenn had a lot of time to study the entire 
North American coaching system, 
especially in places like Mexico and the 
United States of America. 

The most puzzling aspect of the United 
States puzzle was that for a country that 
excelled in the sporting arena, not just in 
American sports but also in Olympic sports, 
their track-record of football (the global 
version) was just too dismal in comparison. 

Global Football Training went about 
meeting with coaches, visiting private 

academies, school training 
sessions, university-based 
training sessions and even 
visited an NSCAA 
Convention in Indianapolis 
to get to the bottom of 
the truth. 

The results were, well, 
probably not as surprising 
to readers of this 
magazine because this is a 
case that we have 
addressed in the past, in 
abundance! 

You see, the problem in 
the United States of 
America was not the lack 
of clubs or schools or 

universities or even the lack of world-class 
infrastructure – they have it all. 

In fact, funding is not a problem at all, in 
the USA! 

The problem was in the coach’s ability to 
produce world class playing talents. 

The introduction of sport science and the 
influence of other sports has ensured that 
the USA has everything it needs to succeed 
at the youth level. 

In fact, Kenn believes that others could 
really benefit from following the lead of 
these American coaching setups. 

There was a tiny stop-over in 
Dubai, United Arab Emirates, 

where the brunt of football 
development fell on the likes of 

organizations like the Aspire 
Academy. 

The academy plans to produce 
three international-quality players 

in every single age-group, but 
with the lack of a large player 

base and very little home-grown 
talent, they are struggling to meet 

those expectations. 



 

 

“Some European clubs could benefit from 
this approach to coaching. Strength and 
conditioning are key factors and, by 
implementing new techniques, clubs may 
be able to develop stronger and faster 
players as well as reduce the risk of injury,” 
he says.  

Areas like goalkeeping have always been a 
speciality of sorts, for American teams, 
with players like Tony Meola, Tim Howard, 
Hope Solo and Brad Freidel setting the 
world-stage alight. 

However, the issue lies in the overall 
coaching mentality and the need to have a 
“winner-takes-all” concept running through 
the youth setup. 

From little leagues to schools to colleges, 
it’s always about coming first at any cost, 
not player development.  

With the kind of facilities and sporting 
passion the country has, we can only 
wonder what they would achieve if this 
level of competitiveness could give way to 

actual player-development at the youth 
level. 

Kenn also believes that qualified coaching 
is at a premium in the United States of 
America, despite all the efforts of the 
NSCAA to produce a lot of coaches through 
regular training sessions around the 
country. 

Due to the competitive nature of the sport, 
players never develop well enough to play 
beyond college. 

Kenn believes, “A structural change is 
needed to improve the tactical 
understanding of players as well as 
coaches.” 

“It is vital for the development of football in 
(USA) that players are involved with the 
game for a longer period of time.” 

“This will improve the standard of 
coaching…” he adds. 

Match-scheduling is also a problem, 
especially at the college level, because 



 

 

there just isn’t enough 
gap to allow players to 
train. 

The season is played 
out between August 
and December, with 
almost no space to 
breathe.   

Add to that the 7-
month long off-season 
and it almost seems like the sport is the off-
season break from the actual break. 

Coaches need to start training their players 
with a new mindset, equipping players with 
skills rather than telling them what needs 
to be done to win. 

Mexico was quite the contrast in 
comparison. 

Till the age of 13, players are only taught 
technical skills and the focus is on player 
development at all times. 

However, the key difference between the 
two countries lies in the way parents think. 

In the USA, the parents are focussed, to the 
point of being obsessed, with winning.   

They put their children under tremendous 
pressure and as a result, coaches (even 
those willing to adopt better methods) are 
forced to play competitive games rather 
than have a greater number of training 
sessions. 

All the USA needs is a slight change in 
mentality and it could well become one of 
the world’s most feared 
nations in football. 

Australia and New 
Zealand have a strong 
sporting culture 
running through their 
veins and are generally 
known to be quite good 

at finding the right 
balance between player 
development and 
competitive growth. 

However, Kenn was 
quite disappointed at 
the kind of 
methodologies they 
were applying in these 
countries. 

Every now and then, a player or two comes 
into the sights of European clubs but these 
have been far too few to celebrate. 

While players might be on par with 
European and South American countries 
when it comes to fitness and power, 
technical and tactical abilities seem to be 
lacking. 

In New Zealand, the focus is more towards 
playing the traditional “English game” or 
power and direct-attacks. 

However, some clubs are making a change 
in their approach and teams like Auckland 
FC, who have four players under the age of 
nineteen in their first team, are one of 
them. 

Another club, Wynton Rufer, has also made 
a distinct shift in their approach, focussing 
on playing the ball along the ground and 
creating technically skilled players at the 
youth level. 

“Wynton Rufer has also created a unique 
setup with a good structure, philosophy 
and highly-skilled coaches. 

“And the Under-15 
team qualifies for Nike 
Cup, in Manchester, on 
a regular basis and 
ranks amongst the best 
youth teams in the 
region,” says Kenn. 

