
 
RM as FM - Registered Manager as Football Manager. Is there any learning? 
It’s not about the football.  

“Football’s a funny old game”, a comment credited to Jimmy Greaves a Tottenham 
and England legend.  

Perhaps the same could be said of residential child care? This can be credited to me 
– a Tottenham fan, but far, far from being a legend. 

The way I see it in both football and operating a children’s home you can only be as 
successful as your team is good.  

There will be star players, incredibly skilful players, solid players who make little fuss 
but who do much of the hard work unnoticed and often unrecognised.  

The inter-dependency is inescapable, team planning essential, team building crucial, 
and both rely on their audience to support and be part of the team in a tangential 
way.  

All these factors must be guided, moulded, and headed, by an astute manager, a 
tactical genius and someone who ‘kicks every ball’ on behalf of his or her team. Both 
activities have rules to follow, and those rules have been created by those who are 
or who claim to be experts on the subject – though occasionally someone who has 
never participated in the activity itself finds themselves making or overseeing ‘fair 
play’.  

There is no one thing that is a children’s home. There are many millions of ways of 
creating and sustaining a children’s home. Everything is contextual and everything is 
structural. Everything depends; everything is dependent on someone or something. 
Knowing that is the first step in creating a good culture. Working for each other.  

So far then, the parallel with football holds. 

It’s the job of the Manager, Registered or otherwise, to lead and manage what is 
needed. Analyse, prepare, play, produce. One home isn’t the same as another. The 
same home becomes different, evolves when new children and staff come, or go, or 
when things happen. It’s knowing what is going on and what is to be done about it. 
Finger on the pulse. Eye on the ball. 

Though there are subtle differences in what they are doing and how they are doing it, 
if you look closely all good homes are set up with key factors that have been thought 
through and tested. 

Cultures influence attitudes; attitudes influence behaviour. It comes from the top, and 
it rises from the bottom. Culture is like Blackpool rock, you can see it all the way 



through what one person is doing, their values, belief, practice, skill. Performance 
comes from culture, everyone knows, children and staff, what is going on and why. 
There’s a plan and everyone knows about it. Everyone knows ‘What are we here 
for?’ or ‘What are we in the business of doing? 

There’s a clarity of purpose that comes from a unifying theory or general philosophy 
guiding practice, focusing on the fine detail of children’s needs and ways of 
consistently addressing them using individual and group methods.  
 
Receiving and understanding individual attention stands out as the hallmark of teams 
that do “best”. People who feel cared for listen and respond in a sympathetic, 
consistent fashion. Everyone knows what makes everyone tick, what to do and not to 
do.  

What Arsene Wenger called ‘spirit’ is daily life being built to best match wants and 
needs. He talks about an active search to understand, listening, people feeling they 
matter. Feeling informed, empowered and involved in decision-making makes a real 
difference. This sounds just like a very good, perhaps outstanding, children’s home. 

So there is a lot of thinking that can be drawn across from football to residential child 
care. It’s not about the football.  

There are some often used formations and tactics being employed by various teams. 

Here’s some of the most common made applicable to residential child care.  

The Classic - 4-4-2 

The key to 4-4-2 is partnerships. The two strikers, midfield pairing and full-backs and 
wingers each need to have to have a telepathic understanding of their role.  

The midfielders are skilful, with pace and stamina. They get things in the right place 
at the right time. To help them, full-backs back them up and provide extra options, a 
way out when things feel congested, but a way out that remains part of the game 
and may well eventually lead to success by thinking outside of the box. What results 
is plenty of service for direct carers, who are always thinking of what more can be 
done to reach the goal with specific skills, Often, the strikers complement each other 
by having a different set of skills, challenging, bringing others in at the crucial 
moment to achieve the goal. 

The weakness of the 4-4-2 formation can be the rigidity and amount of work 
expected of the two central midfield players. You don’t want to be short of people 
power, so you might think about packing the midfield, holding players, defensive 
players and those amazingly creative thinkers who find a way to disentangle and 
problem and bring success.  

Your midfield is where the game is won and lost. You need dynamic all-rounders 
who are tirelessly creative, whilst good and willing to do their share of defending 
when necessary. 

 



Tiki-Taka 

Think Barcelona, short, intricate passing and fluid movement between every player 
on the field. The keys to success are packing the midfield area with technically skilful 
players who can retain keep things under control creating space and opportunity for 
intelligent, nimble carers who are able to take responsibility for taking children from 
old repetitive behaviours and creating opportunities for positive growth. Tiki-Taka 
thinking controls space and pace.  

