Third and Short – New Possibilities

by Ed “NFLed” Berro 8/2003
When it’s third down and the offense needs only 1 or 2 yards for a first down the defense is in a difficult position.  The defense can simply call run or pass while leaving all defensive players in their default position.  However, unless the RB’s are bad guessed right, or the defense is excellent against the run, the defense will often want to do more than that.

With the previous rules one somewhat popular option for the defense was to call pass and move all of its linebackers to the line of scrimmage.  That way 3 of the 5 run zones were plugged (albeit guessed wrong) and flat passes were guessed right (albeit with zero men in zone).  With the new rules this is no longer a particularly viable strategy since flat passes with zero men in zone are now guessed wrong.

There are still many options available to the defense in this situation with varying degrees of risk versus reward:

1)
Short Yardage Defense:  This allows the defense to not only call run but also move its linebackers to the line of scrimmage to plug 3 of the 5 run zones.

If the play is a run then the offense still has a decent chance of getting a first down.  This can occur on the RB’s card guessed right or on the defensive card zero or one man in zone (depending upon whether the correct run zone was plugged), especially if the offense wins a rating matchup.  However, this call is generally good against runs to one of the plugged run zones.  This is especially true if the runner has a somewhat poor guessed right card or the result is on the defensive card.

If the play is a flat pass then it is guessed wrong against one man in zone but this is nothing close to a “guarantee” of a first down.  If the white die is a 6 then the zero man in zone column is consulted (which is almost certainly a first down) but if the white die is a 4 or a 5 then the one man in zone column is consulted.  Depending upon the defensive card there are usually several chances for the defense to prevail.  The strength of the QB’s flat pass column and the RB’s flat pass receiving card could also easily come into play and there are often incompletions on these.  Certainly if the play is a flat pass then this is good for the offense but by no means does a short yardage defense just give the offense a first down on a flat pass.

If the play is a long pass then a long gain may result but the chances for a completion are significantly less then the chances for a first down on a flat pass (and significantly less than 50% in most cases).  While a long pass against short yardage is a good play for the offense, a flat pass would probably be more advantageous unless the QB is particularly bad on flat passes or the offense is trailing by a fairly large margin.  Also, if the defense can entice the offense to throw long on 3rd and short then unless the long pass zone is always open in this situation then it is generally a bad play for the offense on 3rd and short.

The short yardage defense is an effective call against a running play without having the disadvantage of opening up the flat zones.  It also may entice the offense to throw a long pass in a similar situation later in the game which would be disadvantageous for the offense if the defense calls pass or even if the defense simply leaves the free safety in the long pass zone.

2)
Keying:  This allows the defense to completely “sell-out” and attempt to give the runner almost no chance of success.

A few years ago the rules on keying changed significantly and I believe many Strat-O-Matic football players are not aware of this.  In order for any runner to be successfully keyed not only does the defense need to announce a key on that runner and move the free safety to the line of scrimmage but there also must be a linebacker or free safety in the run zone to which the play was run.  For example, if the play is an off tackle left but there is no linebacker or free safety in that run zone then even if the correct runner was keyed the play is simply “guessed right” and not “keyed”.  This makes a huge difference especially on 3rd and short.

In order to make an effective key call the defense should move at least two (and generally three) of its linebackers to the line of scrimmage.  This way the defense can plug as many of the run zones as possible.  If they don’t do this, the runner will frequently be able to avoid the key.  Because linebackers are needed on the line of scrimmage when keying, an effective key call will generally leave two or all three of the flat zones open.

On 3rd and short, since end runs guessed right have less chance for a first down than the other runs, it is viable to simply plug the off tackle and linebuck zones.  This leaves one linebacker free to cover one of the flat zones as long as this is not done in a predictable manner.

If the play is a run to that runner, then unless the run is to an unplugged zone (which would be guessed right but not keyed), there is usually very little chance of gaining enough for the first down unless the offense wins a rating matchup on the defensive card.  If the offense has two viable RB’s in the game then keying is more difficult and the short yardage defense may be preferable depending upon the situation; however, even then a key may be a good way to gamble at completely stopping the run.

If the play is a flat pass then it is going to be a first down a large percentage of the time due to the open zone and the offense has basically won this strategic matchup.  If the play is a long pass then the same comments apply here as for the short yardage call -- the play is guessed wrong with zero men in zone.  As always it is important not to be predictable in calling plays.  Note, however, that even if the play is a flat pass to an open zone while the result will very likely be a first down it will generally not be a huge gain.  Therefore the offense will likely still need to gain more first downs (and win more of these sorts of battles) to score a touchdown.

3)
Calling Run:  Calling run with no player movement can be a very viable call depending upon the RB’s and the defensive card involved.

