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TRANSITION FROM ATTACK TO DEFENCE IN THE MIDDLE ZONE

TRANSITION FROM ATTACK TO DEFENCE IN THE 
MIDDLE ZONE

For this book, we have divided the chapters by which 
zone the transition starts in. There are 3 zones:

1. Low Zone

2. Middle Zone

3. High Zone

This diagram shows an example of a team losing the 
ball in the middle zone. In this situation, the red team’s 
centre back (4) wins the ball from the white No.10. 
There are players behind the ball and many players 
concentrated in the centre of the pitch (both teams).

It is again important that pressure is applied to the 
new ball carrier immediately, before he is able to get 
his head up to dribble or pass forward. The white 
team's defensive midfielder (6) closes down the 
ball carrier immediately and also blocks the pass to 

No.9. The left back (3), the right back (2), the central 
midfielder (8) and both wingers (11 & 7) all track back 
to mark a red player and prevent the ball being played 
to them.

When losing the ball in the middle zone, there is often 
free space in behind the defensive line. This is why the 
cohesive movements are so important. As shown in 
the diagram, all of the players move into the central 
area. This closes the space in which the opposition can 
play and prevents them from playing the ball wide or 
utilising the space in behind.

The players need to work together as a full team, 
because if just one player doesn’t react quickly 
enough, the opposition could have an easy passing 
opportunity in behind with a goal scoring chance. If it 
is done effectively, the team will recover possession.
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TRANSITION FROM ATTACK TO DEFENCE IN THE MIDDLE ZONE

What is the Tactical Situation?

 y Our team have the ball approximately the 
same distance from our goal as they do to the 
opponent’s goal.

 y We have free space in behind our defensive line 
and there are many players concentrated in the 
centre of the pitch from both teams.

 y The opposition will have many different attacking 
solutions if we lose the ball. They have the 
possibility to attack with 5-6 players and make 
runs in behind our defensive line.

 y The opposition forwards can provide support 
easily and at least 2-3 players can move forward 
from midfield.

 y We are often unorganised when we lose the ball in 
the middle zone. The positions that we have when 
losing the ball in this area sometimes make the 
reactions slow and ineffective.

 y The negative transitions can be with an equality 
of numbers or we may face a numerical 
disadvantage.

 y The opposition’s counter attack takes 8 seconds on 
average. 

What Objectives Should We Have?

 y To maintain good positions when we have 
possession in the middle zone, so we can react 
quickly and efficiently when we lose the ball, thus 
reducing the risk.

 y To quickly pass from attack to defence, trying to 
deny the opposition time and space - making 
sure to prevent passes being played in behind our 
defensive line.

 y There should be an immediate press of the 
opponent’s new ball carrier from our nearest 
player. There also needs to be fast tracking back 
and support from other teammates to create a 
strong side with a numerical advantage near the 
ball zone.

 y The players in the centre of the pitch (centre backs, 
central midfielders) must be able to read the 
tactical situation and provide defensive balance. 
If there is an open ball situation, they should look 
to prevent the opposition from exploiting space 
in behind, They move back together and track the 
runs of the opposition players.

What Practices/Sessions Can We Create for 
this Tactical Situation?

 y Possession situations in the middle zone versus 
opponents trying to defend in there and win 
the ball. We practice situations that lead to quick 
transitions from attack to defence in all possible 
scenarios.

 y We work on fast reactions when we lose the ball 
in any tactical situations, anywhere in the middle 
zone. There should be a focus on synchronised 
defensive movements from our team - this 
depends on our formation and the strengths and 
weaknesses of the opposition and their formation.
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TACTICAL 
SITUATION 1

JÜRGEN KLOPP 
TACTICS

Analysis taken from ‘Jürgen Klopp’s Defending Tactics’  
(Athanasios Terzis 2015)

Available to buy from SoccerTutor.com (paperback + eBook)

The analysis is based on recurring patterns of play. Once the same phase of 
play occurred a number of times (at least 10) the tactics would be decoded, 
with the positioning of each player on the pitch studied in great detail, 
including their body shape. Each individual movement with or without the 
ball was also recorded in detail. The analysis on the next page is an example 
of the team’s tactics being used effectively.

