Strat-O-Matic Football Formation Strategy

By Ed “NFLed” Berro


One of the most challenging aspects of trying to win in Strat-O-Matic football is defense.  Guessing right or wrong is only part of the equation. Number of men in zone, double-teams and keys also play a big role. Some gamers play defense very conservatively, seldom moving players. Others gamble and risk open zones trying to maximize men in zone, double-teams and keys.  Neither approach is right or wrong – that is part of the fun of the game. But with any strategy it helps to know how the game handles situations. Not knowing the rules can put you at a disadvantage.


One example: the advantages and disadvantages of different formations. This article seeks to help you avoid confusion about your strategy when your opponent uses different offensive formations.

Full House or 3RB 2TE

With these formations each offensive run block rating goes up one. That can be a big advantage, especially if using the draft league defensive cards that rely much more on individual player ratings.  Also, it is tougher to key the correct RB since there are typically two or three decent RBs.


However, there are strong disadvantages to these formations. 


While they defy successful keys, how often do defenses successfully key in any case? In order to perform a successful key the defense needs to move the Free Safety FS to the line of scrimmage and fully plug the correct run zone with either FS and/or LB. So a successful key almost always leaves flat-pass zones open – a risk that discourages most coaches from frequent keying (except within the defense’s 1-9 yard line, where keying is a much more viable strategy since the offense is not permitted to throwing to the flat or long pass zones). 


Much more importantly, against these formations if the FS is positioned in the short or long pass zone then he automatically moves into the target zone for ANY pass.  For example, if the offense throws a look-in pass and the FS is in the short or long pass zone then he moves into the look-in zone, which means there are two men in the zone unless the zone was vacated by the MLB (or by both ILB’s in a 3-4).  Further, if the defense calls “Short Yardage,” then the FS similarly moves into the target zone for ANY pass.  This is a huge advantage for the defense.


Consequently, when facing one of these formations it makes sense to leave the FS in the short pass or long pass zone and he will provide extra support. Don’t move the FS into a flat or look-in zone because he will move there automatically when needed. Also, if calling run defense then it makes sense to call Short Yardage because the FS will continue to provide that extra support and he will even move into the long pass zone if the play is a long pass. That significantly minimizes the risks of the Short Yardage defense. If the situation is 3rd and short the offense may throw a flat pass, but by using a Short Yardage defense any roll on the defensive card is incomplete (there will be two men in the zone with the FS moving there), so there is still good flat pass support despite being guessed wrong.


Another good defensive call: When calling pass, blitz the LBs and leave the FS in the short or long pass zone. This way, if the play is a run the defense has a few run zones plugged and if the play is a pass then it is not only guessed right but flat passes still have one man in the zone (the FS).  


If you are facing someone who likes to throw long passes to the WR or TE from a Full House formation, use one or two of the LBs to double-team while leaving the FS in the short or long pass zone. If the play is a short or long pass to the WR or TE then it’s double-teamed; if the play is a flat pass then it is guessed right with the FS in the zone.

1 RB and 3 or 4 WRs


These formations significantly reduce the offense’s ability to run the ball, especially if using the draft league defensive cards.  On a guessed wrong running play if a 1 is rolled on the white die then the guessed right column of the RB is used, which essentially means that 1/3 of guessed wrong runs become guessed right.  Consequently, when facing this formation there is less need to call run defense. In addition, each offensive run block rating goes down 1 so that offensive line full of good 5s becomes a poor line full of 4s instead (which reduces the rushing average almost 0.5 yards per carry on that alone when using the draft defensive cards). Also, there is no blocking back BB on the play except on a run by the QB.


The formation offsets some of these disadvantages when it causes the defense to use a nickel formation. However, the reduction in run support due to the use of the nickel is generally much less than the reduction in effectiveness of the running game overall.


In the passing game the offense gains a decent receiver to replace what is usually a poor-receiving BB and that may be a big advantage.  However, if the defense uses a 3-3-5, which is generally advisable against these formations, then the defense gains a “free double-team.”  To gain the “free double-team,” the defense simply moves the extra DB into the long pass zone and then double-teams any receiver with the FS – in this way each of the pass zones is covered with the default number of men so the double-team may be used without opening any zone.  Or the FS may provide extra support in a pass zone instead of double-teaming. For example, move the extra DB into the long pass zone so that there are 2 men in that zone. Covering the long pass zone with 2 men is a strategy which is not available from a 3-4 or 4-3 formation.


If the defense opts for a 4-2-5, there is no “free double-team.” If the defense wants to avoid leaving a zone open, the FS must be moved into the look-in zone while the extra DB moves into the long pass zone. For 4-3 teams, the 4-2-5 generally provides better run support, but the difference isn’t typically that much compared to the advantages of gaining a “free double-team,” so the 3-3-5 is recommended when facing these formations.


One important note for 4-3 teams using a 3-man line:  If you move one LB or FS into either of the off tackle or off tackle blitz zones, he does not count IN ANY WAY on run support unless there are two LBs or FSs in the run zone.  For example, if a 4-3 team uses a 3-3-5 and moves the MLB to one of the spots next to the Nose Tackle then he does not count at all in run support – linebuck and off tackle runs would still use the 0 LB column if the defensive card is used.  This does not apply to end runs – if a player moves into the end run blitz zone then end runs to that side use the 1 LB column if the defensive card is used.

Other Formations – Pro Set, BB Formation, 2TE 1WR, 1RB 2TE 2WR’s, 3WR 2RB


For defense, don’t let the offense fool you, these are all the same basic formation which do not require you to adjust your strategy much, if at all. I recommend being aware of which defender is responsible for covering each receiver. For example, the offense may use 2TE 2WR so that his left TE is matched up on your weak RLB weak for short or long passes. But you should play your normal strategies against these formations.


One slight exception to this is the 3WR 2RB formation.  With this formation all offensive run block ratings go down 1, which could be a big disadvantage when using the draft league defensive cards. But this formation gains the use or a 3rd WR, which may be an advantage if the team’s TE is weak and/or the 3rd WR is good.  However, there is no need to react to this formation by using a nickel defense.


Compared to the Pro Set formation, the BB formation gains an advantage in adjusting defensive pass rush ratings down 1, and the BB’s rating is used when End is called for on runs to the left.  Consequently, the BB formation is always better than Pro Set unless there is some reason to have two RBs eligible to run the ball.


The 2TE 1WR formation is similar to the BB formation except that a WR is replaced by a TE. This typically reduces the ability to throw long passes. Also, on any pass from this formation to the WR the FS is automatically added into the zone if the FS is positioned in the short or long pass zone.  Consequently, the BB formation is generally a much better formation unless the second TE is particularly good.


The 1RB 2TE 2WR formation is similar to the BB formation in most ways. However, if the BB’s rating comes up on a run by the RB, a 0 is used.  Also, and this may be important, on any pass to the RB if an asterisk pass rush rating comes up the result is an automatic sack.  The only advantage of this formation over the BB formation is if the second TE is particularly good or if for some reason there is an advantage in the slightly different pass-coverage match-ups as the RLB covers the 2nd TE and the LLB covers the RB.

Summary


Many coaches use different formations to confuse. But awareness of the advantages and disadvantages of particular formations will help avoid confusion, or even panic, on how to react.  If the offense uses a 1 RB with 3 or 4 WRs, or a 3 RB formation, then on defense completely change your mode of thinking to take advantage of the formation’s weaknesses. If the offense uses any other formation then stay calm, use formations as you normally would with the understanding that the offense is likely hurting itself, and be aware of potentially changing defensive pass-coverage assignments.