Australia has the 
foundation in place to 
build a great team and 
is working towards 



 

 

creating regional talent centres to hone 
players’ technical and tactical abilities. 

The youth development structure has a 
distinct “Danish” approach and Kenn 
believes, this form of development is not 
only impressive, but also beneficial for the 
future. 

Melbourne Victory is one of the top clubs to 
introduce a youth-focussed approach to 
their player development program – today, 
they are already enjoying the benefits of 
their investment. 

Although Kenn was quite disappointed with 
the kind of coaching philosophies on 
display in these countries, he did observe a 
few pockets where the right approach is 
beginning to 
show its face, 
thereby ensuring 
that the future 
isn’t quite bleak 
as yet. 

Moving onto 
China and Japan, 
the contrasting 
fates are a great 
indicator of the 
kind of approach 
these countries 
have for the 
game. 

China qualified for the 2002 FIFA World 
Cup but since then, the focus has been on 
trying to enhance the popularity of the 
sport by bringing in ageing players for their 
star-power.  

The level of skill displayed by youth players 
was, in no uncertain terms, “close to being 
abysmal”, and despite the potential size of 
the player pool, the lack of focus is evident. 

Most of the academies are run by European 
players and coaches but the youth players 
still seem to be lacking fundamental 
knowledge, “especially in terms of 
technical abilities”. 

There are few bits and bobs of structured 
training academies coming up but only 
time will tell whether China will actually 
reap some benefits from them or not. 

Japan, on the other hand, is everything that 
China is not! 

The setup is solid and the focus is on 
producing technically solid football players 
with the aid of highly skilled coaches. 

There are a lot of foreign coaches and 
players training Japanese children and the 
language barrier can hinder progress a bit, 
but only a bit! 

Players are truly gifted, technically, even 
down to the age of 12, something that 

really impressed 
Kenn. 

“With the 
current setup at 
clubs and JFA 
academies, as 
well as a strong 
focus on 

producing 
players with 
excellent skills, 
Japan might 
turn out to be a 

future 
powerhouse at 

international level,” he says. 

Kenn also believes that with the current 
rate of development, Japan, who are 
already the Asian champions, might just 
end up amongst the top-six teams at the 
next world cup. 

The clubs are also enjoying the benefits of 
this format as they, regularly, qualify for 
the knock-out stages of the AFC 
Champions League and playing the FIFA 
Club World Cup as well. 

“Japan has definitely been the surprise 
package on this world tour and seems to 
have created the perfect environment for 
young players to flourish,” says Kenn. 



 

 

He adds, “I have only seen such positive 
signs in a few other countries and it will be 
exciting to follow Japanese football in the 
future.” 

A journey that was originally scheduled to 
last a period of 12-months ended up being a 
three-year journey. 

Some places like India, South Korea, 
Nigeria and the Ivory Coast missed out 
being part of the survey due to visa issues 
but some extremely big football-nations 
and traditional minnows were observed 
under their natural conditions. 

Now back in Denmark, Kenn Schmidt has 
compiled his observations and set about 
creating the game-changing style that he 
believes will incorporate the best of the 
best, to make it better. 

However, he is not as happy about the 
outcome as you might think. 

“Coaches have developed a habit of using 
Europe as a benchmark and, as a result, 
adopted a conventional approach to 
coaching and player development,” he 
says. 

“In some ways, the trip was bit of a let-
down as a majority of clubs and academies 
tend to think alike and employ identical 
programs. 

“I only saw a few tweaks as some coaches 
tried to push the boundaries of 
conventional coaching,” he adds. 

The British Isles, Kenn noted, have taken a 
step back to regroup and change their way 
of thinking about the game. 

They are beginning to embrace the modern 
style of playing the game and clubs need to 
start learning quickly, from their European 
counterparts, or risk falling behind. 

The United States of America is a case of 
opportunity and potential being chucked 
down the drain because of the incessant 
need to compete and win. 

There is a plethora of funding in the sport 
and training facilities and knowledge is also 
at par with the best in the world, if not 
better. 

However, it’s the application where the 
country is taking a hit and a massive hit at 
that! 

Player development needs to become the 
primary focus and the game needs to be 
made more accessible to players from all 
sections of society. 

Mexico, along with Denmark, are amongst 
the few countries who are following the 
right approach to the game by focussing on 
technical and tactical player development. 

Japan too is brilliantly incorporating their 
cultural traits into the training setup, 
creating a large number of technically 
skilled players who are also adhering to 
traditional societal values like respect and 
their famed, insane work-ethic. 

A number of clubs in Peru, Germany and 
Spain were quite impressive with their 
structure while Wynton Rufer, from New 
Zealand, was a real stand-out performer. 

South America, though, was extremely 
disappointing as the lack of coaching 
infrastructure was puzzling. 

Countries like Brazil are surviving solely on 
numbers and the number of players and 
skilled scouts is keeping the game alive. 

Regional differences also played a vital 
role as children in less-affluent countries 
showed incredible dedication and 
commitment to training. 

