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“When we look at the present moment with all our senses, we invite the world to fill us with joy. The pains of the past are behind us. The future has yet to unfold. But the now is full of beauty and awaits for our attention.”


TARA BRACH


“Every team needs a Basque.”


JOHAN CRUYFF









Prologue


On October 5, 2022, the world of football in Germany was about to change forever: Xabi Alonso was appointed as the new head coach of Bayer 04 Leverkusen and introduced one day later at a press conference before the 9th matchday against Schalke 04. Almost a year earlier, there had been rumors about a move to Germany to join Borussia Mönchengladbach. Now, the Basque actually decided to gain his first coaching experience in Germany's top division. The fact that Xabi Alonso, after a very successful playing career, would now also make history as a coach, was something that José Mourinho, his former coach at Real Madrid, had already expressed little doubt about in 2019: "His father was a coach, he grew up similarly to me. Then he became a player – much better than me, of course.”1 Xabi has outstanding positioning and knowledge of the game and was trained by the best coaches of his time, so Mourinho concluded: "If you put all that together, Xabi has the best prerequisites to be a very good coach!"2 The Portuguese was not alone in this assessment: Carlo Ancelotti also shared his confidence: "If I had to bet on a player back then who would become a coach, it would have undoubtedly been Xabi. Someone who has played in midfield has more advantages on the bench. A midfielder (...) must have the quality, be tactically clever, have a good view of the game… And Xabi Alonso was one of the best midfielders I ever coached, very intelligent, with fantastic feet and extraordinary professionalism."3


For me, having spent a lot of time in Spain since 2021, particularly in Barcelona and Madrid, it was clear that a new level of coaching was likely to arrive in the Bundesliga. After the first rumors about a move to Germany in spring 2021, I had already taken a closer look at coach Xabi Alonso. At that time, Alonso was coach of the second team of his hometown club Real Sociedad San Sebastián and had gained his first “professional experience” as a coach. The young coach Xabi Alonso quickly achieved something special with his team: In the 2021/2022 season, Sanse, the second team of Real Sociedad San Sebastián, was the only second team in LaLiga2, the second Spanish division. For me it was obvious: I didn't just want to use video to analyze the team's goals and playing style, but also to experience the game alive. Once it was in my mind, I have started making it happen: During my master's degree in Madrid and my internship at the youth academy of Real Madrid, a window of opportunity arose for a visit to a second division game between Fuenlabrada (a suburb of Madrid) and Sanse. So on May 7, 2022, I was sitting with my friend from the course on the regional train from Madrid to Fuenlabrada to watch LaLiga2 bottom table duel (21st against 19th) enjoying the best afternoon sunshine. Alonso's team showed a lot of energy, dynamism and passion right from the start, but also demonstrated why they had not collected many points up to that moment: As with many second teams, the issues of experience, maturity (one would call it "ruthlessness") and efficiency played a big role. It almost seemed that Xabi Alonso's team, which still had a realistic chance of staying in the league, would (again) not be rewarded for a good performance, because at halftime the score was 1:0 for the home side of Fuenlabrada, even though they had not contributed much to the game until then. In the second half, Sanse finally equalized – but it was clear that Real Sociedad would need a win to maintain a realistic chance of staying in the league. Long before the myth of “Laterkusen” was born, Xabi Alonso’s team managed to score the much-celebrated winning goal with a lot of heart and increasing pressure in the 95th minute. In fact, it was this moment, which I captured in a photo (see chapter image), in which all the energy and joy culminated in the jubilation of finally being rewarded for the effort and the good, proactive play.
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So when Xabi Alonso was introduced as the new coach at Bayer Leverkusen at the beginning of October 2022, my interest and curiosity were reignited. I was eager to see how a Spanish coach, who had played under so many outstanding coaches during his playing career, would enrich the Bundesliga outside the context of Bayern Munich. When I spoke about Pep Guardiola with some of my Spanish coaching colleagues, for example, they were relatively quick to say: "Yes, but you also have to see: Pep has always had good players. Now at City he even has the best…“. While none of them intended to downplay the achievements and in particular the coaching quality of the outstanding Catalan, there was always a certain doubt as to whether a similar performance would have been possible with other players. A coach heavily influenced by Guardiola, among others, arrived in the Bundesliga, taking charge of a struggling team. From that moment on, I followed the games with increasing intensity and attention - an interest whose findings now flow into this book. This is not about declaring Xabi Alonso as a coach or of filtering out the unique influences of the many successful coaches in his career (starting with his father, Periko Alonso, and including Rafael Benítez, José Mourinho, Pep Guardiola, Carlo Ancelotti). Rather, it is about explaining my point of view to the tactical concepts and details his team has mastered and I have studied and deepened through my Master courses and visits, my exchanges and conversations with dozens of Spanish coaches. These concepts not only have a high recognition factor within Spanish football but can also serve as a source of inspiration for any other coach. At the same time, many things are based on those perspectives that have not only shaped Spanish football to a considerable extent but also world football: We are, of course, talking about FC Barcelona's methodology, its view and its interpretation of the game.


So at no point is it about an absolute “truth claim” in the analysis (if such a claim can even exist in football, especially from an external perspective), but rather about enriching our understanding of tactics and shared intentions to help our teams and players in reaching even higher level and offering the coaches a new perspective to football game. The aim is not always that the situations shown will reveal a wealth of previously unknown information, nor will they provide maximally innovative new knowledge. Rather, it is often the fundamental details, the skills that are nowadays overused under the term “basics”, to execute simple actions and principles successfully and effectively (and efficient), that are a quality feature that can make the difference in any game.


