Strat-O-Matic Football – Managing Your Offense
September 15, 2004

by NFLed
This article gives a basic perspective on managing your offense in neutral situations to take advantage of the talent of both teams and your opponent’s strategies.  This article does not cover specific passing situations such as third down and long yardage or specific running situations such as a lead very late in the game.
Before playing a game it is very helpful to understand both teams’ strengths and weaknesses.  These issues need not be understood in mathematical terms:
1) How powerful overall would you say is your running game against this team if they don’t plug any run zones (factoring in RB and defensive cards)?  Is the guessed right running game decent or do you need to be guessed wrong to be reasonably effective?  How bad is it if your run is guessed right?  Hopefully your guessed wrong running game is good enough to use – and in almost all cases it is even if it doesn’t seem to be the case – because if it isn’t then you are going into the game with a severe disadvantage.
2) How good is your flat pass attack if flat zones are covered by 1 linebacker?  Are your QB and receivers good for flat passing and/or does your opponent have relatively weak linebackers?  Or do you need to hit a few open zones in order to be effective?  Identify your 3 best flat receivers.
3) How good is your short pass attack if your opponent is not doubleteaming or FS blitzing?  This factors in not only the QB and defensive card but also your opponent’s pass rush and your pass blocking.  Identify your 3 best short passing options (including receiver cards and defender ratings).
4) Same question as #3 for your long pass attack.  Also, is a one man in zone guessed wrong long pass a good play?  For some weak-armed QB’s the answer is no.  Identify your 2 or 3 best long passing options (including receiver cards and defender ratings).
Of these 4 identify your strongest options against a vanilla non-gambling defense.  This identification process is important.
“Vanilla defense” refers to an opponent who frequently calls either pass or run and doesn’t move anyone (for a 4-3 defense) or moves only 1 LB to the line of scrimmage (for a 3-4 defense).  An opponent who frequently doubleteams, blitzes, or otherwise leaves pass zones open is not employing a vanilla defense.

Except in rare cases the long pass will not be a very strong option against a vanilla defense compared to flat and short as the long pass is most powerful when the long pass zone is open (see below).  Exceptions to this are specific QB’s who may be particular strong on long passes compared to flat and short.

In almost all cases – as long as your guessed wrong running game is at least reasonably decent – it is a good idea to run if your opponent is calling very little run defense and keep running until he starts calling a reasonable amount of run defense.  It may become discouraging to get only 1 yard on a guessed wrong run a few times but unless you keep running while your opponent calls pass defense you will be passing guessed right on every play and this is generally not advisable except in certain circumstances (coming from way behind, 3rd and long, hurry-up near the end of the half, etc.).  You won’t keep getting the bad 1 yard result -- as long as you don’t have a horrible running game you should persist if your opponent is always guessing pass.
By the same reasoning if your opponent is calling an inordinate amount of run defense then feel free to stick with a mostly passing attack.  There are some rushing matchups in which your opponent will feel too afraid to let you run even if you aren’t running much at all (or maybe he isn’t noticing that you aren’t running much at all!) and in this case the only reason to run is to keep him in his mindset of allowing you to pass; in the meantime keep passing virtually unopposed and you will likely have great success.

It is very important to watch what your opponent is doing on defense.  You may be tempted to just see that your run is guessed wrong and let the play develop without looking further but by watching what your opponent is doing you will be able to take advantage of openings on future plays.  It may be helpful to begin the game as if you are going to play against a vanilla defense but if your opponent is not doing this then you must adjust.

Initial Strategy – Plan on Facing a Vanilla Defense

Be prepared for an opponent employing a vanilla defense by planning your attack to take advantages of your strongest options.  Below are a few examples.  It will be important to make potentially large adjustments to your strategy if your opponent is not playing vanilla and that is covered a bit later.
The idea of playing against a vanilla defense is that there is no reason to use a wide variety of plays since your opponent isn’t doing anything in particular to stop your stronger plays.  Throw a large majority of your passes to your best or second best option for that pass type (flat, short, and long will likely have different receivers as the best option depending upon the player and the defender) since your opponent is not doubleteaming.

a) My short pass attack would be just average except that my opponent has weak CB’s and SS and not much of a chance for a sack which makes my short pass attack fairly good; my flat pass attack is weak and my opponent has fairly good LB’s; including my opponent’s defensive card my running attack is decent guessed wrong but fairly bad guessed right.

