
• This PowerPoint presentation is an abridged 
version of the what was presented in Taranaki 
(19), Wanganui (9), Manawatu (25), Hawke’s 
Bay (30) and Gisborne (16) in July and August 
2008. Number of attendees in brackets.

• All hyperlinks, movie clips and custom 
animations have been removed. Some group 
exercises have been retained.



Systems of Play and Formations - 2008



Lets Get Into 4 Groups
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Agenda
• Introduction
• What is a formation?
• Different types of formations
• How should we coach formations?
• When should we coach formations?
• How much time should be spent on coaching 

formations?
• Why coach a formation?
• What factors determines a team formation?
• Relationship between formations and winning
• Permutations and combinations
• Implications for training
• The advantages and disadvantages of some formations
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• PowerPoint Presentation

• Group Tasks

• Q & A

• Break - Mix and Mingle with TC & B 
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• Better understanding about basic issues on how, 
when, what to coachw.r.t formations / systems 
of play.

• Discuss someof the implications for training.



2 Schools of Thought

• Game should be played on a man-to-man 
basis ie. each player in a team is responsible 
for his opposite number.

• Game is based on space and a team needs to 
command space effectively.



Implications

• The higher the standard of play, the shorter
this distance between the units need to be 
since good players can take advantage of the 
smallest amount of freedom.

• Consequently the “tighter” the marking 
needs to be – possibly?



Food for Thought

• There are NOT 2 halves of a team called 
defence and attack. A side defends or attacks 
depending on whether or not it has possession
of the ball.

• The responsibility for defending or attacking 
belongs to each player as the situation in play 
demands it. 



Training / Game - Implications

• If players are brought up as specialists, tactical
possibilities must be limited.

• That is not to say specialisation is all bad, but in 
the early stagesa player must develop an all round 
competence in understanding the game as a whole. 

• The more a high degree of specialisationis 
encouraged the more the game is being split up 
into parts and rendering it less fluid.



Training / Game - Implications

• Technicaldeficiencies limit tactical options



Questions / Implications

Do you

• Pick a team formation based on the players 
available

or

• Pick the players to suit a particular formation?



Strategy precedes Structure

Do you

• Pick a team formation based on the players 
available (strategy)

or

• Pick the players to suit a particular formation 
(structure)? This is what most of you do – right?



Japan
Holland
Germany
France

England (previously?) 
& many other countries

U15 – Nationalteam all play the same formation

Bayern Munich All teams play 4-3-3. No sweeper. All zonal

Barcelona All teams play with a zone defense. Up to age of 15 all 
teams play 3-4-3. Older teams play 4-3-3



In your groups – answer each of your groups 2 questions in 10 mins.

Justify and explain your answers where possible by presenting your 
answers to all the other groups – 5 mins.

Group 1 Define what is a system of play  / formation?
How is a formation different to a tactic and strategy?

Group 2 Why coach formations?
What factors determine a team’s formation?

Group 3 When should we coach formations?
How much time should be spent on coaching formations?

Group 4 List the advantages & disadvantages of zonal defending compared to man-to-man 
marking

Group 5 List all the possible different formations you can think of.
How should we coach formations?

Group Tasks



Group 1

• Define what is a formation?

• How is a formation different to a tactic and 
strategy?



Definition – What is a Formation?

Systems of play are concerned with the arrangement of playerson the field of 
play. (Charles Hughes).

A system of play is a recognisable pattern of play resulting from the use of certain
players in fairly clearly defined functionson the field (Allen Wade).

A plan called a system of play governs the way players act individually and 
togetherwith others on the pitch (Bangsbo & Peitersen).

A formation is a systemthat deploysthe players on the field with which the team
tries to implement and impose its strategy(Anon).



Tactics= Individual and collective manoeuvres
used to defeat opponents so as to
make the strategic aims possible.

Eg. Winning 1-0 with 5 mins to go, take the ball into the corners

Eg. Playing offside

Eg. Playing 3-5-2 and showing opposition inside in midfield

Set Plays = standard situations

Strategy = The objective when in and out of 
possession of what we want to achieve 
in order to win the game.

In Possession = Direct Play < 10 secs or > 10 secs
Out Possession = Pressing or Counter Attack



In Summary

STRATEGY = What?

