Coaching Corner - Winning The Second Ball 
By Neil Hull, NSCAA State Technical Coordinator, Texas 




Many coaches and players alike talk of winning the second ball. When the coach asks his players, "I want you to go out there and win the second ball," do the players know what he is talking about or why he has requested this tactic? Hopefully over the next few paragraphs we will be able to resolve and unwrap some of the whats, wheres, whys and whens of winning the second ball. 

What is the Second Ball?

As a ball is played over the heads of the defenders from the midfield, the strikers see the ball's trajectory (path of flight) as being too low to clear the defensive line. From visual clues and experience, the attackers notice the defenders are more likely to win an aerial ball. Rather than attempting to win the 50/50 ball in the air, the attacker sets up in a position to win the second ball and gain advantage from a possible weak or mis-timed defensive first touch. Even if the defender makes a good first touch, the attacker is in a position to apply pressure, the first principle to winning the ball back.

Where Should a Coach or Player Attempt to Win the Second Ball?

This tactic is generally for an attacking system. The best area is in the final attacking third, although it may also be effective in the middle third. It depends upon your team's shape, formation, size, age and sometimes gender.


If your team is playing a three-forward system and the opposition's defense is aggressive and taller, have your attackers position themselves around the defender receiving the ball. This will psychologically force "numbers up" or "color of shirt" pressure on the defender. This might assist in creating the wayward first touch. 


Age and gender can sometimes be a reason to effect the second ball. Young players, both male and female, do not like to head goal kicks or high aerial balls. If they let the ball bounce, that is the time to win the second ball. As players get older, the attacking use of winning the midfield aerial ball is often emphasized by the coach. Some of the more adventurous players step up to the mark, creating the plays we have already discussed. In my opinion, this is not a good tactic to use defensively or in your defensive third, If you give an attacker the first touch, what is the initial thought in the striker's mind: Can I shoot? Defenders should always try to win the first touch and prevent the ball from bouncing.

Why Play the Second Ball?

Why would a team or player choose to implement this tactic? 

· To gain an attacking advantage from a known player's weak first touch. 

· When inch for inch your team, or you as a player, are smaller and attempts to win aerial balls are a losing battle. 

· Creating shape behind the ball by allowing them the touch it may provide for your team to regain or set up shape. 

· Prevent the "jumping in" scenario inexperienced defenders often display. 

· When your midfield is taller than theirs. Letting the opposition's defense win the first touch in the air and your midfield win the second could set up an automatic counterattack. 


We could go into many more, but thoughts on tactics are your own. Development of a tactic to suit a team's style and knowledge of the game is up to the individual coach. 
When Should This Tactic Be Applied?

It comes down to the choice of the coach or individual player. From a coach's standpoint, they should be looking to the team advantage from the second ball. Does the coach's or team's style of play suit this tactic? If the team is playing "indirect" and wishes to draw the opponent to its half to set up a counterattack or line of confrontation, this is a possible attack. However if the team is playing "direct," then the forwards are coached to win every ball. It becomes an individual decision whether to challenge for the first ball or step out and wait for the second.


Two areas I would look at outside of your control are the size of pitch and the weather. Is the pitch long and narrow (more of a direct game)? Going with the wind? Is the opposition winning the ball because of compactness of the field or miss-timed delivery? Then may be this is the time to change tactics and attempt to win the second ball.


Is the weather rainy, the field sticky and the ball dying on the bounce? First, players don't like heading the ball on days like this. It automatically sets up the opportunity for a weak touch. Secondly, the ball dies with its first touch in the mud. It is a prime opportunity for your attackers to win the ball and penetrate or take the shot.


The game of soccer is not black and white; the game grows and evolves. It is 90 minutes older at its conclusion, its players and coaches 90 minutes more experienced. During the match, all participants have made decisions to the future of their game's evolution. It is not a game of endless timeouts, scratches, or 50 athletes sitting on the bench. The control in playing soccer comes from the players. It is on the training ground where a coach demonstrates the techniques and tactics he wishes the players to employ. A strong team is able to transfer this to a game, with maybe a little tweaking at halftime. Consider the tactic of winning the second ball and placing it in your game. If you don't utilize it, at least know it's out there, in case it's used on you.

