The Principles of Play
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Offense

Penetration
Whenever there are two or more passing possibilities, the pass that achieves the greatest penetration must be used.  The creation of goal scoring opportunities and territorial advantage must be of prime importance in penetration.

For example, the most penetrating pass in the diagram below is obviously number 3.  It goes behind most defenders and creates a 1v1 that can be quickly overloaded into a 2v1 situation for the attack.
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Depth   (Support)
Intelligent support of the player on the ball will increase the number of passing angles and opportunities.  The player off the ball must support or zone on the ball in order to give support and commit the opposition.

Players should realize that to have depth they must have support from behind and not be caught playing square or in a straight line – this limits their passing opportunities and increases the chance of interception by the opposition.
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Mobility
All players whether in attack or defense must be willing to take on the role of the players around them.  If a defender sees an attacker in trouble and moves up to support or overlap, then they are showing mobility.  Similarly an attacking player may interchange position in order to cover for the overlapping fullback.
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Player 1 makes an overlapping run to create an opportunity for a penetrating pass from the player with the ball.  Player 2 now comes and takes the position vacated by player 1 in support of the player with the ball.
Width
The use of width in attack must inevitably lead to the stretching of the opposing defense.  This will give space and therefore time for more passing situations.  Lack of width will allow the defense to concentrate in the most advantageous position.

In the diagram below, the defense can mark players very easily due to the fact that the attacking players have concentrated themselves in a very small space.  In fact, defender X1 can control players O1 and O2 simply because they have no width on the field.
X
X





X

O


O1

X
X1

O
O2






 ?

(







  O
In the diagram below the attack has been mounted with good width.  Now the attacking players have room in which to maneuver and as a result will be stretching the defense.  By taking the defense wide, players O1 and O2 have created passing opportunities to players O3 and O4.
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Improvisation
The ability to do the unusual or the unexpected is becoming more and more the necessary facet of a successful attack due to the high organization of today’s defenses.  It is normally an individual quality, but to be successful has to be comprised of some of the other principles and understanding from the other players.
Defense
Delay (Pressure)
Delay is an essential principle of defense.  On losing possession of the ball the players nearest to the ball should endeavour to delay the opposition long enough to allow their team to reorganize.  This can be achieved either by quick man-for-man marking of players near the ball, tackling back and chasing forwards, which forces the opposition to use longer passes that have an element of risk or by backing off the player in possession and blocking the most decisive passing angle.
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In the diagram above, O1 has been dispossessed by defender X1.  Player O1 must immediately upon losing the ball challenge back to player X1 to delay the counterattack.  Player O2 must run to cut off the support of player X2 and subsequently players O3, O4, O5 and O6 must cut off the support to players X3, X4, X5 and X6.  The delaying tactic of player O1 gives the rest of their team time to make their runs to cut off the support.
DELAY = TIME = DEPTH AND SUPPORT
Depth (Support)
In order to combat depth in the opposing team, the defense must limit the passing possibilities giving cover and double cover from behind.  When the defender stand square or in a line, there are innumerable passing opportunities which can penetrate the defense and create goal scoring opportunities for the opposition.  
Here the defenders X1 and X2 have been caught lying “square” and a through ball is on for the attacking player to run on to and possibly score.
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In the diagram below, if player X2 observers the principles of depth, then they will back off and be in a position to cover a pass to the overlapping player or challenge the ball carrier if they bet their player X3.  In this way they can control both players and  shepherd the opponents by intelligent positioning.
O

(


X3




O

X1                      
    

X2
Depth around the ball however should not be considered sufficient to deal with attacking problems.  A defense can have good depth in an isolated area but still be in a vulnerable  situation because they are not balanced.
Balance
In the diagram below you can see that the left side of the defense has good depth with X1 and X2, but over the whole field there is poor balance as the right side is lying too square and in a line for one ball to beat them all.  Therefore there are passing opportunities behind the defense making use of the open space for the offense to run on to.
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If the right side of the defense is aware of depth then it will give balance by having X5 drop back thus giving the right side the depth that they need to balance the defense across the entire playing field.



O2




O1
    (    

                                                                                  X3

X1



                                X2
                             O3                                           O4
                 O5                                 O6
                                                 X4                                            

                  X6



X5
Concentration
If the defense persists in playing a tight man-for-man marking system then it will be stretched by the width of the attack and huge gaps will be left for penetrating passes.  Thus the need for funneling into the goalmouth and concentrating the defense in this area in order to limit the passing and scoring opportunities and increase the possibilities of interception.
In the diagram below the defending team X is too wide and running straight back instead of funneling towards goal.
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In the diagram below, the defense is retreating, balancing and funneling while the ball carrier is being delayed by a forward allowing the defending players time to concentrate in front of the goalmouth.
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Possession could of course be regained at any time, but if not, this would be the desired position under pressure and it is in this situation particularly that the final principle is involved.
Restraint
In all interception and tackling situations it is necessary that players are confident, courageous and determined to regain possession.  Defenders in particular must show control and restraint when the opposition has the ball under control.

If a defense commits themselves wildly or too early in a defensive situation then they can jeopardize the values of their other principles of defense and leave themselves open for a penetrative attack by allowing a 2v1 to happen behind them as both their player and other attacking players will pass them.

If however, they show restraint and jockey the ball carrier and possibly shepherd them to the touchline to avoid danger or inside to another defender, that will allow time for the support to come behind them.

If possible, this task can be taken over completely by a forward tackling back or chasing the opposition in order to delay the attack.  This would give the remainder of the team time to balance themselves and funnel back and concentrate in front of the goal.