The passion is widespread and in these 
countries, the desire to get to the top clubs 
in Europe is much more evident than in the 
upper-strata of nations. 

Regarding Europe, Kenn says, “Not long 
ago, children would play football all day 
long. That scenario has changed as several 
other factors have come into the equation. 



 

 

“It is safe to say that young players in 
Europe could spent a lot more time on the 
training ground than they do.”   

In countries like China, with a one-child 
policy, youth players are finding it hard to 
commit themselves to the sport as an 
individual or as a team. 

They are more inclined towards securing 
their future through other, more academic, 
professions and means. 

Asia, in fact, lags behind most other 
continents because of the lack of 
infrastructure and, in many cases, the fact 
that football isn’t the number one sport in 
many countries. 

The lack of quality coaches adds to their 
woes and according to Kenn, the result is “a 
real threat to talent 
development.” 

Consistently, there have 
been studies that prove 
that children learn better 
at an earlier age and that 
giving them ownership of 
their development process 
is the way to go. 

However, the current 
coaching environment is not as focussed as 
it should be in empowering children to 
enjoy the sport and spend more time 
playing & learning it. 

There was a fair share of talent visible, 
during the world tour, and players did show 
some incredible demonstrations of 
technical and tactical skill. 

However, the focus needs to be on 
developing player creativity and technical & 
tactical skills rather than focussing on 
outdated methods and rigid training 
environments. 

Finally, the incorporation of Other Sports 
into the training methodology is one of the 
most important elements that coaches 
need to pursue. 

Sports like tennis, basketball or volleyball 
hold immense value in terms of movement 
technique, agility and leaping off the 
ground. 

American sports like American Football are 
a storehouse of information on developing 
power and strength with speed and agility – 
that can be incredibly beneficial for players 
on the football pitch. 

This point, however, should not be 
misinterpreted! 

“Coaches should not be looking to emulate 
all the physical attributes of a sprinter or 
wide-receiver; instead the idea is to 
incorporate certain elements that will turn 
players into better footballers,” Kenn 
clarifies. 

Mental training needs to be made a regular 
part of player training and 
right now, it isn’t given as 
much importance as it 
should. 

Kenn believes that it is the 
“missing link!” 

“Mind training plays no, or 
only a minor, role in 
coaching, but it is a vital 

tool to prepare youth players for the future, 
as well as produce talented players in peak 
mental and physical condition.” 

In the end, Kenn admits that this change 
will require time to implement on a global 
scale. 

The key issue lies in the fact that by the 
time the rest of the world catches up to the, 
now, modern philosophy of football, 
leaders in this dimension would have 
moved onto the next best thing. 

The key is to constantly evolve and develop 
as a coach and Kenn Schmidt, as CEO of 
Global Football Training, will continue his 
fight to bring the latest and best coaching 
techniques through a lecture-tour, to 
coaches across the globe.  



 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

n the first part of this article, Keith 

explained the basic premise of the zone-
defence and the major shortcomings it had 
if implemented improperly. 

In this article, he talks about eliminating the 
zone-defence from your coaching books 
and focussing on a slightly different 
approach to the game. 

As popular as Zonal Defending is (I have 
used it many times and may choose to do 
so again), I want to present an alternative. 

I want us to think outside of the box! 

I want us to forget for a moment that “good 
old reliable” flat-back four, because all it 
really is – is just a fancy trapping-defence 
that keeps sliding from side-to-side and 
forward-&-back depending on how 
standard and predictable the attack is. 

Now, let’s take a peek at an alternate way 
of approaching defending that barely 
includes (notice I said ‘barely’) any aspect of 
zonal work.   

This is something that I have tinkered with 
over the last several years, more so because 
no matter how successful something is 
working, if I see a potential weakness in it, 
then I am always looking for a way to 
eliminate that weakness or make 
adjustments to what we’re doing so that 
weakness is compensated for.  

This may or may not be a new concept for 
you, but it is something that I recently 
found to work if you have the right 
personnel. 

Regardless, it still fits in very well with the 
focus of this particular article. 

Let’s forget the zone! 

Let’s applaud its history, accolades and 
what it has taught us. 

Let’s bow to its place on the pedestal of 
football defending prowess. 

Then, let’s pack it up, store it away and let it 
collect dust, the same way that those old 
goalkeeper gloves with the neon coloured 
palms are collecting dust; the same way 
those - size: TODDLER - shin-pads that we 
would just slip in and out of our socks and 



 

 

 

really provided no more protection than a 
piece of cardboard are collecting dust. 

Let’s not ever play a flat-back four with a 
diamond stopper and inverted sweeper 
offside trap zonal defensive scheme again. 

Instead, let’s play straight-up man-to-man 
marking all over the field! 

I’m not kidding – 10-field players and a 
keeper against 10-field players and a 
keeper. 

Who’s fitter? 

Who’s smarter? 

Who’s better trained? 

Who’s better prepared? 

Who’s just simply better? 