The analysis is then used to create a full progressive session to coach this 
specific tactical situation.

Quick Transition to Defence in the Middle Zone
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Analysis taken from ‘Jürgen Klopp’s Defending Tactics’ (Athanasios Terzis)

Quick Transition to Defence in the Middle Zone

In this example, the Borussia Dortmund winger Blaszczykowski (16) had possession and ran inside, with the right 
back Piszczek (26) having made an overlapping run.

The red centre back (5) wins the ball from Blaszczykowski (16) and passes to No.6. Bender (6) puts pressure on 
him and Mkhitaryan (10) moves to help double mark him.

Piszczek (26) drops back immediately and Sahin (18) marks the red No.10 closely.

Klopp's Borussia Dortmund team would look to apply immediate pressure on the new ball carrier when 
possession was lost in the middle zone. This would create a numerical advantage around the ball zone and often 
lead to Dortmund recovering the ball very quickly.

Tactical Analysis of JÜRGEN KLOPP - Transition from Attack to Defence (Middle Zone)
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SESSION FOR THIS TACTICAL SITUATION (5 PRACTICES)
1. Dynamic 6 v 6 (+6) Small Sided Game with 6 Mini Goals

Objective: To develop continuous transitions from attack to defence and to block the quick forward passes and 
direct game from the opposition.

Description
In a 40 x 40 yard area we have 3 mini goals at each end and 3 teams with 6 players each. One team plays the 
role of neutral support players in the positions shown in the diagram (blues) - they always play with the team in 
possession.

We play a normal 6 (+6) v 6 game with the aim to circulate the ball quickly forward and try to score in one of the 3 
mini goals. The game starts with a neutral player passing to one team (yellows in diagram) who then attack. They 
need to make sure to utilise the neutral outside players as much as possible, to exploit their numerical advantage.

When a team loses the ball, they need to make a very quick transition from attack to defence. This is because the 
team that won the ball has a numerical advantage (with use of the neutral players) for their fast break attack and 
can score in 3 goals.

Rules
1. The players are limited to 2 or 3 touches and the outside neutral players are limited to 1 or 2 touches.
2. Each goal scores 1 point but if a team is able to complete 8 consecutive passes before scoring, they get 2 

points.
3. If a team recovers the ball within 6 seconds of losing it, they score 1 point.

Session to Practice JÜRGEN KLOPP Tactics - Transition from Attack to Defence (Middle Zone)
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PROGRESSION

3. Build Up Play and Transition to Defence in a Position 
Specific Game with Target Players

Objective: To develop possession and quick forward passing from the back + transition from attack to defence.

Description
We mark out an area from the edge of the penalty area (full size goal with goalkeeper) to 20 yards past the 
halfway line (3 mini cone goals) as shown in the diagram. Both teams have 7 players within the area. The yellow 
team are in a 4-2-1 formation and the red team are in a 2-3-3 formation (from 4-3-3 with 2 full backs). There are 
an additional 3 yellow target players (7, 9 & 11) positioned inside the small cone goals and they play as support 
players.

The practice starts from the yellow goalkeeper and the aim is to build up play from the back, trying to move the 
ball forward quickly to score as soon as possible. To score, a yellow player has to pass to a teammate inside one of 
the small goals. They then play the ball back inside to a teammate and the practice continues with the same aim.

The objective for the red team is to apply pressure, win the ball and then launch a fast break attack to score. If 
this is achieved, the yellow team must move very quickly from attack to defence, stop the reds from scoring and 
recover the ball. The movements of the yellow team to try and recover possession are shown in the diagram.

Rules
1. The yellow players are limited to 3 touches and the target players are limited to 1 touch. The red players have 

unlimited touches, but they have a limited time to finish their fast break attack (e.g. 8-10 seconds).
2. The yellow target players are not allowed to pass to each other.
3. You can decide whether the target players can enter the pitch to assist in the negative transition.

Session to Practice JÜRGEN KLOPP Tactics - Transition from Attack to Defence (Middle Zone)
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