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RATIONALE


Over the past few months, If you have followed my twitter, you’ll

Know that I post infographs around formations and strategies, I try

To post alongside natural strengths and weaknesses of the systems


As well as using best practice examples of these formations/strategies

When it possession and out of possession. This document aims to make


It easier for you guys to be able to access my content in one place.


As a disclaimer, this document will contain some personal opinions on

How best to utilise the system in a given phase, this is not to say that


It is right or wrong. A good coach/manager is able to adapt specific ideas

And theories to fit both their own philosophy and their players capabilities.


There are different opinions on how best to utilise a specific system and

Which systems/shapes are better suited to certain match situations. Variety 


Is the spice of life and it’s the variety in football that makes the beautiful game

So interesting.


With that being said, I hope you will enjoy this document. I aim to update this

Regularly as a portfolio of my work, keeping this document as fluid and relevant as possible.

This document is and will remain COMPLETELY FREE so feel at liberty to share with other


People/coaches/analysts/players etc. Any questions or queries, feel free to contact me

On my socials listed on the top right of each slide.
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LOW BLOCK 4-3-3
Twitter: @RussellPope99

Linkedin: Russell Pope
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THE STRUCTURE OF A 4-3-3 IN A LOW BLOCK

KEY FACTORS: 

• THE 4-3-3 SHAPE REVERTS TO A NARROW 4-1-4-1 WITH THE 
WIDE MIDFIELDERS DROPPING DEEPER TO ASSIST THE  

FULL-BACK TO ENSURE THEY AREN’T OVERLOADED. 

• THE CENTRE-FORWARD USES THE HALF-WAY LINE AS  
A REFERENCE TO ENGAGE AND APPLY PRESSURE TO THE  

ATTACKING TEAM. 

• TWO DEFENSIVE LINES OF FOUR, WITH THE DEEPER MIDFIELDER 
(NUMBER 6) ZONALLY MARKING ZONE 14 AND CAN TRACK 

OPPOSITION PLAYERS ENTERING THIS AREA AND ROAMING 
BETWEEN THE LINES. 

• THE LOW-BLOCK RELIES ON VERTICAL COMPACTNESS, LIMITING 
THE SPACES IN BETWEEN THE DEFENSIVE LINES FOR THE 

OPPOSITION TO PENETRATE THROUGH. 

• THE LOW-BLOCK SHOULD OPERATE IN A NARROW MANNER 
TO FORCE PLAY INTO WIDER AREAS OUTSIDE THE DEFENSIVE 

BLOCK, THIS MAKES IT HARDER FOR THE OPPOSITION TO 
PENETRATE THROUGH THE BLOCK.
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DEFENDING IN A 4-1-2-1-2 (4-4-2 DIAMOND) Twitter: @RussellPope99

Linkedin: Russell Pope

YouTube: RP Analysis


Email: russellpopepa@gmail.com

PRINCIPLES OF THE 4-1-2-1-2 FORMATION WHEN OUT OF POSSESSION

PLAYER POSITIONS WHEN DEFENDING FROM THE FRONT
KEY FACTORS: 

• SHAPE CHANGES TO MORE OF A 4-3-3 WITH THE 
TWO CENTRE FORWARDS SHIFTING WIDER TO 

COVER FOR THE NARROWNESS OF THE DIAMOND 
MIDFIELD. 

• AS A RESULT OF THE CF’S SHUFFLING WIDER, THE NUMBER 
10 PUSHES UP TO BE THE FURTHEST FORWARD DEFENDER, AND 

CAN TRACK THE PIVOT PLAYER FOR THE OPPOSITION. 

• THE CF’S TRACKING THE FB’S AND POSITIONING WIDER ALSO 
ENSURES THAT THE FB’S ARE NOT EXPOSED AND ISOLATED 

2V1. 

• TO PLAY TO THE 4-1-2-1-2’S STRENGTHS, THE SET-UP IS 
WIDER AND MORE EXPANSIVE THAN USUALLY EXPECTED 

FROM A DEFENSIVE SET-UP. THIS IS AIMED AT ENCOURAGING 
PLAY INTO CENTRAL AREAS WHERE WE HAVE A 4V3 OVERLOAD 

AS DEMONSTRATED IN THE BOX IN CENTRAL MIDFIELD. 