Let’s eliminate all of the gobledee-gook 
that encompasses playing any type of 
zonal-defence and just slim it down and 
make it simple: Man-to-Man!!! 

An important characteristic of successful 
modern football teams is their ability to 
control the game even when they don’t 

have possession of the ball. 

Each and every player on the team plays a 
part in this tactic all with the intention of 
forcing the opposition into awkward 
situations. 

No formation or defensive scheme will 
succeed unless a team can cover all 
avenues, which their opposition might 
attack. 

This simply means that a team’s defensive 
objective is nothing more than to “stifle” 
play. 

Players must press as soon as the 
opposition has the ball and the entire 
team’s defending mindset is to always keep 
the action in front of them and to stop any 
balls the opposition tries to play through 
the centre or in behind.  

In a man-to-man marking defensive 
system, a single defender follows an 
individual opponent wherever they go. 



 

 

 

A team can achieve extremely tight 
marking with this mentality and “key” 
players on the opposition can often be 
neutralized in a match by using one of your 
players and assigning them to mark that 
‘key’ player for the opposition.  

This particular player would be serving as a 
dedicated "shadow!” 

Since playing man-to-man defence will 
take defenders to any part of the field, 
interceptions and broken plays will often 
offer up opportunities for a quick counter-
attack or what is sometimes referred to as 
“offensive by accident.” 

The Italian teams of the 1970s and 1980s 
often used this approach with impressive 
results. 

The ideology 
behind man-to-
man defending 
holds that almost 
all opponents need 
to be marked at all 
times. 

When defending 
man-to-man, all 
players will have to 
keep an eye on 
certain zone 
considerations, but 
this is usually compensated for by using a 
“sweeper,” who is given a free defensive 
role. 

In theory, it is true, that every defence will 
be a mix of zone and man-to-man, 
however, it tends to be the zonal-defensive 
schemes that incorporate much more man-
to-man marking than the other way 
around. 

Two of the key elements of man-to-man 
marking (and also of zonal defending, as 
well – think initial ball pressure) are the 
concepts of “pushing” and “pressing.” 

While both ‘pushing” and ‘pressing” are 
quite similar, there are significant 

differences that must be understood, as 
both are great tactics for winning back 
possession. 

Pushing is simply what a player does once 
they lose possession of the ball by applying 
immediate defensive pressure on the 
opposition’s player who has the ball. 

The player is “pushing” the play of the 
opposition faster and, ideally, even in a 
certain direction, which can result in a 
potentially dangerous attack being 
disrupted or even winning the ball back 
again. 

There is great value in pushing, compared 
to standing off and waiting for the second 
defender/cover to step-up. 

Pressing is the act 
of applying 
pressure to the 
opposition’s player 
with the ball when 
that player turns 
their back to the 
goal they are 
attacking. 

Whenever a player 
turns their back and 
faces their own 
goal, they are no 
longer in a position 

to do any sort of damage offensively and 
thus should be ‘pressed’ immediately. 

When pressing, a defender literally ‘presses’ 
on the attacker’s back leaning in with their 
forearm and leading their shoulder on the 
shoulder-blades of the ball-carrier. 

This will cause the attacker to lower their 
body to improve their stability and drop 
their head to look at the ball, thus 
decreasing their vision and ability to do 
anything constructive. 

Pressing properly means opposition players 
are rarely able to settle on the ball and 
mistakes can be forced, either through 
poor technique or a rushed pass. 



 

 

 

Pushing and Pressing requires a high-level 
of fitness from players because it is hard 
work. 

In order for either pushing or pressing to 
work, the whole team must prevent any 
switches of play as this will give overload 
initiatives to attackers.  

When pushing and pressing are executed 
well, the game rewards are significant! 

Consider the effects that an opponent 
would feel when dealing with chronic 
exposure to man-to-man defence for an 
entire 90 minutes (plus). 

The simple consistent, unwavering pressure 
would cause irritability, anxiety, confidence 
withdrawal, frustration and lack of focus. 

Players under this type of continuous 
pressure may develop hesitation or 
apprehension in their game and have 
trouble doing what they are normally able 
to do. 

Teammates off the ball would also develop 
problems in the form of making runs they 
normally make and not getting the ball or 
constantly having to recover long distances 
due to their team consistently turning over 
the ball. 

These problems are specific to man-to-man 
marking and unlike zonal defending, 
cannot be recreated in training and thus, 
the inherent inability to prepare for it. 

Many things can cause the opponent to fall 
out of their game however, not many 
things can cause them to do so before the 
match even starts, like proper man-to-man 
marking. 

Therefore, as a coach, I am more prone to 
prepare my players for, and then use, man-
to-man marking as my primary defensive 
mindset. 

Now, before we go any further, let’s discuss 
some of the weaknesses of man-to-man 
defending. 



 

 

 

The primary weakness of man-to-man 
defending is depth, especially when the 
opponent moves more attackers forward. 

The field is only a certain size and 
eventually the defensive team will run out 
of room and the opposition will be in 
scoring range. 