In this case as long as your opponent is calling run some of the time then go ahead and throw short passes.  There is not much need to throw flat or long because you have judged those not to be a good primary weapon against a vanilla defense.  With your poor guessed right running game you will probably want to be careful not to run the ball much if your opponent is calling a decent amount of run defense but unless your opponent is calling run a huge amount you will want to mix in runs with the short passes.  If your opponent is balancing his calls for the most part then the safest play here is the short pass as you aren’t risking much chance of sack and with the dumpoff chances therefore increased even a guessed right short pass is a decent play.
As long as your opponent stays vanilla the game is focused on guessing right and wrong between your runs and short passes and you should have good success as long as you aren’t guessed right too often.

b) My flat pass attack is good; my short pass attack is fairly good although my opponent has good pass rush so guessed right short passing is risky; my running game is good even guessed right.
In this case you may want to consider going with an all-out attack of only running and flat passing if facing a vanilla defense.  Even if you are guessed right your plays will have a decent chance of success and with a decent percentage of guessed wrong you should have very good success.  Advice to opponent:  stop playing vanilla defense against this opponent.
c) My flat and short passing attack are average, my long pass is great especially guessed wrong, my running game is very good guessed wrong and weak guessed right

In this case even against a vanilla defense mixing in long passes (along with flat and short passes) is likely a good idea.  On each play your opponent will have a big fear of giving up large amounts of yardage guessed wrong on either a run or on the long pass and that fear will be directly related to his play-call.  You may find that by throwing a few long passes your opponent will be afraid to call run which will mean great success for your running game, or you may find that your opponent will fear the run more and continue to discourage you from running.  More likely your opponent will just cope with it the best he can by balancing his play-calling and in this case you hope to hit him guessed wrong as often as you can.
d) My passing game is fairly good, my running game is poor and I don’t seem to have many good chances for decent gains even guessed wrong

In this case your opponent is likely almost never going to call run defense and unless you are certain that guessed wrong your running game (including your opponent’s defensive card) is bad you should run and keep running until your opponent is calling a reasonable amount of run defense (not just calling it once or  twice all game).

To summarize:  identify and utilize your strongest plays until your opponent decides to try a more gambling approach than a vanilla defense.

Making Adjustments When Facing a Non-Vanilla Defense
If you follow the above approach for facing a vanilla defense then it is likely that your opponent will present a more gambling or complex approach.  It is also often the case that your opponent won’t play vanilla defense to begin with.  This is where managing your offense becomes more challenging but potentially more rewarding.
Recognizing your opponent’s more gambling approach is often difficult.  Perhaps he blitzed his linebacker or keyed your running back just that one time and won’t do it again?  Perhaps he only gambles in particular situations such as 3rd and short?  Maybe he left his long pass zone open a few plays early in the game to try to lure you to throw more long passes later in the game?  There are no clear-cut answers and this is one of the areas in which gaining more experience with playing head-to-head will help.

Once you recognize that your opponent is taking gambles it is important to identify your opportunities for taking advantage of his strategies.  You will rarely be able to predict exactly when he will take a particular gamble and cannot guarantee that you will call the right play at the right time but you can greatly increase your chance for success by making adjustments during the game if you are prepared beforehand to make appropriate adjustments to his potential gambles.

Below are some gambles you may find your opponent taking and some recommended approaches.  There are exceptions to these when facing a 3-4, 3-3-5, or a dime formation and these exceptions are covered in a separate section below.
Blitzing Linebacker – Open Flat Zone
If from time to time your opponent leaves a flat or lookin zone open – by either blitzing or doubleteaming with his linebackers -- then you will want to include in your arsenal passes a few more passes to that zone.  The first time you see it may just be a unique call and either way he probably won’t leave it open the next play but try occasionally throwing a pass to that zone and you may find that you hit him at the right time and get a guessed wrong open zone flat pass which is always a good play.  There’s no need to go overboard throwing passes to that zone unless your opponent is leaving that flat zone open frequently so usually a slight adjustment is called for here.

But what if your flat passing game is poor to begin with?  Then you may be better off sticking with your original gameplan.  If your opponent leaves a particular zone open very rarely (a couple of times per game) then it may not be worth adjusting your strategy.  However, if your opponent is opening up flat zones fairly often then you probably should try to take advantage with a few flat passes there even with a poor flat passing attack.
Open Long Pass Zone
If you find that your opponent leaves the long pass zone open from time to time then take advantage of this by mixing in a few long passes, or more than a few if your opponent is frequently daring you to throw deep.  If your opponent calls pass but leaves the long pass zone open then it’s a fairly decent play from your standpoint as the 0 men in zone defensive column usually has a good chance for a long gain; if your opponent guesses pass then a run is almost always the best play but an open zone long pass isn’t bad at all.