All of the situations analyzed were interpreted and implemented exceptionally well by the players themselves, guided by their own intuition and feelings and in response to the specific game situation. But as with all things that are "interpreted", these are existing concepts or ideas that, when paired with a special talent (like all the players in the Leverkusen squad) or even a specific genius (think of Florian Wirtz or the free-kick skills of Grimaldo, among others), can become something wonderful and create special moments in football. Some of the concepts or tactical situations may be new to the viewer, while others may feel more “old school”. Ultimately this just goes to show that this highly successful Leverkusen team can cover the full spectrum of outstanding behaviors on the pitch - and, as always, in this game where chance plays a significant role - they were also able to rely on the necessary luck in the 2023/2024 season (or rather, earned it through hard work).


Xabi Alonso's career has been shaped by four key influences. First, his upbringing in San Sebastián, where being Basque and playing for his boyhood club was central to his development. Second, the meticulous approach of Rafael Benítez. Third, the relentless winning mentality of José Mourinho. Finally, in the later years of his career, the influence of Pep Guardiola, the leading figure in positional play, alongside the composed leadership of Carlo Ancelotti—whose impact extends far beyond just man-management. To understand Alonso's football philosophy, one must consider both the Spanish perspective on the game and, more specifically, the methodology of FC Barcelona. No other club has had a greater influence on Spain’s playing and training approach, the style of the Spanish national team, and, ultimately, football worldwide. This chapter is therefore about the origins and the specific concepts which, as already mentioned, recur in Spanish football (as well as in world football), even if they may be expressed in different ways. What helps us is that Spanish is a very lively language where it is possible to convey a particular intention or feeling just by choosing a particular word or term.


A particularly good example of this is the wide range of descriptive words that are now used for the word “pass” in football within the Spanish language:





	jugar

	→

	to play





	"hacer" un pase

	→

	"to make" a pass





	"dar" un pase

	→

	"to give" a pass





	connectar

	→

	to connect





	entregar

	→

	to deliver (like the post office), ensuring that the ball arrives (in optimal conditions)





	asociar

	→

	to associate / to connect / to unite





	relacionar (!)

	→

	to connect / to build a relationship with someone





	interrelacionar

	→

	to interrelate / to connect with each other (with a stronger emphasis on TOGETHERNESS)





	comunicar

	→

	to share / to communicate / to transmit





	interaccionar

	→

	to interact





	enlazar ventaja

	→

	to combine with the advantage / to link with the advantage (Note: enlazarse means "to marry")






	encadenar

	→

	to connect / to join together





	More specifically:

	

	





	filtrar

	→

	“to filter” – in a figurative sense the interface pass





	limpiar

	→

	"to clean" – in a figurative sense "clearing" as a defensive action







The Pass in Spanish Football


The special thing about almost all of these expressions is that each one can express an intention and an image, and that each individual expression forms a (game-tactical) invitation to interaction. If you look at the German verb “passen”, the basic idea of making this “pass” “fit” is hidden in the root of the word – however, the deeper, socio-affective (connecting, community-building) meaning of the action remains hidden. There is also another layer of meaning in the English word "to pass" - the socio-affective meaning of the Spanish expressions remains still remains concealed in this sense. In addition to the simple "play" and the creative "make", the word "give" already implies the basic idea that the pass should be a gift that brings joy to the teammate. If we look at passes from this perspective, some teams have very few gifts to exchange between teammates. All other terms that do not already express a specific action (such as an interface pass that "filters" through the opponent's lines) are clear, connecting terms that encourage interaction and networking, which then automatically merge into a synchronicity that allows the team to play according to the same thoughts and intentions.


Therefore, especially in Spanish football (although, in football history, this idea is certainly not limited to Spain but – like many other such concepts – also has its origins in the Netherlands), the pass is the medium by which two or more people connect to achieve a common goal. The pass is the essence of the collective game. The pass is more than a mere technical action: it is the foundation and ultimate reflection of the collective and associative play in any team sport. Accordingly, the pass is also understood as 'sharing the ball among teammates', through which players can communicate with each other and experience the emotion and pleasure of dominating the game through possession of the ball. The connection between players created by the pass requires both to adapt to the characteristics of their teammate. The more the players in the team know each other, the better their communication through passing becomes. At its most extreme, all technical actions in football can be understood as passes: as a pass to yourself (dribbling), as a pass to a teammate, as a pass into the net (finishing). All variable components of the game are summarized in the overall organization of the team, whose reference points are the ball and the pass. This is not about playing a pass for the sake of passing. Passes have one purpose: to eliminate opponents. If that is not possible, we keep the ball, dribble with it (take on defenders) and look for pressure from the opposition so that we can play a pass.4




	
[image: ]






The pass is the systematic, constant and deliberate repetition of interaction between all team members, using the ball to organize the team itself, disorganize the opposing team and achieve the ultimate goal: to score!


"In other words, when you pass the ball, you don't just pass the ball, you give an intention, you give space, you give time, you give energy, you give joy, you give trust - words that really make a team a team."5


PACO SEIRUL·LO


"When I make a pass, my goal is for [my teammate] to have the best possible path, with his right or left foot, to have an advantage. (…) Of course [my teammate] has to be in the right position - that is his job. But if I pass to the left, for example, he might have more trouble turning, so I pass to his right foot. That's my idea: to play a pass that brings an advantage and not to create a problem."6


XABI ALONSO


The atmosphere at the introductory press conference on October 6, 2022, was far from that of a team fighting relegation. Rather, Xabi Alonso spoke right from the start about the great honour of being at this club and the ambitious goals that the club had set. None of his words seemed artificial or staged – here was someone with great ambitions who spoke about them clearly. Nevertheless, it might have seemed confusing given the league table at the time: Bayer Leverkusen was second from botton in the table with five points from eight games. For the German media, however, it was a real spectacle that a coach was being introduced who did not even know the German word “relegation battle” ["Abstiegskampf"] and who also left little room for doubt: “If you don’t dare to take risks, you won’t achieve anything. Nothing is certain in life and even less so in football. If you don't try, you'll never achieve it. I am happy to be here and motivated because I believe we can achieve great things.”7 The energy, confidence and the sense of anticipation that this coach exuded at his introduction was certainly infectious and formed a strong contrast to the team's position in the league at the time. In the end, it was one of football's coincidence that his start - just like his Bundesliga debut as a player - was again against Schalke 04, although his debut as a coach was far more successful (his result as a player had been 1:1).