Playing man-to-man defence also allows 
defenders to, possibly, be drawn out of 
position, which will open up gaps for other 
attackers to run into. 

This can be very dangerous when these 
gaps are exploited in vulnerable areas. 

According to some football analysts, this 
was Italy's fatal weakness in the 1970 FIFA 
World Cup Final. 

The Azzuri learned from that loss and as 
their history foretells, it wasn’t long before 
they devised a way to alleviate that 
weakness. 

To continue playing the man-to-man 
defensive style they were used to and were 
having success at, they had to overcome 
the problem with lack of depth. 

The Italians solved the issue by 
incorporating the use of a “sweeper!” 

The ‘sweeper’ is simply a central defender 
who has a free role (i.e. has no initial man-
marking responsibilities). 

The sweeper sometimes takes up a position 
slightly behind the other defenders, as their 
defensive role is often to 'sweep up' any 
attacking threats that break through the 
defence and, as such, the sweeper adds 
valuable depth to the defensive unit. 

In order for this to work, the sweeper must 
be the controller of the entire defensive 
unit. 

They will determine where the back line 
should be at any given time. 

Zonal Defending does not require a 
sweeper role, and as many teams have 

recently changed their tactics to 
incorporate a more zonal defensive 
scheme, ‘true’ sweepers in today’s game 
are rare. 

Treatment for exposure to large amounts 
of zonal defending, as might occur in 
almost every match you play nowadays, is 
available but rarely used. 

It’s called Man-to-Man with a Sweeper!  

Learning from the successes of our past 
and returning to their ‘innovative’ ideas in 
the modern game is important because, 
even with coaching education, too many 
coaches stay transfixed on what is working 
in the “now” and are caught in a cycle that 
cannot be reversed. 

So, why is it that I say “Man-to-Man 
Marking is better than any Zonal Defensive 
scheme?” 

Man-to-Man marking takes away miles and 
miles of possible lateral runs for the 
opposition. 

In essence, it simplifies decisions because a 
player is only responsible for one opponent 
at a time. 

When playing a man-to-man marking 
defensive system, a player is almost never 
caught “ball watching” to slide with other 
defenders, as would be the case in a Zonal 
System, thereby opening up the 
vulnerability of the back door. 

When effectively running a man-to-man 
marking system, opponents will not be able 
to make runs through unmarked, nor will 
they have the time and space to receive the 
ball, look up and be able to move the ball 
comfortably. 

In this system, the players fight to steal 
every pass and not try to react after the 
fact. 



 

 

 

Establishing man-to-man marking at about 
45-50 yards from your goal makes life “hell” 
on the attacking team and takes 
remarkably less energy to defend.  

No one played a flat back zonal system 
better than Bayern Munich with Franz 
Beckenbauer running the ship and he once 
said that playing it right, and they were the 
best ever at it, would kill a career because 
of physical and mental exhaustion. 

In comparison, “Billy” Costacurta was one 
of the notably unbeatable back four in the 
history-making, record-setting, glory years 
of AC Milan. 

He played as a stopper in front of Franco 
Baresi, who combined with Costacurta to 
become one of the best “buddy centre-
backs” of all-time. 

Costacurta’s tactical ability was usable in 
almost any situation. 

He became the oldest footballer ever to 
play in the Champions League at 40 years 
and 211 days old. 

Costacurta is also rated by many football 
pundits as one of the best man markers 
ever, and the best man-marker during the 
1990s where only Jürgen Kohler could be 
considered comparable. 

Another reason, I’ve become such an 
adamant supporter of man-to-man 
marking is not only because I have seen it 
work efficiently at different levels, but also 
because I’ve seen its benefits when used 
against a team that we’re equally matched. 

More importantly, I have also seen its 
benefits for teams of lesser ability when 
facing teams with better personnel. 

Earlier, I talked about how the Italians 
innovated the mentality surrounding 
defending in the 1970s. 

Well, do you remember the 2004 UEFA 
European Championship that Greece won? 



 

 

 

The Greeks played strict man-to-man 
defence and beat Portugal twice, once in 
the final, on their way to winning the Cup. 

Not a single player on that Greek roster 
started for any 1st Division Club in any 
league, anywhere in the world. 

Yet, they were able to negate that 
disadvantage by the way they played. 

Think about it for a moment, what would 
you do with the ball, if after you receive a 
pass, you looked up and every single one of 
your teammates had an opponent marking 
them tightly? 

Before we approach that question, let’s 
pose it to one of the greatest players of all 
time and see what they have to say. 

In the opening match of the 
2004 Euro-Cup, Portugal 
hosted Greece. 

Greece won 2-1! 

However, what is more 
interesting than that 
surprising result was a 
comment made by a young 
Cristiano Ronaldo, who 
came off the bench in the 
46th minute of that match 
and also scored Portugal’s 
lone goal in the 93rd. 

He was quoted after the match as saying, 
“…it was like a sea of blue out there. 

“Every-time I turned around all I saw were 
blue shirts…” 

Greece wore blue uniforms in that match. 