TACTICS = How?

GAME PLAN = 6 Wise Men (Who,What,Where,When,How,Why)

SYSTEM = The Framework



Group 2

• Why coach formations?

• What factors determine a team’s formation?



Group 2 - Why coach formations?

• Important because Sir Alex Ferguson says so………

“Shape is necessary for team order”(UEFA Technical Report 2006-07).

“Shape can be used to hide your weakness” (Arsene Wenger)

• Psychological – players confident as we are onto to it

• Time limitations and its ‘easy”

• Technical limitations



Group 2 - What factors determine a team’s formation?

• Strengths, weaknesses of team
• Strengths, weakness of the opp. 
• Coach’s philosophy and beliefs
• Coach’s ability  / knowledge
• Opposition coach
• Injuries
• Availability of players 
• Match preparations
• Playing culture of the club
• Mental, ‘morale’
• Current form of the team

• Venue of the game (home-away)
• Climatic conditions.
• State of the ground.
• Competition format (league, cup).
• Views of significant others
• Success of other teams strategies
• Copy good ideas from others
• Substitutes - ‘wild card’ etc
• ‘What if’ scenarios!!
• Current form of opponents
• Expectations – public / media
• National strategy / curriculum
• Score in the game
• Importance of the game



Group 3

• When should we coach formations?

• How much time should be spent on 
coaching formations?



Long Term Player Development Model - LTPDM
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Group 3 - How much time should be spent on 
coaching formations?

20% of training session – German Youth Coaches

10% of training session = Taranaki coaches

30% of training session = Wanganui coaches

? of training session = Manawatu coaches

66% of training session = Gisborne coaches

30% of training session = Hawke’s Bay coaches



Group 4

List the advantages & disadvantages of man-to-
man marking compared to zonal defending



The reason why it is possibly better to coach zonalthan man-marking for 
youngplayers and not play with a sweeperis because…..

• More 1v1’s hence become better defenders and 
attackers?

• More about a collective team effort – more about 
sharing the win and loss

• More opportunities to “play” both in A & D –
more +ve

• Learn from our “heroes”

• Zonal = more thinking / less running
• Man Marking = less thinking / more running



• Tight man-manmarking means rejection of 
the basic principles of defence since the 
defending players’ positions are determined 
entirely by their opponents.

• Exponents of the space or zone system are 
“happy” if important spaces are filled, 
opposing players, sooner or later, must come 
into those spaces.

• Interestingly “space never scored a goal”.



Disadvantages of Man Marking

“Spaced out”, no cover & unbalanced defence – ie. not compact

Spaces are allowed in central areas

Shape determined by opponent’s positions – they have the initiative



Advantages of Man Marking

More pressure on the ball receiver ie. less time on the ball

Principle of delay is emphasised as player on the ball under pressure

Effective pressing eg. through the thirds (as opposed to CA)

As defend with min numbers, more attacking options when win ball

A man-to-man approach 
usually leads to more pressure 
on the ball receiver.

Here, the PRK midfielder is 
unable to turn and is forced to 
face his own goal. 

5v4 in 20x20 yards!



Group 5

• List all the possible different formations 
you can think of.

• How should we coach formations?



Modern Systems
• Really only started in 1925 ie. 83 years ago!
• This was because the offside law was changed
• Before 1925 the law stated:

A player is offside if he was in front of the ball when it was passed 

A player is offside if he is nearer his opponents goal-line than the ball at the 
moment the ball is played unless….there are three(3)of his opponents nearer to 

their own goal-line than he is…..

The change in 1925 was to change it to read two (2) of his opponents…

The result was that it was now easier to score and so 
effective systemsnow deployed more players at the back.



4-3-3 (1962)
4-4-2
5-3-2
3-5-2
3-4-3
4-5-1
4-2-3-1
4-3-2-1
5-4-1
3-6-1

Modern Formations

2-3-5 (The Pyramid)
WM (1925 off side law change)
WW
3-3-4
4-2-4

Classic Formations

1-2-7 (England) - 1872
1-1-8 (England) 
2-2-6 (Scotland)

Early Days



3-5-2 / 5-2-3
3-4-3

WM

5-3-2

4-5-14-3-3

4-2-4
4-4-1-1

4-3-2-1 (Christmas Tree)
4-(1-2-1)-2 Diamond Midfield

4-4-2

TransformationBasic Formation

Three main organisational forms can be distinguished: 5-3-2, 
4-4-2, 4-3-3. I am of the opinion that all other concepts are 
derived from these three (Rinus Michels).