1 Mourinho quoted in Bundesliga online 2024.


2 Ibid.


3 Ancelotti quoted by Romero 2021.


4 Fernandez 2012.


5 Seirul·lo in Guasch 2024.


6 Alonso in Sports Illustrated 2016.


7 Alonso 2022 (recording of the first press conference); and Cáceres 2022.









Excursus: What is a Game Model?


“The game model is determined by the context in which players, coaches, club ideology and environment constantly interact.”8


DANIEL GUINDOS


“Football is a communicative and social game. It is therefore not recommended to remove the player from the context that affects his performance, since the functions of each player depend on a common function and are the result of constant interaction."9


ÓSCAR CANO


In order to delve deeper into Xabi Alonso's coaching philosophy and to gain a comprehensive understanding of the playing style, I will provide a detailed overview of the "game model" in the following section. The term "game model" is often oversimplified, neglecting crucial elements that are essential for coaches in developing a team's playing identity. By establishing a strong theoretical foundation, we can better comprehend the complexities of the game model and its impact on team performance. Even though the concept of the game model and all its facets will be explained in more detail in the following pages, we as coaches should always keep in mind: "The game is played by the players. (…) It's not just about the game; it's about people."10 Consequently, the primary goal of this theoretical framework is to facilitate the game for coaches and their players. Juanma Lillo, Pep Guardiola's assistant coach, offers a valuable perspective on coaching philosophy, stating: “I want to make it easier for the players to become aware of who they are and what they do. (…) It's about everything. Nothing can be decontextualized. How one lives, what one is, what meaning one gives to relationships, behavior, interaction... All of this affects how a team plays.”11


Two things are essential for a basic understanding of this book: Firstly, it is undeniable that in a circumstantial, chaotic and unpredictable sport like football, there is no single, irrefutable truth. This also applies to the choice of playing style that each team selects. That is why it is not possible to say objectively what constitutes “better” or “worse” football. Each coach chooses the approach they believe will produce the most success, and often this approach depends on their own strengths as well as the perceived capabilities of their team. Therefore, this book is not about putting one particular type or interpretation of football above another. For one thing, my research and reviewing countless games have shown me once again: Even in a more direct interpretation, as seen occasionally with Union Berlin under former coach Urs Fischer or Union Saint-Gilloise in Belgium with its former coach Karel Geraerts, all of these teams had a very good and clear idea that, when implemented well, was very difficult to play against making it difficult for opponents to find solutions.


Furthermore, when this book looks at football, it does so from the angle and perspective of complexity. This means that the things we observe often have complex reasons and are rarely attributable to linear, causal relationships. For Juanma Lillo, the role of the coach is crucial: “Science tries to turn us into machines. As far as my work [as a coach] is concerned, empathy is crucial. In any work environment, a person performs better in a good atmosphere than in a bad one. You have to make players aware of things they may not be able to see."12 In football, due to the sport's great tradition, certain traditional patterns of thinking are still deeply rooted, such as the belief that football performance can be measured solely by data and values. Frequently, metrics like total distance covered, number of accelerations, and sprints are used to assess a team's performance. It is frequently overlooked that all these values have to be contextualized, which means they must be examined in specific circumstances: Who played against whom? Where? Was it a normal league game or a cup game? What was the league standing of the teams at the time? How was the situation? What is the playing style of the two teams? What point of the season was it? All of this information influences the quantitative data that is collected in almost every game in professional leagues today. Therefore, performance cannot be reduced to individual, simple elements, as this would be more in line with the understanding of a machine in which individual parts that do not work can be replaced. Spanish coach Juanma Lillo once said that it almost seems as if what cannot be quantified does not exist in football.13 All this results in football players behaving in a rather “robotic” manner and only acting to a limited extent. Fortunately, the best of the sport show us almost week after week that football can work differently. As Italian coaching legend Arrigo Sacchi noted, football is “born in the brain, not in the body."14 This goes hand in hand with the request to the coach to stimulate neural plasticity through training with variable content and thereby ensure the creation of new synapses and connections in the central nervous system of the players. We will look at what this could mean in practice in the chapter on Training Proposals.


“Nature is very complex, but the laws that govern it are very simple.” 15


JUAN MARTÍN MALDACENA


Complex Systems


In his book La mente bien ordenada (roughly translated as The Well Ordered Mind), the French philosopher Edgar Morin defines a system as something that is "represented by a set of elements that interact to achieve a specific goal."16 In his book Complex Football Spanish athletics coach Javier Mallo explains further: "The characteristics of a system depend on the way in which the components are configured , and they have four categorical properties: Interaction, Totality, Complexity and Organization."17 The properties of a system cannot be explained by looking at the individual parts, since not only does every change in these components have an impact on the whole, but they are also shaped by the connections between each part and the overall structure.18 A part of the whole therefore cannot be reduced to be understood in isolation from the totality to which it belongs. To illustrate this point, consider the human heart. While a scientist can study the physical properties of an isolated heart, they cannot fully comprehend its function without considering its role within the entire organism. The specific function of the heart can only be observed when viewed within the body examining the interaction with the other organs. Therefore, properties (or characteristics) that single parts do not have arise which Aristotle pointed out already a long time ago with the statement "The whole is more than the sum of its parts“. In football, this manifests itself in a different way, as Juanma Lillo explains: "It's not just that what works with one player doesn't work with another; it's that what works with one player doesn't work with the same player at a different time and under different circumstances."19 Professors Natàlia Balagué and Carlota Torrents summarize the properties of complex systems as follows:20




	
Unpredictability: The behavior of a complex system cannotreliably be predicted in the long term.


	
Wholeness: The whole is greater than the sum of its parts.