If you can catch your opponent keying your RB, playing short yardage defense, or moving his Free Safety (FS) to another pass zone while calling run then you can take advantage with one of the very best plays in Strat football – a guessed wrong long pass against an open zone.  This has a very reasonable chance to be a game-breaker and is worth the risk involved if you can get it a decent percentage of the time.  If you can, try to throw to your best matchup – best WR or against the worst CB – to increase your chance for success; however, you may need to factor in the doubleteam chance (see below) and throw instead to your less advantageous matchup.
After you throw a few long passes – or sometimes even just one or two – your opponent will likely be much more hesitant to leave the zone open and that will free up your offense on other plays.  Or if your opponent refuses to adjust to your attempts to stretch the defense then by all means keep mixing long passes into your arsenal.

The problem with throwing too many long passes, though, is that if the FS stays in his zone a long pass is usually not as good of a play as the other passes especially guessed right if the interception chance is fairly high.  Proceed with caution.

Doubleteaming
If your opponent is occasionally doubleteaming your best receiving options then you will need to spread the passes around more.  A successful doubleteam can ruin a drive with it increased interception chance and small completion chance and it’s worth throwing more passes to less advantageous receiving options than to risk too many doubleteams.

How much doubleteaming would make you want to avoid throwing to that receiver?  That is another very tough thing to decide.  If your opponent doubleteamed a player just once or twice that shouldn’t completely scare you off but if the player is doubleteamed every third or fourth play then it’s probably worth going elsewhere with the ball and take advantage of the zone he is leaving open.

If the defense is doubleteaming with his FS then that will leave the long pass zone open, see above for a discussion on that.  If the defense is doubleteaming with a linebacker then that will leave a flat pass zone open and also that doubleteam will not be successful on any flat pass.
One thing to note is that if your opponent is frequently doubleteaming then he may not be calling much run defense.  Try not to get so caught up in finding the receiver he isn’t doubleteaming that you don’t pay attention to the fact that he isn’t calling much run defense.

Keying
When keying your opponent automatically makes all passes guessed wrong and leaves his long pass zone open.  In addition, in order to make the key successful there must be a FS or linebacker in the run zone so there will likely be flat pass zones open as well – if your opponent is keying but not leaving any flat zones open then he is making a very weak call and you don’t need to worry about it much.

If you are able to throw flat or long when he keys then you are calling the best play in Strat football.  Open zone flat or long is what you hope for most when calling a play (depending upon the circumstances).

It is tempting to be very timid about running after having been keyed once or twice but you shouldn’t simply abandon the run due to this.  If your opponent is keying frequently then a focus on flat or long passing is a good idea but if your opponent keys rarely then while you will likely want to adjust your focus very slightly more towards taking advantage of the open zones you shouldn’t get away from running the ball.

This is another one of those “how much is too much” questions.  You’ll need to decide if your opponent is just mixing in keys or is very frequent with them.

Short Yardage Defense

When your opponent uses this defense he is saying that he wants to try to stop you from running without opening up any flat zones and he is daring you to throw a long pass.  If he uses this defense a few times or even more frequently then make his day! -- an open zone long pass will hopefully make him regret his gamble and if he persists in making this call from time to time then keep firing deep from time to time.
This defense may look imposing but it is not nearly as bad for your running game as being keyed so don’t let it discourage you too much from running.

Free Safety Blitzing

The FS blitz is a special play with different “rules of engagement” from other plays.  Your opponent must first show blitz before calling his play which automatically activates the “sniper scope” reading moderately increasing your chances for long gain on a long pass and slightly increasing your chances for long gain on a short pass.  This puts him at a disadvantage.  His advantage is a potentially greater chance for a sack if he calls pass and blitzes the FS but if he calls run or doubleteams with the FS then he gains no advantage from showing blitz while still suffering the potential long gains.
The section is only applicable when the defense shows blitz.  If the defense does not show blitz then he cannot FS blitz so this section does not apply.

There are two types of opponents who show blitz: one type is an opponent who shows blitz but rarely actually blitzing the FS – in this case you don’t need to worry about the power of the FS blitz, your opponent is either just showing blitz to scare you or else doesn’t quite understand that he gains no advantage from showing blitz unless he blitzes the FS.  The other type uses the FS blitz as a weapon which must be dealt with – this is the type of opponent addressed in the rest of this section.