So, what would be your options if you were 
faced with this predicament? 

You could either dribble, trying to escape 
the pressure or you could just keep holding 
the ball waiting for a teammate to lose 
their marker; assuming you’re a defender 
that is. 

However, if you’re fighting to receive a 
pass, you might not feel you have a lot of 
time to look up and decide where you want 
to play the ball next, because the only open 
options you would have available to you is 
playing a square ball or dropping a ball 
back. 

Playing a ball square, with your back to 
goal, is never healthy from any position on 
the pitch and dropping it back would just 
compounds the issue of trying to move the 
ball forward. 

You would have another other option, 
which would be to play the ball into space, 
but that would force you to make a decision 
to give-up 100% possession of the ball and 
instead throwing it up for grabs as a 50-50 

ball. 

If you do choose to play the ball into space, 
you would have to take into account that 
the defenders will be goal-side & ball-side 
on their mark and they would have the best 
chance of getting to a ball played into 
space. 

Several years ago, I was coaching a 
women’s high-school varsity soccer team 
and for some odd reason, the players would 
never attack inside the box. 

It was as if there was some invisible shield 
around the penalty area and they couldn’t 
enter the area with the ball.   



 

 

 

After trying every “soccer-oriented” idea I 
could think of, I eventually decided to 
change up our training a bit. 

The next session, instead of what we 
normally did, we went into the gym and 
played basketball.  

We didn’t just play for fun the entire time; 
as there was a point to it. 

I was on one team and made sure I was the 
primary ball handler for that team. 

What I did was rather simple: I would 
penetrate and be in for an easy lay-up, but 
then I wouldn’t take it and I would proceed 
to turn around and dribble back out to the 
perimeter. 

I had several players who had played 
competitive basketball before and they 
were quite bewildered about why I wasn’t 
finishing my drive. 

In addition, sometimes, I would also break 
someone on the dribble, and begin to 
penetrate, but once I reached the three-
point line, I would stop and pass the ball off. 

After about 20-minutes of this, one of them 
asked me if I was ever going to “really start 
playing?”  

I responded by asking her what she meant 
and she responded with her frustration at 
my not finishing drives and not taking open 
shots. 

BINGO! 

That was what I was waiting for! 

I used that situation in basketball to get my 
point across about penetrating into the box 
and they got it! 

How do I know? 

They went on to win the State 
Championship! 

One aspect of playing man-to-man defence 
is that the support for the defender who is 
winning the ball develops faster, as soon as 
it is seen that the player is going to win the 
ball. 

Zonal-minded teams tend to back off in 
order to start defending further up the field 
and only offer token resistance closer to the 
defender’s goal. 

When they win the ball, it takes longer for 
them to press forward, which allows the 
opponent more time to apply pressure and 
get behind the ball.  



 

 

 

In comparison, if you are marking players 
up tightly, once you win the ball all it takes 
is one extra pass in order for your team to 
reshape. 

Depending on where the ball is won, 
another option is to breakout with 
whomever you have up front.  

In my opinion, we don’t spend enough time 
in training developing players to play other 
positions with reasonable quality.   

We continue to develop “players who play 
football” and not “football players.” 

Obviously, if a player is playing an attacking 
role, then they are more-than-likely better 
at finishing than their teammates who play 
behind them. 

However, if everyone 
on the team can play all 
positions with a 
reasonable quality, 
then a player’s (or a 
team’s) speed of 
counter is not hindered 
by players being in 
different positions. 

Let’s go back to 
basketball for a 
moment and take a 
look at how a 
basketball team 
transitions after a missed basket.  

The opponent takes a shot and misses. 

The missed shot is rebounded by the other 
team’s Centre. 

The Centre then begins the transition by 
playing an outlet pass to a teammate who 
was drawn out from under the basket. 

The Centre who throws this initial outlet 
pass not only launches the counter after 
collecting the rebound, but also runs the 
court and finishes it with a slam-dunk; 
following in behind the guard whom he 
played the initial outlet pass to and who 
was out front on the break to begin with. 

I’ve referred to basketball several times and 
one reason why I continue to make 
reference to the sport is because I don’t 
think we’re learning much from our sister 
sports. 

College basketball shows us one thing that 
we could do in football more often: they are 
always adjusting to an opponent’s offensive 
advantage by changing up defences. 

Correlating this to football; if we can 
transition from high pressure to low 
pressure and from man-to-man to zone at 
different times and for different situations, 
a team could add a whole new element to 
the opposition’s attacking problems. 

Basketball coaches would herald this 
Centre for their overall 
skill-set; ability to 
rebound, pass 
accurately, run the floor 
and finish and wouldn’t 
pigeon-hole them as a 

one-dimensional 
player.  

Basketball doesn’t 
require “total players,” 
it demands it. 

So, why don’t we? 

 

The Dutch led the world with the “Total 
Player Concept” and initially it was thought 
of as the greatest invention since Swiss 
cheese. 