	
Interdependence / Interrelationships: There is an constant interaction between all parts.


	
Spontaneous emergence: The interaction of all parts creates a new whole that is distinct from the sum of all parts.





In addition, former Barça directors Isaac Guerrero and Xavier Damunt mention further characteristics of complex systems:21




	
Interrelatedness: A system is constituted by its relationship to subsystems and suprasystems.


	
Irreducibility: Despite being related, a system retains its unity, identity and autonomy due to a specific internal organization.


	
Dynamism: Although a system naturally tends toward disorganization— ultimately leading to its decay and disappearance— it manages to maintain its internal equilibrium through negentropic processes (the reversal of the entropic process so that chaos returns to order) of reorganization and adaptation.


	
Adaptability: A system reorganizes itself while maintaining its internal structure in response to disturbances that act on it.


	
Variability: Since emergent properties cause permanent changes, a system is never completely defined or adapted.





Complex systems regulate themselves through continuous exchange, interaction and internal feedback loops in order to remain in balance.22 Spanish scientists Balagué and Torrents further argue that our knowledge of the individual components of living organisms is less important; without understanding how they interact and create relationships among themselves, we gain little insight about their behavior.23 Portuguese coach Marisa Silva puts it this way: "To understand the team as a whole, we must understand the relationships between the players and, in the same way, we must know these relationships in order to understand the team."24 For Davide Ancelotti, assistant coach and son of Carlo Ancelotti at Real Madrid, the "real challenge [for a coach] is to identify, among the countless bonds that are created between them [the players], those that need to be strengthened."25


This once again underlines the interconnections that exist within a complex system. Each individual player can therefore be described as a complex system which, depending on and together with the network of interpersonal relationships with their teammates, forms another (larger) complex system — the team — through joint training and a common (tactical) identity.26 The collective acts as a whole, generating different synergies and leading to different behaviors that constantly emerge.27 In its entirety, not just in football terms, a football team is first and foremost a social system that "can display extraordinarily complex behavior based on the possible combinations of the numerous possibilities offered by each of the different components that compose it."28 This should also be taken into account in the team management off the pitch.


In order to understand the phenomenon of football, both the broader context and the interactions between the players — as well as their interactions with their environment — are crucial. Javier Mallo puts it this way in his book Complex Football: "For this reason, quantifying and modeling team performance using objective data is an irresistible temptation for people who live in the environment of the sport but do not really understand it." But the main focus for a coach in competitive sports is actually to get the players to "work together to achieve tactical organization."29 This requires a holistic view, as Juanma Lillo explains: "The game is an indivisible unit, there is no defensive moment without an attacking moment. Both create a functional unit. (…) The thing is, you have to be able to reduce without impoverishing. And that applies to everything. You can't take things out of their context because they're no longer the same, even if you then intend to put things back together. You can't take one arm of Rafa Nadal and train it separately. If you have done so, reinserting it may cause an imbalance, a rejection of the organism. (…) Football is associative, combinatorial."30


“Stupid are those who, without belonging to us, look at us with derision and laugh at our unique habits. Fools, because although they examine us closely, they see nothing. Other experts want to advise us and explain how our team works. They will observe our behavior on and off the pitch; they will collect hundreds of pieces of data and classify everything that happens to us, comparing and evaluating it with other benchmarks. On the last day, they will summon us and show us their diagnosis of what we need to change or improve on a large, bright board. Our team is broken into a thousand pieces. And these scholars will believe they have discovered our secrets. But the team was never merely the sum of different elements, but rather a common spirit that dominates everything and in turn connects it. The team is a home, not just a house.”31


ANDREU ENRICH IN COACHING MEDITATIONS


Football can be understood in terms of “self-organizing dynamics”.32 This means that the course of the game was not “imposed” or “prescribed” by anyone else. Rather, the course of the game is created by the interactions of the players in specific environmental contexts—that is, by the information provided by each individual, tactical action of a player.33 Therefore, tactical behavior can be understood as the individual and collective adaptation of players to the requirements of the task within a dynamic environment.34


The topic of adaptability is fundamental not only in football, but also in evolution: when we talk about “survival of the fittest”, we do not mean the survival of the strongest. In fact, the most adaptable survives, which also explains why humans (the supposedly weaker) survived while dinosaurs (the supposedly stronger species) did not. They became extinct instead. Adaptation usually occurs through the development of functionally advantageous synergies (cooperation amongst individuals). The extent to which this process is beneficial within football, and in particular in actual gameplay, will be explored further in the "Shared Intentions" section. What is clear, however, is that versatility is far superior to one-dimensionality. Cooperation and competition are therefore not only pillars of biological evolution, but fundamental principles in sport.35


In order to ensure that the interaction between players does not occur arbitrarily, the principle of organization is crucial in this sense, since without the existence of organizational relationships between players, they could only be considered a group.36 When observing a team, one can often recognize certain patterns on the pitch that reflect the unique nature of the team's organization. In this sense, one can speak of habits, which, however, arise from certain relationship conditions.37


The relationships between the players influence and determine the game interactions, which must be shaped by the coach so that the intended collective dynamic (as envisioned by the coach) can be consistently by the team during the games.38 Vítor Frade, the "father of Tactical Periodization", also points out that the type of play that a team achieves results from the interaction between the players and that these relationshipsmay carry different meanings depending on the team's overall identity.39


This process does not happen immediately, as the system (or in our case, the team) “must go through unstable phases until a more effective organization finally emerges.”40 Training plays a decisive role here, in which appropriate behaviors should be stabilized without being fully automated, as situational flexibility is always required in football to adapt to the various game situations — and, by extension, in training.41 Instead, it's more about the players internalizing of the game idea and feeling secure in it so that they can subsequently act with more freedom and increasingly intuition (embodiment of the game idea).42 This is particularly successful when the players can identify with the coach’s game idea.