So you are afraid to throw a short pass against the FS blitz?  You probably should be afraid unless your opponent has only a small chance for a sack (for example, you have a few 7 pass blockers or your opponent’s pass rush ratings are generally poor).  The FS blitz is a great weapon against the short pass as there is a greatly increased chance of a sack but the potential for long gain is very small.  Against an opponent who is regularly FS blitzing it is generally advisable to stay away from the short pass.  The only exceptions to this are if your opponent’s sack chance is low or if your opponent is calling a lot of run defense from the show blitz formation in which case you can mix in short passes if that is the strongest pass play in your arsenal.
What about long passes, aren’t there greatly increased chances for a sack on those when facing a FS blitz?  Yes but if the sack is avoided then the chances for a long gain are fairly large.  When the FS blitzes all long passes are against 0 men in zone (unless thrown from the defense’s 10-19 yard line) which means not only are you gaining the advantage of the sniper scope long gain chance but also the chances for long gain on the defensive card itself or by beating a defender rating.  There are a lot of chances for long gain on a bomb against a FS blitz and you can make your opponent pay big for taking his FS blitz gamble.

Actually the best play against a FS blitz is almost always a run but you knew that already from the earlier sections.  If your opponent is showing blitz and either calling a fairly balanced amount of vanilla run or FS blitz then against both of these a long pass is a good play – against a run defense a long pass is good because it’s guessed wrong and has the big sniper scope advantage and against a FS blitz it’s good because if you get past the pass rush you get the sniper scope and also the 0 men in zone long gain chances.

What is the chance for a sack on a FS blitz?  That greatly depends upon the matchup but for modern teams with no 0 pass blockers it is usually 20-40% on a long pass (if no linebackers are blitzing).  Each 7 pass blocker you have will greatly decrease the chance for a sack.  If before the game you suspect or fear that your opponent may use FS blitz against you then it is a great idea to judge his pass rush and your pass blocking beforehand so that you will be prepared (this need not be done mathematically, simply view the situation).  30% is a fairly large chance for a sack but if you can avoid it on a long pass the potential for long gains is usually worth the risk (as long as there is also some chance that the defense will call run).
If you just keep throwing long passes against a FS blitz (which isn’t a bad idea depending upon the player matchups) then your opponent will likely adjust by using his linebackers to blitz which increases the sack chance or doubleteam and you will need to then adjust what you do.
If your opponent starts leaving flat zones open from time to time (with linebacker blitzing or doubleteaming) then by all means take advantage by adding in more flat passes.  If your opponent stops FS blitzing and goes back to playing more vanilla (even though he’s showing blitz) then adjust by going back to more of an offense geared towards the vanilla defense.

Let’s take an extreme case, though, in which your opponent has a devastating pass rush and you have one or more 0 pass blockers.  In this case if he FS blitzes he may have a 50% or even 60%+ chance of sack and that is too devastating even when throwing a long pass to try to get long gains.  With the new chance for sack on flat passes (which will never be nearly as high of a chance as short or long) you need to even be somewhat careful about throwing flat passes.  In this case you will need to fairly radically modify what you do to avoid the devastation to your offense.  If your opponent does actually FS blitz fairly frequently then stick with the run even more than you normally would and basically “force” the defense to call a lot of run.  Throw more flat passes as long as your opponent isn’t doubling flat zones or your good flat receivers.  If you are able to get your opponent to call a good amount of run defense then mix in long passes hoping to get them guessed wrong.
3-4 Defense

There is an additional factor to consider when facing a 3-4 defense.  Many players using a 3-4 defense like to leave only 3 players on the line of scrimmage which gives them an extra linebacker for pass defense, either to double a flat zone (usually the lookin zone) or to doubleteam a wide receiver or tight end.  This presents an additional challenge but also added opportunity.

The main weakness of the 3-4 defense is against linebuck and off tackle runs.  If your opponent does not provide run support on those and the 0 LB column is used then results are usually fairly good for the offense (usually quite a bit better than the 0 LB column of a typical 4-3 defense).  If you find that your opponent is not putting any linebacker or FS in the linebuck or off tackle zone then increase the amount of running you do to those zones.  Your opponent may adjust upward how much run defense he calls to compensate which will open up the passing game a bit more or if he doesn’t compensate then you can take advantage of those 0 LB runs.  Be careful in this case about throwing flat passes to a doubled zone, depending upon how your opponent plays you may want to slightly avoid throwing as many flat passes in favor of throwing a few more short or long passes, depending upon the circumstances.