It requires a goalkeeper who can double up as a ‘sweeper’, a defence who are good 
with the ball, a midfield fluid in passing and movement. Decades ago they called it 
‘total football’ as, though there is a formation, it is essentially ‘fluid’ as anyone in the 
team can play in any position. They have an appreciation of each other’s roles and 
when necessary, can slot in the replace a colleague who is temporarily out of 
position, down injured or missing. But having one ‘holding’ midfield player was a 
must. This gives the other two, more creative, midfield players license to roam and 
concentrate on providing opportunity. 

The space for these midfielders to work in is increased by the continued presence of 
the full-backs going forward and joining in.  

It invites a response, pressing boundaries or reactive counter-attacking. The most 
common response to a Tiki-Taka team is to sit back and allow them to play in front of 
you, remaining as compact as possible to sniff out any danger. When Tika Taka 
loses control often people feel their defence is thin as the set-up is forward facing.  

The Counter-attack 

When Tiki-Taka gets into difficulties the counterattack is often the fall back.  There’s 
a dropping back and deliberate vacating of space but being solid and compact, until 
the other team are over committed and have left gaps behind them. You take the ball 
back and move forward at speed taking back all the ground that you’d lost.  

The danger is of splitting – being defensive, sitting deep and tight, then pouncing on 
anything loose to regain possession and sprinting forwards. It’s a risky gamble, is 
your counter-attack better than their defence? Fine when you’re in control and have 
nothing to lose.  

Park the Bus 

Also known as just about ‘meeting the standards’. Think Jose Mourinho.  

The tactic of parking the bus is essentially to take to the field with the sole purpose of 
not conceding and anything else is very much secondary. It’s about keeping a clean 
sheet.  

The major focus is defence, closing down space.  Trying to be impenetrable there’s a 
of 4-5-1 or 6-4. To make a success of it, you need a disciplined team full of players 
who are willing to fight for every ball. Whilst it seeks to shut others’ options down, 
you won't be winning.  

It’s a tactic you might adopt when absolutely necessary, but not all the time.  



The Long Ball Game 

Also primarily defensive it makes the most of the skills that are present. Nothing gets 
past the defence, they are the shield, who send the ball forward from deep positions 
towards someone who collects and holds the space for, hopefully, others to arrive to 
join in.  

To have any success requires a lone person to be spectacularly skilful and a couple 
of outstanding midfielders who have the ability to join in and ensure they don’t get 
isolated. There’s technical ability and an old-fashioned hoof up field to get things 
moving. 

There’s a sudden flipping, of making no mistakes, to domination.  It can be very 
physical. 

The High Press 

In contrast, the high pressing game is one that is built from how you play off the ball, 
rather than on it. Think Jurgen Klopp, at its core, the high press works on the 
precedent that the higher up the pitch you get control, the short distance you must go 
to get into a goal scoring position. 

What results is a team that play an incredibly high line, with all ten outfield players 
harrying and hustling the opposition when in possession. Teams who adopt other 
tactics will often let the opposition hold possession in their own half, safe in the 
knowledge they can do little harm so far from goal. What makes the high press stand 
out is that this immediacy of being ‘touch tight’ no matter where the ball is with the 
intention of diversion, disruption or at least de-escalation.  

This works well where possession is tightly held. It needs the exertion of very strong 
pressure on each and every activity that is being faced. One slip up, and suddenly 
you're in an advanced position with a number of your people out of position up the 
pitch. Your team is as strong, or indeed weak, as is your weakest link. 

For it to work then, you need ten people who press as an entire unit. It can be one of 
the most tiring tactics to implement. It requires that they are ‘in their faces’ for all 
shift, shift after shift. It can get physical as the pressure is felt.  

It invites a long-ball response. Lifting long balls over the defensive line, fast players 
who are willing to run the channels can suddenly cut the entire press out of the 
game, exposing the space behind. 

Yes, they’re funny old games. When you win the elation is virtually boundless, a 
draw is not the end of the world but it’s inevitably disappointing and a loss. Loss, for 
the best of teams is simply not imaginable, if you enter the game thinking that you. 
might lose then best not to play at all, it’s not the game for you. 

Adapted from Football tactics explained: 6 of the most common (pitchero.com) 

 



 

 

 