Spanish coach and tactical analyst Enric Soriano cites the example of Pep Guardiola when describing this process, which is crucial for the implementation of the game model: "He has managed to bring the collective game to an excellent level by getting each of his players to recognize themselves in the game and to recognize the others, so that the socio-affectivity [connection between players, author's note] is much stronger and the game is harmonious and effective."43


“The creators like themselves, the destroyers like themselves, but not that much.”44


ÓSCAR CANO


The organized interaction of a team can therefore be described as tactical organization, since the players work together toward a (common) game objective. Teams with good organization help individuals to appear “better”: players seem faster, always get the ball at exactly the right moment and (falsely) seem fitter.45 All this happens through the interaction of the players, which is why the training itself should not consist of repetitiveexercises, since the intended purpose of each action is crucial for retention.46


The coach is the one who, depending on the characteristics of his players, has to develop and configure a game idea with different game patterns that enable the creation and implementation of “his football”.47 Based on this, Xavier Tamarit defines the game idea as the “tactical culture” of the coach, who is constantly aware of both design and process — in the game and within training.48


A team begins with a prescribed, already known and prepared organization, and then reorganizes itself in each new space and each new phase of the game according to certain rules and guidelines, depending on the unforeseen events that may arise. The ability to self-organize allows the team to adapt to each game situation, which is by definition unique and incomparable, and enables different actions in response. This adaptation to the changing context is essential and allows the player to perform optimal motor actions based on his abilities, traits and characteristics, regardless of whether he is in possession of the ball or in the process of regaining it.


Understanding certain concepts is essential for structuring your team as desired. It is also important to understand that in order to play the game as a team, each individual must be active and act as a functional unit, given the unpredictability and chaos that the game itself brings.


The idea of basic organization, combined with the coach's idea of the game, gives rise to the concept of the game model, which, however, is frequently misunderstood in football. It is often referred to as a system or scheme of play or even a basic formation, but this refers more to the positional arrangement at the start of the game (basic formation) or in different, predictable, phases of the game (build-up phase, defensive moment like pressing, etc.) and is only visible for a brief moment. While this does address the positional organization of the players and thus the team, it does not do justice to the concept of the "game model".49 In this respect, it is important to distinguish between structure (in the sense of a basic formation) and function, since structure alone represents a very rigid side of a system, whereas the function takes into account the relationships between all elements. Therefore, the interaction of all players within a game system is more important than the skills of an individual player outside the system.50 At the same time, it is not the system itself that is important, but rather the meaning that the players give to the system.


Other authors, with regard to the game model, refer to the formulation of the coach's ideas, which is composed of overarching principles in conjunction with further sub-principles that articulate certain behaviors for different game moments and are thus intended to ensure a a cohesive, identity-forming organization.51 There are differing views on the elaboration of this "tree of principles", as some proponents of the methodology of Tactical Periodization perceive a fragmentation in this subdivision and multitude of sub-principles and further sub-(sub-)principles, which they argue violates the principle of the 'unbreakable wholeness' and is thus classified as a linear reductionistic approach that is alien to the game (because it is unnatural). Overarching, it can be stated that game principles should provide the team with reference points and guidelines and thereby shape the game model. The successful Portuguese coach José Mourinho, for example, affirms that through the clearly defined and prioritized principles that he has implemented in his team, he has given it a certain DNA (in the sense of identity).52


Portuguese coach Nuno Amieiro sees a team's identity as nothing more than the consistent reaffirmation of the organization that defines it up.53 This organization is displayed by the team at every moment of the game and recurs consistently.54 At the same time, this organization and thus the game model as a whole should be dynamic and constantly questioned, since “the future must be maintained as a causal element of game behavior.”55 The flexibility of the game model is essential, as different interpretations and needs arise depending on the different context, players and game conditions.56


Davide Ancelotti, currently assistant coach of Real Madrid, sees organization as a possibility of "creating a situation in which a certain connection can benefit the collective."57 He views the game model—and thus the idea and organization—as a fundamental decision of the coach, who can draw on the entire pool of resources (existing and still to be invented or developed) to decide which "outfit" he wants to dress the team in. Therefore, it must be well understood and carefully studied. When describing the nature of a coach, Ancelotti likes to use the example of the chameleon, an animal capable of constantly changing color to escape the dangers that surround it, to adapt to the reality that surrounds it. It is not tied to an identity. Nowadays, two completely different games can take place between the first and second half, just as one and the same team can play completely differently depending on their opponents.58


The Spanish author Martí Perarnau, who has spent a lot of time with Pep Guardiola in the course of his book projects, seesthe idea of the game as "not set in stone, but is constantly influenced by the competition, the opponent, incidents and adversities within the team, by fitness, technique and well-being, both individual and collective, by the calendar and its requirements. The game ideas are flexible and changeable throughout the entire time."59


Spanish coach Óscar Cano's view on the player organization indirectly refers to the idea of complex systems: "It is exactly (…) [the] network of relationships that determines the dynamics of the organization. It organizes the system and also enables the production of new elements that become part of the system."60 The main task of the coach is to recognize and strengthen these relationships and to ensure maximum outcome for his own team through the resulting synergy.