However, after a while, the initial allure 
wore off and the rest of us in the football 
world seemed to make the collective 
decision that it was too difficult to develop 
players that could defend and attack with 
equal skill. 

So, instead we have tried to build 
specialists and started compartmentalizing 
players into specific positions and skill-sets. 



 

 

 

The act of compartmentalizing players has 
led to the idea that they are really only 
good at one aspect of the game and if they 
get forward, especially defenders, the best 
you can hope for is a decent cross. 

Watch carefully how few players on today’s 
current teams actually attack and change 
positions all over the field.  

I was recently watching a fixture between 
Liverpool and Cardiff City and I noticed 
something rather odd. 

It seemed that Stephan Gerrard was the 
only player on his team that was actually 
moving all over the field. 

The rest of his mates were really just 
playing in basic channels that made it 
actually restful for Cardiff to mark them. 

Most teams haven’t spent the time 
developing the match fitness-base that 
would be required of them to run laterally 
and vertically for an entire match, while 
defending. 

Two other players to watch that really 
“piss” opponents off and cause a consistent 
and annoying distraction for the opposition 
are front-runners Craig Bellamy (Cardiff 
City) and Dirk Kuyt (Fenerbahçe). 

These two are particularly effective at what 
they do because they find their marks 
quickly and close them down extremely 
fast. 

Because of their rate of play, they force 
opponents into hurrying their decisions. 

They just simply force the opposition out of 
their comfort zone. 

Given the overall speed of teams in today’s 
game, I believe that if a team was 
functioning under the guise of one or two 
free defenders and then man-marking the 
rest, they would be able consistently take 
opponents out of their game. 

In addition, if the entire team was properly 
developed to begin the counter with 
whoever is in position to initiate it, they 
would make for an exciting and even 
devastating attack. 

When no one is really prepared to play 
against something that is well executed, 
they will eventually realize what they 
consider old fashioned is in reality, 
suddenly new and effective. 

It’s only chaos for those who are 
unprepared! 



 

 

 

Personally, from coaching all-levels from 
youth club through college and into the 
professional ranks, I have learned that if the 
defender is smart, they will create a “cat 
and mouse” game with the opponent. 

One minute they are applying tight 
pressure and staying within arm’s length of 
their mark. 

The next minute, the defender is falling off 
their mark about a yard.   

Once any difference in speed or quickness 
between the defender and their mark is 
understood - and I expect the player to 
gauge it immediately as the match begins - 
the defender should know how much 
pressure to put the server under and 
adjust their position accordingly. 

I train my players to adjust by falling off 
just enough to enable them to be even 
with the attacker by the time they are 
within shooting range of the goal. 

The speed difference decreases when 
the attacker has the ball and is 
penetrating on the dribble, but it can 
quickly be maximized when the 
attacker is chasing a through ball. 

However, this shouldn’t be an issue, 
because it is harder to play efficient balls in 
behind for the attacker to chase when the 
server is under tight pressure. 

In turn, this gives a slower defender a way 
to negate any speed differential. 

One of the simplest, quickest and most 
common ways to break down any team; 
especially a team defending zonally, is by 
the use of some variation of the pattern 
“short-short-long.” 

However, short-short-long types of 
combinations aren’t as effective against 
teams who choose to mark up man-to-
man. 

If a team is in a Man-to-Man with a 
Sweeper-defensive scheme, they will 

always have an extra player at the back to 
supply cover as needed. 

Thus, any short-short-long combination – 
even one followed by a second long 
diagonal ball - should easily break down 
any zonal system and especially a flat-back 
4; but, the Sweeper in a Man-to-Man 
Marking system would “sweep up” those 
long balls, if the opponent was even able to 
get them off! 

A porous defence must be cleaned up 
immediately, even if you have to use 
special tactics and potentially philosophy-
contaminated ideas. 

However, instead of going with the flow 
and just implementing a different version 
of the same old zonal defence, how about 

refining how your team defends and even 
redefining your own defensive 
philosophies? 

Zonal Defending can work. 

It has worked and it will work again. 

However, heed this warning: It is not the 
best way to defend! 

It is a dangerous way to defend! 

It takes control of the game away from the 
players and gives it to fallible, vulnerable 
and historically proven to be breakable 
tactics. 

Tactics don’t play the game, players do. 

So, let them play!  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

hen you listen to some of the top 

coaches in the world, you get to see a side 
of the game that you wouldn’t really know 
of.  

No matter how many years you spend in 
the world of coaching, you will always find 
that someone coaching at the top-level will 
have a lot more knowledge, or might just 
know something else that you never heard 
of. 

Every little pearl of wisdom is vital, can give 
you something you would probably never 
have thought of. 

The thing with these top-guys is the kind of 
exposure they have and the kind of teams 
and players they work. 

When you are the best, dealing with the 
best and working, day-in and day-out with 
the top guys, you find out things that 
others cannot. 

Here is something we heard from the big 
guys who coach at the top-level, and know 
that every single coach would benefit from 
listening to these points and applying them 

to their own coaching principles. 