3-3-5 Defense
The 3-3-5 defense when used by a team rated to use a 4-3 is probably the toughest to play against depending upon the circumstances.  This defense allows your opponent to call pass and fully doubleteam two of your five receivers with defensive backs and have only the long pass zone open.  Since usually 2 or 3 of your receivers aren’t eligible to catch a long pass the open zone wouldn’t do much good when facing a successful doubleteam.  Having two of your best receivers doubleteamed on almost every play is a great way to completely kill your offense.
This defense also allows your opponent to call run and double one of the three flat zones or provide extra support for the short zone, without even leaving any other zone open.  Not only would a run be guessed right but there would be a pass with additional defensive support.
The 3-3-5 defense is unstoppable!  No, not at all, but it may be more challenging.

The 3-3-5 used by a 4-3 team has a few important disadvantages which you will want to exploit (there are minor disadvantages not listed here):

A) On a linebuck or off tackle result on the defensive card the 0 LB column is always used unless there are two additional players (FS or linebacker) in the run zone; this makes it very difficult to “plug” a run zone;
B) On a linebuck or off tackle which is not plugged by 2 players add 10 yards to approximately 8% of the runs (defensive card roll of 7 on linebuck or 8 on off tackle) – this alone adds approximately 0.8 to your rushing average which is the difference between a poor running back and a good one

C) A defensive tackle playing nose tackle has his rating reduced by 1 – this is a fairly significant reduction; if the nose tackle’s rating is reduced to a 4 or even a 0 this gives you a huge advantage.

To take advantage of this it is critical to stick with the running game – especially linebucks and off tackles -- even if your opponent calls run defense a decent amount of the time.  If your opponent mixes in run calls with the pass-with-two-doubleteams calls (the “double-doubleteam”) then sticking with the run is not only an important way to avoid the doubleteams but also gains the advantage of the weak interior run defense.  The lengths to which you will stick to the run is greatly dependent upon your guessed right running game, if you have a terrible guessed right running back then you may have to make an adjustment more quickly.

Once you believe that the defense is calling a fairly large amount of run then you can feel free to open up the passing game more.  You still may face the double-doubleteam from time to time but hopefully not nearly as often as you would had you abandoned the run too early.

If your opponent is employing the 3-3-5 defense with a team rated to use a 3-4 then if he employs the powerful double-doubleteam defense or otherwise does not provide additional run support for linebucks and off tackles then not only will he suffer the disadvantage of +10 yards on approximately 8% of linebucks and off tackles but also the 0 LB column of the 3-4 defensive card will be used which gives the offense greater advantages.  He will have the option of moving the middle linebacker to the line of scrimmage to provide more run support (something which would be ineffective for a team rated as a 4-3 defense) but you can still use this section of strategy in these cases.
Dime Defense

If the defense employs a dime defense then this is very easy to combat.  Simply call run every single time.  When using a dime defense only pass may be called so your runs will be guessed wrong.  In addition, if you run linebuck or off tackle then always choose a draw play as there is no disadvantage to draw when the defense can’t call run and a draw will not allow the defense to provide linebacker support on runs.
Summary

The following is a brief summary of what this article has covered.

1. Before the game begins evaluate both teams’ strengths and weaknesses and evaluate your key offensive weapons at least one of which should be guessed wrong running

2. Keep in mind the focus of your offense for playing against an opponent employing a vanilla defense

3. Keep in mind the various adjustments (below) for how to combat an opponent who is not playing a vanilla defense

4. Pay close attention to your opponent’s defensive calls and player movement

5. Keep running if the defense calls pass a huge amount of the time

6. Keep passing if the defense calls run a huge amount of the time

7. If facing a vanilla defense then for the most part stick to the gameplan, there is no need to spread the ball around to many different receivers or to use a weaker offensive option
8. Recognize when the defense deviates from vanilla and make the appropriate adjustments

a) Leaving a pass zone open – throw occasional passes to that zone

b) Doubleteaming – spread the ball around to different receivers; also, take advantage of the zone which was vacated by the player who performs the doubleteam
c) Keying or Short Yardage Defense – don’t be discouraged from running unless he is doing this a large amount; take advantage of the open pass zones

d) FS Blitzing – don’t forget to keep running if the defense isn’t calling much run; avoid throwing short passes; throw deep; if the defense also brings linebackers on the blitz then throw some flat passes to the zones he is occasionally leaving open
Ultimately you will need to feel comfortable managing your offense and if you simply don’t feel comfortable with a strategy then using it will likely provide little benefit.  Also, the better opponents you face will mix up their strategies to avoid falling into patterns and this is where the true complexity of the game is found.

Recognizing team strengths and weaknesses and how to combat various strategies will hopefully provide ammunition which is helpful in managing a successful offense.