Every idea of a coach is highly dependent on the players and the interactions and interpretations that emerge from that idea.61 For Vítor Frade, it is essential that the game first takes shape in the minds of the players, by highlighting and improving their characteristics.62 Óscar Cano views the game model as the organization of conceptual tendencies that arise from the interaction of the natural abilities of the players.63 Juanma Lillo, Pep Guardiola’s assistant coach at Manchester City, comments: "It’s about awakening what the player already has. It's not about them incorporating it, which is what the coaches' vanity leads us to believe. The footballer is a reality in his own right. There are coaches who are annoyed that the team plays more like the players and not like themselves."64


"But my assistants are subject to the tyranny of the boards and argue that the game is only okay if the actions conform to the guiding principles of the model. A model that takes shape like a stencil through cutting and folding. And through its precision, it amputates the player's uniqueness to turn him into a mere pattern"65


ANDREU ENRICH IN COACHING MEDITATIONS


While Cano sees the role of the coach as more of a "facilitator" and "enabler" with a focus to the natural talents and abilities of individual players, he at times takes an extreme stance. However, it isundeniable that the game model reflects "the way players relate to each other and how they express their view of football".66 Former Real Madrid U18 coach Fran Beltrán makes it clear that this is fundamental: "When a coach leads a team, he must understand the nature of the players and the contexts in which these players can make the difference."67 Therefore, for Miguel Lopes, a Portuguese coach and professor in the Master of “Tactical Periodization” program, the game model emerges from the characteristics of the players within the context shaped by the coach.68


Italian coach Antonio Gagliardi sees another future competitive advantage in acknowledging the individual characteristics of each player: "This combination consists in bringing dynamism, fluidity and greater freedom into more rigid systems, taking into account the different characteristics of the available players."69 Óscar Cano follows a similar approach, seeing the coach's focus as "finding the strengthening bonds that arise when his players combine their characteristics. Rather than arranging a pre-determined procedure, the commitment focuses on composing a style that (…) [natural] characteristics of the players are taken into account."70


In any case, the game model reflects "the personality of the team (…) and thus the character of the coach".71 The Spanish author Martí Perarnau compares the game model to a piece of music: "The music always sounds similar, but if we compare the piece as it was at the beginning with how it is at the end, we notice that rhythm, harmony and interpretation have changed greatly. (…) A game model is ultimately a fixed and movable frame at the same time. It is a score that changes daily due to the opponent, the experiences and the evolution of the idea itself."72 Despite all the emphasis on flexibility, the aforementioned point of the "personality of the coach" is essential: a coach like Xabi Alonso or Pep Guardiola will always pursue and try to implement a certain game idea due to his character and basic attitude and values. Some coaches act more pragmatically, while others may be more idealistic—however, the core identity will only rarely change completely.


Overall, it can be said that the game model is reflected in the players’ actions on the pitch. However, it is created by the interaction between the coachs's game idea and the individual skills of the players. It can also be influenced by external factors such as the club, its history, or the league.


Looking at Xabi Alonso’s Bayer Leverkusen, a certain three-dimensionality can even be seen: within his game idea and his playing system, the players always take on the same roles, which, regardless of the individual player, are relatively fixed, binding and clearly defined (1st dimension). At the same time, the specific approach regarding how each position should be played depends on the opponent and the space they provide. There is therefore a strategy or a “match plan” that influences the execution and interpretation of the position or player role (2nd dimension). Finally, the personal attributes of each player influence how they execute their actions. There is a clear difference depending on whether Andrich or Palacios plays alongside Xhaka in midfield or whether Xhaka does not play at all. There are fewer qualitative differences between these variations, as Xabi Alonso has clearly demonstrated through his frequent squad rotation. Rather, it is about the typical tendencies, characteristics and behaviors that influence the coach's decision: whether it is Boniface's tendency to repeatedly drift to the left wing and thus open space in the center or the corresponding counterpart when Patrik Schick plays as a traditional nine. The dynamic shift when Borja Iglesias takes on this role and the clear clear contrast when Adli, Wirtz and Tella create havoc in the front with maximum flexibility—all this does not change the fundamental system but shapes the team's overall approach to the game. Nuances evolve due to the individual attributes, tendencies and abilities of the players, but also due to the interactions and the emerging synergies that develop between them.


Spanish coach Abel Mourelo particularly highlights the connection between the coach’s idea and the players, as well as the resulting synergy: “You not only have to understand the game, you also have to know your players. You have to know the game. Observation skills make the difference when it comes to getting to know the player—how he thinks, his abilities, his potential... And then we introduce him to the game. The player should recognize the game and recognize himself in the game.”73


This is where the coach comes in:


"To create connections without losing one's identity, without losing the backbone of everything. (…) He gets the most out of the game and empowers his players. He brings out hidden talents. He causes players to break the limiting beliefs they have acquired through previous life experiences. (…) He creates potential, but also limits. He is able to convince and seduce the player and show him that he can be better. How does he get player X to run under pressure? Well, because this player previously enjoyed what he did. He creates connections so that the player does something he wouldn't normally do because something happens beforehand that makes him happy. If I have the ball, I'm happy, if not, I run quickly."74


Mourelo's comment is crucial because it refers to a central point that Xabi Alonso has also stressed time and again, not least at his very first press conference: "The most important thing I have learned from all my coaches is that the players have to follow you. They have to believe what you say and you have to 'feed' them. They need to feel that they are improving because of you. They need to know that you are there to help them with your knowledge, your guidance, your motivation. The first thing is to lead the group and then you can talk about the tactic and the strategy."75 Mourelo now combines two key aspects: the leadership of the group and the development of the content—the individual “approach to the player” in connection with the practical implementation of one’s own idea. He also shows how important it is for the players themselves to be convinced of the trainer's core philosophy, to be fully engaged in it or at least to execute it with great enthusiasm. This ensures that even the physically demanding or challenging aspects of the idea arecarried out with joy and commitment—a mindset that may not have existed under another idea. Xabi Alonso himself defines football as “a question of emotional states.” Depending on the team, there are different ways of dealing with doubts and setbacks: "There are teams that digest such things naturally; others find it more difficult to find their way around and they have to learn that sometimes it really hurts if you want to be successful."76


This, along with the previous point about synergies resulting from player interactions, brings us to another exciting topic within the broad framework of the game model: player roles.


