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“In an ideal situation when one player has the ball the other
ten players should know exactly what this player is going to
do. If they know this, they will also have to react at the right
moment and in the right way. This is of course not always the
case, but this is the core of possession play and therefore
also football. When you are watching a football match you will
quickly notice whether or not the players understand each
other. You often see teams in which players have to touch the
ball three or four times and must look for passing opportuni-
ties whenever they have the ball. This decreases the pace of
the match and everyone knows how everyone else is going to
move and where they will be positioned. Due to this you can-
not play at a high pace.”

Looking
“These things are hard to teach. Of course there has to be
movement off the ball, as you have to create space for your-

self and for your team mates. When you are, for example, wor-
king with a one touch rule in a possession play exercise, eve-
ryone will be forced to move. One of the important aspects is
that you must think ahead and therefore also look ahead. A lot
of players are focussed on the ball and will only start to look
after they receive it. They then look around for a free team
mate and pass. A big mistake, as a player you should not only
look at where the ball is, but also at how the rest of the team
is positioned. When you see that the striker is positioned in a
1 v 1 situation and you receive the ball you can immediately
pass it to the striker and join in or have a third player join in
the attack. If you see the striker is positioned in a 2 v 1 situa-
tion you will know when you receive the ball that you must wait
and lure the opponent out of position or look for the space on
the flanks. But in practice it shows that a lot of players will not
look at this, or think about it, until they receive the ball.”

Anton Janssen 
NEC U19 coach, 
on possession play:

“You must keep looking
when you do not yet
have the ball”
“What I believe the most important aspect of coaching is? There is not just one element that comes to mind, but for me pos-
session play is extremely important. This stems from my playing years. Even then I was particularly interested in this. An impor-
tant condition of possession play is good field organization. Only then can you arrive at good possession play.” This is Anton
Janssen, U19 NEC coach, a Dutch first division team from Nijmegen.

By: Paul van Veen

“You must keep looking
when you do not yet
have the ball”

Anton Janssen 
NEC U19 coach, 
on possession play:
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Organization
“Teaching this does, obviously, not start as late as in the
U19s. Attention is paid to this throughout the entire academy.
It starts as early as the U10 and 11’s, where they are taught
how to make the field wide when in possession. We then pro-
gress with teaching the organization on the field; how should
they be positioned in relation to one another, always creating
triangles on the field. You then take it another step further and
start to talk about movement off the ball a bit more, creating
spaces for each other, passing the ball at the right moment
and to the right place, etc.”

Triangles
“You are still dealing with triangles in with the U19s. When you
make sure this is done correctly you are already well organi-
zed on the field. It is then a must to execute your possession
play well. You then start to make them think, when should
they play the ball forward and when should they be patient. I
expect them to look around, so they can see where the space
is and where they need to pass too. This means looking befo-
re you receive the ball. Just think ahead a bit. If you are on
the flanks, you will know that the opponent will shift to the ball
and make the field small. You will seek the moment to switch
the play, deep or to the other side. You try to teach them this
realization. Something you achieve by conditioned coaching,
for example in an exercise in which they only allow one or two
touches. This will force them to think ahead.”

Movement
“Besides the triangles and trying to ensure that there are always
two or three passing opportunities, we are also very focussed on
movement. In this respect you must think of overlapping, creating
spaces and the likes. We started to play 4:4:2 to realize a better fit
with the first team (instead of 4:3:3). This creates some problems,
as we therefore have space in offense besides the two strikers,
and this space must be filled. This can be done by the strikers or by
players moving up from the back. This has to be trained.”

Overlapping
“Our midfielders can play a bit more inside, creating space for
the backs to come up. This will leave a lot of space, so our
wingbacks must not start running every time the central defen-
ders get the ball. That is too early and easy for the opponent
to see. A better moment to start the run down the flanks is
when the midfielder receives the ball. The opponent’s right
winger will be looking at the ball and the ball can therefore be
passed in the run (diagram 1).”