• THE NUMBER SIX, WHEN PLAYING AGAINST A 4-3-3 CAN SOMETIMES 
BE LEFT FREE, AS A RESULT THEY CAN ZONALLY MARK THE SPACE 

IN FRONT OF THE DEFENCE, OR THEY CAN SLOT INTO THE DEFENCE 
AND TRACK THE OPPOSITION CENTRE FORWARD. 

• THE OVERALL AIM WHEN DEFENDING IN THIS SYSTEM IS TO BE A 
LITTLE MORE OPEN AND DEFENDING WIDER TO FORCE THE PLAY 
INTO CENTRAL MIDFIELD WHERE A PRESS CAN BE INITIATED TO  

WIN THE BALL BACK. 
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STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES OF THE 4-4-2 Twitter: @RussellPope99

Linkedin: Russell Pope

YouTube: RP Analysis


Email: russellpopepa@gmail.comTHE 4-4-2 BECAME SYNONYMOUS WITH ENGLISH FOOTBALL IN THE 90S/00S SINCE 
THE SIMPLICITY OF THE SYSTEM AND HOW TO UTILISE IT HAS MADE IT STILL A POPULAR 

SYSTEM TO THIS DAY. ARGUABLY, THE BEST LOW-BLOCK FORMATION, THE 4-4-2 CAN STILL 
BE EFFECTIVE WHEN ATTACKING, AND IN ALL PHASES OF THE GAME. 

INITIAL SET-UP
NATURAL STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES

STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES

• IT’S A VERY SIMPLISTIC SYSTEM THAT 
IS EASY TO IMPLEMENT AND COACH. 

• DEFENSIVELY, THE SYSTEM PROVIDES 
GOOD  COVERAGE WITH TWO DEFENSIVE 

LINES OF FOUR. 

• TWO WIDE PLAYERS CAN COMBINE TO 
PENETRATE THE OPPOSITION IN WIDER 

AREAS. 

• TWO CENTRE FORWARDS CAN OCCUPY 
AND PLAY 1V1 AGAINST OPPOSITION 

CENTRE-BACKS. 

• THE SYSTEM SUITS A MAN-ORIENTED 
HIGH PRESS WITH THE FOUR PLAYERS 
(CF’S AND WIDE MIDFIELDERS) ABLE 
TO MATCH UP WITH THE OPPOSITION 

CB’S AND FB’S. 

• WHEN IN A LOW BLOCK, THE 4-4-2 CAN 
NATURALLY MAINTAIN GOOD VERTICAL 

COMPACTNESS AND FORCE THE  
OPPOSITION AWAY FROM CENTRAL 

PENETRATIVE AREAS.

• CONSIDERED A RIGID AND 
STRUCTURED FORMATION WHICH 
CAN AFFECT PLAYER ROTATIONS 

AND MOVEMENTS. 

• CENTRAL MIDFIELD CAN BECOME 
OUTNUMBERED WHEN PLAYING 

AGAINST THREE CM’S. 

• THERE IS A NATURAL ABSENCE OF 
A MIDFIELD SIX WHICH CAN  

HINDER A TEAMS ATTACKING 
STRATEGY, RISKING OVER 

COMMITMENT. 

• NO ‘NUMBER TEN’ SUGGESTS A 
LACK OF MOVEMENT IN AND 

AROUND ZONE 14. ESPECIALLY 
IF ONE OF THE CF’S DOESN’T 

DROP DEEPER. 

• WHEN BUILDING THE ATTACK 
FROM DEEP, THERE CAN BE LESS 
PASSING OPTIONS THAT PLAYING 

IN A 4-3-3 FOR EXAMPLE.
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STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES OF THE 4-3-2-1 FORMATION Twitter: @RussellPope99

Linkedin: Russell Pope

YouTube: RP Analysis


Email: russellpopepa@gmail.comTHE 4-3-2-1 OTHERWISE KNOWN AS THE ‘CHRISTMAS TREE’ FORMATION BECAME

SYNONYMOUS WITH CARLO ANCELOTTI’S AC MILAN TEAM THAT WON THE CHAMPIONS


LEAGUE IN 2007. THE FORMATION WAS AN EVOLUTION OF THE 4-1-2-1-2 WITH THE ACQUISITION

OF NEW PLAYERS TO FIT THE ‘CHRISTMAS TREE’ SYSTEM. THE SYSTEM RELIED ON CENTRAL


DOMINANCE ALONGSIDE MARAUDING FULL-BACKS TO PROVIDE WIDTH IN THE ATTACKING PHASE.