The Italian coach Antonio Gagliardi has stated in a particualarly interesting article that, after the change of perspective from position to function, a further development has now taken place and “the 'role' (…) is no longer a (more or less specific) function, but the interpretation of an individual within a 'relationship'— it is the constant and continuous movement of the ball, the teammates and the opponents that determines the free spaces around the player in possession of the ball."77


The concept of “relationships” between players—currently being discussed with great enthusiasm under the term "relationism"—is becoming increasingly important in modern football. However, as we have already seen in relation to Spanish terminology for passing, the idea of "networking" and the socio-affective aspect of technical actions within Spanish football has existed for some time. This was the case long before discussions about a "relationship-based game." Rather, in football it was and is always to have a strong onfield understanding within the team—of both tendencies and typical behaviors of one's teammates. We will explore this concept further in the chapter on "Shared Intentions".


However, Gagliardi tries to further define this term:


“It is clear that the entire game of football is full of relationships, and every game model involves relationships. The big difference, however, is that in positional play the potential relationships develop from the positions, whereas in relationism play the potential positions develop from the relationships. This seems like a philosophical difference, but it is not. Quite simply, in positional play the most important element is the position of the players. The defensive structure of a team is planned beforehand (i.e. positioning), and in general the same applies to the offensive structure. The focus in positional play therefore remains on the positions; it is from here that the movements and relationships develop.


[We can, however, state that] (…) building a more fluid and dynamic team with more freedom for the players and a greater focus on the individual brings, and will bring better result. In relationism football, the focus is on the characteristics of the players and their relationships with each other. This paves the way for new positions that players take on the field.”78


Presently the best example of this type of football in the world is Fluminense (Brazil), coached by Fernando Diniz, but there are also some examples in Europe that are developing independently, such as Thiago Motta's time with Bologna, in Italy, Henrik Rydström's Malmö in Sweden or even, at the time, the Hungarian national team coached by Marco Rossi. These tendencies can also be seen in Bayer Leverkusen’s football under Xabi Alonso.


However, one should respect and understand the steps within the development process: In order for an idea to become increasingly flexible and to be implemented in changing contexts, a stable foundation is firstly necessary, which does not mean that it has to be set in a restrictive way.


Xabi Alonso himself puts it this way: “On the pitch I was encouraged to make my own decisions. This is something I really want to develop and something I tell the players again and again. They are not robots.”79 “They have the knowledge of what can happen and the qualities to decide. And if they make a bad decision, we will try to do better,” explains Alonso, who sees himself as a supporter of the players. The decisive factor is the players' awareness of having "their own judgment on the pitch."80


The evolution of Xabi Alonso's style of play, which can be observed up to this point, also shows a change towards more flexibility and intuitive play after the team's stable foundation and the security has been achieved. However, the fact that this is a gradual process and occurs as a natural evolution is crucial, because in the challenging situation Bayer Leverkusen found itself when he took office in autumn 2022, probably only a few players would have been helped by terms such as "freedom" and "relationship"—regardless of whether Xabi Alonso actually uses these terms today or probably does not.


However, relationship-based play and clear interaction were key in his game, as we will explore in later chapters. Gagliardi further focuses on the concept of "relationship" in a way that helps us to understand Xabi Alonso's approach, and the interpretation and implementation of his players more clearly: "It is therefore the 'relationship' with the ball, with the teammates, with the opponents—the relationship with the environment—that determines and influences the movements, the decisions, the game of each player."81 Xabi Alonso himself said in an interview that they would talk less about individual formations or game systems. Instead, the focus would rather be on the things that would probably happen in the game and where the advantage would emerge.82 The focus is clearly on the qualities of the team's own players. Alonso continued: “The more passes we play, the more of them in their half, the better positioned we are for counter-pressing. If we play too quickly and too far into the other half, it will be impossible to counter-press.”83 Therefore, only the relationship to the ball organizes the game in every aspect, be it spatially or in interaction with the other players. Antonio Gagliardi succeeds in giving a fantastic description of the game of Xabi Alonso’s team, albeit unintentionally and without knowing it:


“This style of football is able to highlight the qualities, characteristics, and emotions of the players, especially the more technical ones, also because the connection between the players makes everyone a little happier. This style of football is not afraid to adopt an asymmetrical form, and does not want to dominate possession through tactics and predefined spaces, but through technique and dynamic spaces. The focus shifts from the space to the ball, and to the players. In positional football, the space occupied is fundamental to achieve a better performance; in relationship football, it is individual performance that determines the space."84


As already mentioned at the beginning, clear demarcations, as well as extreme statements such as “always” or “never” are often difficult and counterproductive in football. The same applies to the clear distinction between the supposedly “outdated” positional game and the “modern” relationism game: When we speak to the coaches themselves, very few of them have the intention of coining exactly this term. Rather, their ideas and decisions depend on what they see as most promising for their team in the given situation and context.


Therefore, I would like to make the reader aware that both positional play and relationship play have many faces and expressions, and that there are many interpretations of football in between, as the question of belonging to one camp or the other is less relevant than the question of how the next game can be won in conjunction with one's own idea, one's own players and one's own team. However, it is worth taking along some overarching key ideas.


Current Ajax coach Francesco Farioli notes that the key concept is "dynamic equilibrium". One can speak of a "dynamic equilibrium" when things or organizations are balanced, but react extremely adaptably to changes, and then try to establish a (new) equilibrium again in the course of their self-organization. For Farioli, the challenge is to get players “more and more used to exploring different areas of the pitch, with increasingly diverse skills. (…) Today, the dynamics of the game, the contrasts, the constant changes of modules, and the training itself lead players more and more to less specific but definitely broader knowledge."85 Farioli also refers to the approach, already expressed with regards to complex systems, of competitive advantage gained through improved adaptability to changing circumstances by his team.86


An additional approach to the game model and game mode, that has not yet been discussed much, is the idea of shared values and their influence on the effective interaction of a team, and how this can be further exploited. This particularly concerns instructions, restrictions or rules that influence the interaction of a team and the actions of an individual. Each actor is influenced by the “character of the social institution (e.g., club, government, etc.) and the social order (culture) in which he lives.”87 These influences interact and act on different time scales.