Implications - Permutations
If 4 is required at the back and not fewer than 2 in midfield and not 
fewer than 2 up front – then only have 2 players to permutate

If we accept that 3 can contain 4, and there are 3 banks to fill, then 3 at 
the back, 3 in midfield and no fewer than 2 up front = 9 (including 
keeper), so again only 2 players to permutate.

Examples: 
4-2-2 ------> = 4-2-4
4-2-2 ------> = 4-4-2
4-2-2 ------> = 4-3-3



Group 5 - How should we coach formations?

Principles First

Formations Second

Formation Philosophy



Attack Defence

• Penetration Pressure
• Depth / Support Depth / Support / Cover
• Mobility Balance 
• Width Compactness / Concentration
• Improvisation / Creativity Predicability

Width + Depth + Improvisation + Mobility = Penetration

Compactness + Balance = Pressure & Cover

Principles of Play



SSG

Functional

POP

11 v 11

Shadow Play

V.A.R.K.

Tactics Board

Whiteboard

PowerPoint

Software eg. Jess Software, Data Coach, Soccer Tutor, Tactfoot

Playbook

Cones

Tool Kit



No Adult Coach Should Ever Lose a Game of Noughts and Crosses

0-1+1M-M3-4-33-5-2

0-2+2M-M4-3-33-5-2

0-2+1+14-4-23-5-2

0M-M-1+13-4-34-3-3

0M-M-2+23-5-24-3-3

0-1-1+24-4-24-3-3

0-1M-M+13-4-34-4-2

0-3+2+15-2-34-4-2

0-2+1+14-3-34-4-2

0-2M-M+24-4-24-4-2

0-1-1+23-5-24-4-2

0-3+1+25-3-24-4-2

Sum TotalAttackMidfieldDefenceAgainstControl



All Groups To Consider - Individually

• What should the formations be for those teams 
playing and training with 4, 5, 6, 8 and 9 
outfield players? Justify your answers – 10 mins

• What are the implications for training / game?



90various3-4-310

723-3-3* / 4-4-1 / 4-3-23-4-29

564-2-2 / 3-3-22-4-28

422-4-1 / 3-2-22-3-27

303-2-1 / 3-32-3-16

202-2-1 /3-2 / 2-31-3-15

122-21-2-14

62-11-23

21-12

111

Number of 
Possible 

Interactions

Other PossibilitiesFormation / 
Shape

No. Outfield 
Players (excl 

Keepers)



• 4 vs. 4and 5 vs. 5 (with goalkeeper) training 
and tournament games are a must for technical 
and basic tactical development

• 7 vs. 7in 40 x 60 yard field provides the ideal 
game for players who have already acquired 
enough technical development to allow them to 
cope with more testing tactical decisions

• 4 vs. 4must / should be used regularly in 
training



All Groups To Discuss - Collectively

• Is there a relationship between formations 
and winning?

• What is the “easiest” formation to coach?

• Are there any genderconsiderations to 
think of when coaching formations to 
females compared to males?



4-4-22007AC Milan

4-3-32006FC Barcelona

4-5-12005Liverpool

4-4-22004FC Porto

4-4-22003AC Milan

4-2-3-14-4-22002Real Madrid

1-4-3-25-3-22000Real Madrid

4-4-21999Manchester United

3-(1-2-1)-33-4-31995Ajax

3-4-31992FC Barcelona

4-3-31970Feyenoord

4-2-41967Celtic

ModificationFormationEuropean Cup / 
Champions 

League Winners

Team



4-5-12008Spain

4-3-32004Greece

4-2-3-12000France

FormationEuroTeam



4-4-1-14-4-22006Italy

3-5-22002Brazil

4-3-2-14-3-3 / 4-4-21998France

4-4-21994Brazil

**5-3-21990West Germany

3-5-21986Argentina

1982Italy

1978Argentina

**1974West Germany

4-4-2*4-2-41970Brazil

4-3-3 / 4-4-21966England

4-3-31962Brazil

4-3-3*4-2-41958Brazil

1954West Germany

1950Uruguay

2-3-51938Italy

2-3-51934Italy

2-3-51930Uruguay

VariationPlayed & 
Coached

FormationWorld Cup 
Winners

Country



1991, 1992, 1993, 19943-4-3La LigaFC Barcelona

1994, 1995, 19963-4-3EredivisieAjax

19993-4-3ScudettoAC Milan

2001, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006, 20074-3-3Ligue 1Olympique Lyonnais