If the RB’s have poor guessed right columns with not much chance of a first down then it may be sufficient to simply call run (or short yardage) instead of keying.  If the defensive card is excellent against the run then calling run may be good enough to stop the offense from getting the first down even without a linebacker or free safety in the run zone.  This call is also a good one to defend against end runs. 

It is frequently the case, especially with cards from recent years, that a team will have one star HB who has good guessed right running columns and a FB who is overall fairly poor.  If the offense feels that the defense may key the star HB and attempts to run the FB then a simple run (or short yardage) call may be very effective in stopping the FB from gaining the first down.

An additional strategy the defense may employ on 3rd and short when calling run is to move one or more linebackers to the line of scrimmage to strengthen run support.  The defense may feel that it can leave a particular flat zone open with some confidence that a flat pass wouldn’t be thrown to that zone.  In that case the defense can use this to its advantage by plugging a run zone in addition to calling run.  The new rules make this particular strategy more attractive.  For a flat pass with a white die roll of 6 the zero men in zone column is consulted anyway (unless the linebacker is a 6), so there is less risk involved in leaving a flat zone open while calling run than with the previous rules.

One more potentially powerful strategy for the defense is to call run and move the free safety to one of the flat zones.  A flat pass against two men in zone has no chance for success whatsoever on the defensive card regardless of right or wrong.  A good way to implement this strategy is to sometimes move the free safety to one flat zone and move the middle linebacker to the other flat zone (leaving the lookin zone open) and other times simply move the free safety to the lookin zone.  As with keying and the short yardage defense this strategy leaves the long pass zone open so it is advisable not to use all of these strategies too often or in too predictable of a way.

4)
Calling pass:  As long as the pass is not thrown to an open flat zone then any pass against this defense does not have a large chance of gaining the first down unless the QB has a particularly good flat pass guessed right column.

To further fortify the defense against a flat pass the free safety may be moved to one of the flat zones or may double-team a good flat receiver to severely further reduce the chances for gaining a first down if the correct zone or receiver is chosen.

One strategy to employ is to call pass, move one or even two linebackers into run zones, and move the free safety to a vacant flat zone.  With this strategy one or two run zones are plugged and passes are guessed right (except a flat pass to a zone which was left open).  This strategy can be particularly effective if there is a flat zone to which the offense has not been throwing (if, for example, a 6-rated linebacker is normally positioned there).

For many of these strategies the long pass zone is left open, but if the defense calls pass then the play is guessed right.  With the new dumpoff rules anytime a D is rolled the defense does not have to worry about a short or long completion (see the new rule for details).  Therefore, leaving the long pass zone open is slightly less risky than with the previous rules.

Here is a summary:

1)
Short Yardage Defense—good against any run, guessed wrong but not open zone against a flat pass, guessed wrong and open zone against a long pass;

2)
Keying—great against a run if the correct runner is keyed (making sure to plug as many run zones as possible), bad against a flat pass, guessed wrong and open zone against a long pass;

3)
Calling run—okay against a run, guessed wrong against any pass; if combined with player movement then some run zones may be plugged, some flat zones (or the long pass zone) may be open, and/or some flat zones may have double coverage;

4)
Calling pass—poor against a run, good against any pass; if combined with player movement then some run zones may be plugged, some flat zones may be open (and guessed wrong), the long pass zone may be open and/or some flat zones may have double coverage or a good flat receiver may be double-teamed

As with all defensive strategies it is important on 3rd and short not to be predictable in your play calling.  If the offense knows that the long pass zone will always be open, if the defense will always call run, if a very good guessed right RB will never be keyed, if a particular flat pass zone will always be open, etc. then it will likely take advantage of this and the defense will not be particularly successful.

For an extra edge in these important short yardage situations it may be very helpful to think before the game begins about the strategies you will use in these situations.  Going as far as scripting these situations may even be helpful.

As examples, the defense may decide to key the best RB in the first of these situations so that the offense may become hesitant to run the best RB in future 3rd and short situations.  The defense may decide to add the free safety to the lookin zone early in the game to attempt to dissuade the offense from throwing a lookin in future 3rd and short situations.  Then later in the game on 3rd and short they can leave the lookin zone open and put two men in both flat zones or plug an additional run zone.  The defense may decide to leave the long pass zone open in a couple of early short yardage situations and then keep the free safety in the long pass zone later in the game on 3rd and short.  A long pass against a one man in zone is in general a poor play for the offense on 3rd and short.  This is true even if the play is guessed wrong since the chance for success is so low and failure will usually result in a punt or a kick.

These sorts of “psychological” strategies aren’t necessary (and in some cases may backfire).  But what is most helpful for 3rd and short is to use sound strategies which are consistent with each other so that the defense does not become predictable.  As long as the defense is not predictable then it should be able to be successful in a good percentage of these 3rd and short situations.

