
	  

	  

Mountain District Union: Systems of Play 

4-4-2: Zonal Back Four - Diamond Midfield 

 

  OVERVIEW 
This system can be played with a tight diamond or a more spread diamond depending on 
who and how you want to get width and the ability of the OB’s to get forward in the 
attack. The system has two midfield specialists: a holding midfielder sweeping behind the 
midfield, and an offensive playmaking midfielder. The diamond midfield provides attacking 
flexibility down the sides and through the middle. The defense is strengthened by the 
holding midfielder often filling in and doubling back to help. The two forwards need to be 
dynamic in the attack, often one may have target qualities, while the other looks to get in 
behind. The two must work together in attack and are responsible for setting the defense 
by making play predictable.  
 

TEAM REQUIREMENTS 
The diamond midfield requires two 
specialists. The holding midfielder 
(HM) needs to have vision and be a 
two-way player due to responsibility to 
defend and start transition from 
defense to attack. They need to be 
good in the air and be a good first 
defender. They often act as a point 
guard, changing the point and start 
play.  
 

The attacking midfielder (AM) needs to anticipate play and get into good positions to 
receive the ball from the backs and the holding midfielder. They also need to be good 
1v1 and passing skill to put forwards and overlapping players into goal. They need to 
support forwards and wingers in possession and have goal scoring ability.  
 

Outside defenders and midfielders must be in exceptional aerobic shape as they will 
both make deep runs to attack and then need to chase back in the team's transition to 
defense. When attacking, the outside players as well as the forwards all need to be able 
to take on 1v1 and place accurate crosses.  
 

The zonal defense requires a high degree of verbal and visual communication to ensure 
that opposing attackers are challenged and covered. This system relies on defenders to 
work together, the team will not be looking to trap but will not track offside runs. 
They need to ensure they step up together, drop together and hold together. Central 
defenders need to be good in the air, good organizers, engaged and good, patient 
defenders. Goalkeepers, in addition to being good in goal, need to be good leaders, 
good with their feet and able to cover the space behind the defense.  
 



	  

	  

STRATEGY 
The challenges in a Zonal 4-4-2 with a Diamond Midfield are:  

1. Developing a back line that is together on when to hold, step or drop. 
2. How to solve counter attacks when outside defenders are caught forward and 

who goes wide to the ball.  
a. One solution is the ball side CB goes and the HM drops into the defensive 

line.  
b. One solution is for the OM to have dropped to cover for the OB.  
c. Another solution is to have the line drop and allow the OB time to recover 

but this is only an option if the play happens higher on the field  
3. It is important to develop a strategy of how to defend in central midfield when 

outnumbered.  
a. One option is to require the attacking midfielder to come back and fill in 

along side the HM, while one of the two forwards drops back into the AM’s 
spot.  

Some of the advantages in a Zonal 4-4-2 with a Diamond Midfield are: 
1. The ability to get the outside backs into the attack and overload a side.  
2. Having cover in midfield with the HM providing an outlet for players.  
3. Having the HM ready to delay and push counters wide in transition.  
4. Having two forwards working off each other to unbalance the defense with 

support of the AM and wide options.  
5. Team can go over the top put also play in front of defenses depending on where 

the space is given.  
 

TRAINING FOCUS  
  Defense:  Emphasis needs to be on training the back line how to defend zonally. How 
to read cues on when to step, drop or hold. Work with the forwards on how to set 
traps and make play predictable. The midfield needs to learn how to be able to read 
this and look for opportunities to win the ball. They will also be asked to work back 
and double team the ball at times. It is important that you have good leaders in 
defense but you also need a good GK who can cover the space behind the defense.  
 
  Attack: Forwards will need to work on runs, when to check and when to get in. How 
to play with each other and use the AM for support. Wide players will need to be able 
to find ways to get off crosses but may also come inside to look for their own shot. 
They need to look to create #’s up situations, when to take on 1v1, when to combine 
and when to keep the ball.  
 
  Team: It will be important to do some functional training for players as well as some 
offensive vs. defense situations so that players can work together to solve problems. 
The team will need to be fit and well organized. As a club we will want to be good in 
transition and want to encourage immediate chase when it is on. If not then we drop 
and get our shape.  
	  