In summary, it can be said that “personal values and competition rules (…) can change over decades, but the fatigue and behavior of fans (…) can change within days or months, and the internal load and the game situation (…) within seconds or minutes."88 The same can be said for the individual motivational states of the players: "The goal of having a successful sports career, for example, takes longer to achieve than the goal of winning a championship, winning a game or gaining possession of the ball during the game."89


There are several aspects that the coach can take away from this, because with a view to the more or less dynamically changing conditions or clues of the players, it can make sense to rely on something that already exists collectively, such as shared values, and to live by them. Clear sporting actions can also be derived from this. The principle of "We support each other" can be applied to many different areas on and off the pitch: Not only is clear mutual support required off the pitch in the event of any problems, but this value or principle is also visible on the pitch in a way that there are always a variety of passing options for the player in possession of the ball or that no one is left alone to defend when the opponent is in possession of the ball, but that every defensive action is supported accordingly and absorbed by their own compensatory movement. Interestingly, this approach was also part of the training of one of the best football teams in recent history, FC Barcelona. As Barça's long-time head methodologist, Paco Seirul·lo, writes in his book ADN Barça, there is "the double idea: 'I help my partner, I help myself, and we help our team', which should activate the initiative of the teammates in that moment, and throughout the rest of the game."90 This clear reference to shared values, which are translated into football actions, can also be found in other successful football teams: For example, the motto "Everyone is responsible for everything" at Liverpool FC during Jürgen Klopp's tenure helped the players, among other things, to make independent decisions when pressing, regardless of whether the opponent acted in the predicted mode or not.91 Fairly often, it is not decided in the first action whether the approach is 'right' or 'wrong', but depends on whether the teammates pick up the thought or intention of the action and pull along accordingly. Analogous to theater, where a deviation from the script goes unnoticed thanks to good improvisation and can even reveal better content than what was originally conceived, the same applies here. However, in order someone preferred - for someone to be able to improvise, it often helps to maintain a certain level of confidence in the basic actions and behaviors. The moment our decision-making is based on shared values, we can follow and implement them even under maximum stress or in situations of extreme fatigue.


The second aspect relevant for the coach relates to training: As Balagué et al. note: “it makes little sense to propose tasks detached from the game to activate specific metabolic pathways (e.g., aerobic/anaerobic), since physiological/biochemical activation occurs as a consequence of a context of conditions when players respond to task characteristics. Trainer instructions (…) should primarily relate to processes that develop over longer periods of time, e.g., values, goals and strategies. Instructions that prescribe specific action solutions (e.g., in relation to technical skills such as dribbling, passing, shooting, etc.) which can change in very short periods of time during a game, can compete with the actively perceived possibilities of the players and be counterproductive."92 However, if the coach appeals to the common goals and values, that is, the overarching, less quickly changing aspects within the conditions that shape our behavior, the players are more quickly ready to carry out certain actions and acts. This is especially true if the players see this as useful for achieving their personal, overarching goal, that was addressed by the coach or if this central value (e.g., “We help each other”) is important to them personally. Subsequently, it depends on the coach's ability to repeatedly address these values through action to emphasize the connection between the formulated value and the action played, and not to allow the formulated values to degenerate into empty phrases.


Juanma Lillo uses very figurative language when describing the way his team should play football and the process to get there:


“The move is not always the same, the opponent changes. That is why I speak of culture (…). You know that a deep, round bowl is useful for soups, and a spoon too. For a steak, you need a flat plate and a sharp knife and fork. But you need to know whether what is being served to you is actually soup or steak. You need to understand what you are dealing with before you can decide which tools to use.


Another example: you confuse a map with the territory. I know where to go to get home; I even have a satellite navigation device to help me. But that's the map, not the area. It doesn't tell me if there are construction sites or if a dog is running out in front of me. That's what I mean by culture: you have to know how to react, when to brake, and when to swerve. The map shows you where to go, the route you can take, but not how to get there. (…) We build a common language through which we understand what we do. Often this language is not even conscious; it is an understanding.”93


In summary, the following can be said about the game model:




	The game model is based on the coach's game idea and depends on numerous external factors.


	The game model should fit the culture lived by the coach (and ideally the entire club) and express this in football terms.


	The game model depends on the individual characteristics, qualities and abilities of the players.


	The game model organizes the interaction of a team according to certain rules and behavioral patterns that follow a decision-making hierarchy. These rules are usually called "game principles", but can also be generally described in terms of the "intentions" of a team.


	The appropriately organized style of play gives the team a dinstinctive identity within its playing behavior and, basically, aims to simplify the organized interaction of the team. In particularly successful game models, emphasis is also placed on bringing out the unique qualities of each player.


	The game model is reflected in through the implementation or interpretation of the game idea by the players.


	Each game model is intended to provide orientation and, on this basis, is flexible and in a state of continuous change as part of future-oriented development.


	A game model fundamentally includes the organizational design of all game moments and summarizes them into higher-level behaviors. In a successful game model these behaviors should fit together and interlock, as the different game moments are interdependent and linked. For example, counter-pressing is difficult when the team in possession of the ball operates at extremely large distances.





"Be aware that during the attack process, I generate the future defensive conditions and vice versa."94


ÓSCAR CANO




	Even if the general principles of the game or common intentions of the team are formulated as broadly as possible, this does not preclude going into more detail in certain areas and further defining concrete, position-specific behaviors. The crucial point is that the game model always serves as an orientation and decision-making aid for the players, and does not restrict their actions or slow down their intuitive, quick decisions.


	Every coach is able to develop his own game model based on his individual characteristics, preferences and ideas. This game model remains changeable and must be adapted to the current team (and other external factors), but will retain its core over the years.





The founder of Tactical Periodization, Prof. Vítor Frade, once said about the concept of the game model that the “model” is like the dress of a model walking down the catwalk: everyone around would admire it and subsequently try to copy it, however, without deciphering the actual idea and intention behind it.95 The same applies to the coach's game idea and the resulting game model as an interpretation of the players in relation to their personal characteristics and their individuality.96
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