1995-964-3-3UEFA ChampionsJuventus

1994-954-3-3Serie AJuventus

2007-084-3-3UEFA Cup FC Zenit St Petersburg

2005-064-3-3La LigaFC Barcelona

2004-054-3-3La LigaFC Barcelona

2005-064-3-3Premier LeagueChelsea

2004-054-3-3Premier LeagueChelesa

3 times winners 3-5-2Asian Cup Iran

20053-5-2UEFA CupCSKA Moscow

2007, 20084-4-2Premier LeagueManchester United

1998-994-4-2Premier LeagueManchester United

2002, 20034-4-2ScudettoJuventus

20074-4-2TurkeyFenerbahce SK

19984-4-2African Nations CupEgypt

2000, 2001, 20074-4-2Copa LibertadoresBoca Juniors

2003-044-4-2Premier LeagueArsenal

20044-4-2ScudettoAC Milan

20015-3-2Scottish FA CupCeltic

20015-3-2Scottish LeagueCeltic

20054-2-3-1SAS LigaBrondy

20074-2-3-1La LigaReal Madrid

2006, 20074-2-3-1Serie AAS Roma

YearFormationCompetitionTeam



9 of the 16 participating countries normally used a 4-4-2 system :

Canada, China, Germany, France, Korea DPR, Korea Rep., Norway, 
Nigeria, Sweden, (all with a flat back four ).

Argentina and Brazil adopted a 4-3-1-2 formation while Ghana and 
Russia fielded a sweeper . 

The USA mainly used a flat 4-3-3 , but their flexibility allowed them to 
switch to 4-4-2 and even 3-4-3 during games. 

Japan (3-4-1-2 with the goalkeeper acting as a sweeper ) and 

Australia (3-4-3) were the only countries to play with three defenders 
(as per your group exercise).

Playing Systems Women’s World Cup - 2003



Women’s World Cup - 2007

Majority teams played flat back 4 with zonal marking,

Nigeria and Argentina the exceptions (sweeper).

Brazil played with 2 defenders and sweeper.

Strict individual marking has completely disappeare d

(FIFA Technical Report 2007)



19.8%

32

111

22

2007

123107Total goals scored

16.3%2011.2%12Goals scored from 
outside the penalty 
area

32

1999

32Total matches 
played

2003Women’s 
World Cup

Females hitting a diag ball?

Women score twice as many goals from 

outside the penalty area as men. 
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• Better understanding about basic issues on how, 
when, what to coachw.r.t formations / systems 
of play

• Discuss someof the implications for training



Conclusion

• Every system has its pros and cons 
(advantages / disadvantages).

• It is all about minimising the cons and 
taking advantage of the pros.

• Playerswin / lose matches not formations.



Conclusion

• The importance of systems of play is exaggerated

• The number of permutations is really quite small

• Usual to arrange in 3 groups – back, midfield   
forward

• Can have a defensive block and attacking block



Attention Dimensions

External

Internal

Broad Narrow

Taranaki = 72%

Wanganui = 78%

Manawatu = 42%

Hawke’s Bay = 32%

Gisborne = 64%

Taranaki = 11%

Wanganui = 11%

Manawatu = 33%

Hawke’s Bay = 24%

Gisborne = 7%

Taranaki = 9%

Wanganui = 0%

Manawatu = 2%

Hawke’s Bay = 28%

Gisborne = 29%

Taranaki = 8%

Wanganui = 11%

Manawatu = 4%

Hawke’s Bay = 16%

Gisborne = 0%



Conclusion

Insanity is repeating the same thing over and over 
again and expecting different results.

(Albert Einstein)