INITIAL SET-UP

NATURAL STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES

STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES

• CENTRAL MIDFIELD SUPERIORITY IS 
OFFERED BY THE NUMBERS IN 

MIDFIELD.  

• THE CENTRAL MIDFIELDERS, IN THE 
DEFENSIVE PHASE, PROVIDE GOOD 
COVERAGE, ABLE TO ZONAL MARK 

THE THREE CENTRAL VERTICAL ZONES. 

• THE TWO ADVANCED MIDFIELDERS ARE 
ABLE TO OPERATE CLOSE TO THE CF, 

PROVIDING A NATURAL LINK TO 
THE LONE STRIKER. 

• THE NATURAL POSITIONING OF THE 
TWO ADVANCED MIDFIELDERS 

ENCOURAGE THEM TO OPERATE 
IN AND AROUND ZONE 14, AND IN 
BETWEEN THE DEFENSIVE LINES. 

• THE CF IS SUPPORTED BY THE TWO 
ADVANCED CM’S ALONGSIDE THE 

FB’S PROVIDING PENETRATION FROM 
WIDER AREAS.

• IN THIS SYSTEM, THERE IS A  
NATURAL LACK OF WIDTH. 

• THE WIDTH AND THE OPPORTUNITY 
TO PENETRATE IN WIDER AREAS IS 
MADE HARDER IF THE FB’S CAN’T 

FIT THE DEMANDING ROLE. 

• THE SYSTEM OPERATES WITHOUT 
A NATURAL ANCHORING MIDFIELDER, 

THIS CAN LEAVE THE TEAM 
VULNERABLE IN THE DEFENSIVE 

AND DEFENSIVE TRANSITION 
PHASES. 

• THE FB’S CAN BE ISOLATED 
AND OVERLOADED IF NOT 
SUPPORTED EFFECTIVELY. 

• IF A CM SHUFFLES WIDER TO ASSIST 
THE FB IN WIDER AREAS, POCKETS 

OF SPACE CAN OPEN UP IN CENTRAL 
MIDFIELD, ESPECIALLY IF THE OTHER 

CM’S ARE SLOW TO REACT OFF OF 
THIS INDIVIDUAL MOVEMENT.
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JOHAN CRUYFF’S 3-4-3 DIAMOND Twitter: @RussellPope99
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INITIAL SET-UP KEY FACTORS

• EMPHASIS ON CREATING DIAMONDS FOR SUPERIOR PASSING ANGLES 
AROUND THE OPPOSITION. 

• THE DEFENCE AND MIDFIELD COMBINE TO CREATE TWO DIAMONDS. 

• MIDDLE CB IS STAGGERED IN A ‘LIBERO’ ROLE TO RECEIVE FROM GK 
AND BE A PLAYMAKING OUTLET. RONALD KOEMAN WAS AN EXCELLENT 

PASSER AND DRIBBLER AND SUITED THIS ROLE EXCELLENTLY. 

• THE OUTSIDE CB’S TENDED TO BE NATURAL FB’S AND HAD TO BE 
COMFORTABLE SHUTTLING OUT TO WIDE AREAS. 

• THE PIVOT MIDFIELDER AS THE ENGINE AND MAINTAINED STRUCTURE 
AS THE SYSTEM ROTATED AROUND HIM. 

• THE CM’S WERE GIVEN LICENSE TO JOIN THE ATTACK, AS PER THE 
FLUIDITY OF THE SYSTEM.  

• THE WIDER PLAYERS IN THE SYSTEM ALSO ROTATED AND INTERCHANGED 
POSITIONALLY WITH THE OTHER FORWARD PLAYERS. 

• THE CENTRE FORWARD PLAYED AS A ‘FALSE NINE’ OFTEN MOVING TO 
BE APART OF THE BUILDUP PLAY. 

JOHAN CRUYFF’S 3-4-3 DIAMOND RELIED ON CREATING SUPERIOR 
PASSING ANGLES UTILISING BOTH TRIANGLES AND DIAMONDS TO 

BE ABLE TO SHIFT THE BALL QUICKLY AND EFFECTIVELY. THE SYSTEM 
ALSO RELIED ON A HIGH NUMBER OF MOVEMENTS/ROTATIONS TO CREATE 

OVERLOADS AND BE ABLE TO PENETRATE THE OPPOSITION.
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