There was a time when people like Rafael 
Benitez were being constantly criticized by 
the media and pundits for rotating the 
Liverpool squad. 

Considered as one of the first coaches to 
actually implement the process in earnest, 
Benitez faced a lot of stick for the trouble 
he had to go through and give his entire 
team the kind of rest or break they needed. 

Today, almost everyone does it but that’s 
also because it has been proven to be an 
almost perfect playing style. 

In the end, it is the team that wants to see 
itself perform at a high level, even towards 
the end of a long season, is the kind that 
ends up winning the most silverware – and 
Benitez is someone who knows a thing or 
two about winning titles. 

There is nothing wrong with squad rotation 
if you understand it. 

There are three main reasons why any 
team has to make rotations at any level: 



 

 

 

 Injuries and overload are two major 
issues that can be compounded by the 
minutes a player spends out on the pitch. 

 
The players who have played the most 
minutes have always displayed a greater 
tendency to get injured – fatigue being 
the major cause for all those injuries 
(Folkman & Lazarus, 1984) 
 
Carlo Ancelotti said that if a team has 
less than three-days to recover from a 
game, then the risk of picking up an 
injury rises from 10% to over 30 or 40%. 
 
While these numbers may not be 
accurate, they are an indicator of the 
general direction things go in when rest 
is not enough.   
 
Such comments even prompted a knee-
jerk reaction by Mick McCarthy who 
decided to field a team of reserve-team 
players just because he didn’t have the 
time to rest or recuperate. 
 The second reason is that as players play 
two or three matches a week, their 
physical performance decreases. 
 
The difference between teams at the 
highest levels, almost always, comes 
down to the amount of distance they can 
cover while working at a very high 

intensity rate (Mohr M, 2003) 
 
It was found, over time, that team 
performance was greatly affected by 
regular playing, especially in extremely 
high intensity matches like the kind that 
players have to be a part of regularly. 
 
In studies conducted (Odetoyinbo K., 
2009), it was found that over the course 
of three matches in a week, the average 
distance covered by players remains 
almost the same but when you break it 
down into high intensity movement and 
work-rate, the drop is almost 10 to 15%. 
 
The sprinting distance covered also 
drops, but by around 15 to 20%, while 
the fast running distances drop by about 
7 to 10%. 
 
At the top level, players also tend to 
recover quicker but the loss of energy 
can really have negative effects on the 
overall performance, something that 
fresh players can really help you get rid 
of, as a concern-area. 

 
 Finally, rotation is required to keep the 
fire burning within your players. 

 
Every single player wants to play every 
single game, but that just isn’t possible – 



 

 

 

someone has to give way and someone 
has to play a part. 
 
Players need to be made to understand 
that rest is an important part of the team 
and once they realise that a little rest 
now will not only help them perform 
better in subsequent games but also give 
them a long-term benefits, they will 
begin requesting for rests on their own. 
 
Basically, you need your players to 
understand their own bodies and realize 
when they need to take rest rather than 
give in to their urge of turning up and 
playing despite not being 100% fit. 
 
A simple comparison between the teams 
of yesteryears and the teams of today 
show that during 
today, players 
almost double the 
distance that 
players like Pele 
did, in the 1950s 
and 60s.  
 
During the 
seventies, the 
distance covered 
was around 25% 
less than the 
average distance today and in each 
decade, there has been a 50% increase, 
per decade, in the performance 
scenarios, until reaching where it has 
today. 

Benitez produced trophy-winning runs at 
Valencia before bringing those ideas to 
Liverpool and succeeding once again. 

He had a smaller, less competitive squad as 
compared to other players but the sheer 
quality of his coaching ensured that they 
would go on to win the UEFA Champions 
League title as well as reach another final. 

During those seasons, Liverpool were 
always reaching the latter stages of 
European competition and finishing 

seasons with a points-tally in the early/mid 
80s. 

They won the FA Cup, the European Super 
Cup and even the Charity Shield, but it was 
the level of intensity of play that the team 
became known for. 

Benitez did what he knew best – he 
understood his players and rotated the 
squad for these three, primary reasons. 

He went against the norm of “don’t change 
a winning team” and proved that statement 
to be wrong! 

If you think he was the only one, think 
again! 

During their 2007-08 UEFA Champions 
League and Premier League winning 

season, Manchester 
United stayed at the 
top without playing 
the same starting 
eleven in many 
consecutive matches. 

Pep Guardiola also 
forced an average of 
5-changes to his 
starting line-up 
during the 2008-09 
season at FC 

Barcelona.  

Basically, every team that has performed at 
the highest level for any period of time will 
have used a squad-rotation policy for sure! 

With the exception of a few players, almost 
every player needs a bit of rest and 
relaxation, not just to recharge the body 
but also to reignite the desire to play in the 
mind. 

Things can get monotonous for most 
players, if they are not given some time to 
step away from the problem. 

If you follow these simple reasons for 
rotation, then you are likely to take a 
smaller, tighter squad a longer distance in 
the course of a season.  
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