2 against 1
“Another good moment to overlap is the situation in which the
midfielder or the striker has the ball on the flank. Whenever a
striker or midfielder is occupying the space on the flanks, the
wingback can come from behind, thus overlapping. The player
in possession does have to seek the defender in this situation.
This defender will have to then choose, creating a 2 against 1
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Diagram 1
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situation (see diagram 2). This is what it is all about in posses-
sion play: the player in possession must have choices to pass.
And because of the movement the defending team will be left
having to choose. It is however not just the wingback who will
come into the free space. I want the strikers or the midfielder
to go deep once in a while as well. This will create several ways
to attack, ensuring you become unpredictable.”

Individual action
“Possession play is important, but just as important is to leave
room within possession play for the individual action. A good
time to teach this is with the U19s. When to play 1 touch?
When to hold the ball? When to turn away from your opponent
and when to make the individual move? This also makes you
unpredictable in your game play.”

Boring
“What I hate is possession play for the sake of possession
play. We had a phase of this in Holland. The ball is being play-
ed from left to right and back. You noticed that teams were only
playing wide, nothing else. This may lead to a lot of posses-
sion, but I am not a fan. Plus, it is extremely boring to watch.”

Forward
“I may be stating the obvious, but I believe that whenever you
can you should play forward. After all, you want to go to the
opponent’s goal. This is also the reason you are looking for an
opening and therefore passing the ball around, as finding an ope-
ning increases your changes of creating scoring opportunities.
Not simply passing the ball around without any intention or aim.
Look and think ahead and take initiative to play forward. For a
midfielder this would mean that he must try to play forward by,
for example, turning away. As when he is turned slightly he can,
amongst other things, see what is happening in front of him. 

Combination
“What I aspire to is, for example, Ajax that played a friendly
match against Real Madrid and beat them 4-0 and got a stan-
ding ovation from the Real fans. They played great possession
play during that time. The beauty was that whenever they were
pressured they were capable of freeing the ball up, for exam-
ple by beating an opponent on the move or by ensuring they
held possession. I love that combination of possession play
and individual technique. It makes you strong. Whenever you
as a team are being cornered and you are unable to escape by
means of possession play, you will have to beat the opponent
on the move and make sure you maintain possession and look
for space.”

Back pass
“When I was still coaching the U15s, I also did this. The play-
ers were not allowed to pass back to the goalkeeper, because
in that case the goalkeeper would be stuck with a problem.
They therefore had to make sure they maintained possession
and they had to move off the ball. This way we also developed
individual technique. Once during a game one of my wingbacks
was being pressured every time he received the ball. He kic-
ked the ball away every time this happened. At half-time I
asked him: What else can you do? He replied with: beat him
with a cutting move! The opponent approaches you at a high
pace, all you have to do is initiate a cutting move. You really
noticed the difference during that second half, which is great
to watch.”

Complete
“This shows the relationship between possession play and
individual technique. Of course everything is intertwined. You
must, for example, also have good passing and receiving skills
in order to play good possession play. This gives you just a bit
more time and therefore a bit more space. When you have litt-
le time and space, you will have to hold on to the ball or have
the ability to beat your opponent on the move. This is why we
train these things.”

Diagram 2
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Possession game 4 against 4 with 2 neutral players with scoring opportunities

Possession game 7 against 7 with neutral players in between the goals

Organization
- Possession game 7 against 7 with 2 small goals on each side

Coaching
- Choose position in relation to each other 
- Ask for the ball (stand, turned inwards)
- Dare to play forward
- 1 man deep, 1 man on the bal so that the defenders have to

choose
- Think and look ahead

Organization

- Players 2 and 3 ask for the ball
- Player 4 passes to player 3 and player 1 passes to player 2
- Players 2 and 3 turn
- Players 2 and 3 dribble and run to the opponent
- Player 1 and 4 run in
- Player 2 beats player 4 and player 3 beats player 1
- Player 1 takes player 2’s position and player 4 take player 3’s

position
- Players 2 and 3 cut and pass

Variatie
- Turning away by players and 3 and then a give-and-go with play-

ers 1 and 4

Turning in a passing and shooting exercise 

Organization

- Possession game 4 against 4 with 2 neutral players on the
flanks

- Two small goals on the short side and after playing the ball
around 5x they may score in the goals

Progression
- Scoring only in attacking half

Variation
- Maximum 2 touches
- Mandatory 2 touches
- 1 touch
- Neutral players next to the goal
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