
Men's/Women's (7 Players) (For Co-ed. scroll down) 

This is designed as a teaching tool for learning the basic fundamentals of flag football.  It 
is not designed to guarantee success, but hopefully by reading this document you will 
become more familiar with some of the strategies involved in playing the game. 
However, the information presented will not be effective if your team does not practice 
and work together.  History has shown that all of the successful teams practice routinely, 
with some beginning as early as mid-July, for the fall semester. 

The 80-yard flag football field is divided into four zones and two 10-yard end zones.  
There are two goal lines, two 20-yard lines and the 40-yard line (midfield). The object of 
the game is to advance the ball (passing or running) to the opponent’s end zone. Each 
team has a set of four downs (plays) to advance the ball from one 20-yard zone to the 
next while on offense. Hence, the closer a team can be to the next zone line, the better.  
Each 7-person team is required to have four people on the line of scrimmage at the snap 
of the ball.  All seven players may start the offensive play while on the line but most 
teams utilize the flexibility of positioning the players in the backfield or slot positions. 
All players are eligible to throw or receive a pass and are not restricted by positioning. 
Only one player may be in motion prior to the snap.  For specific rules on flag football 
please review the web site: http://www.purdue.edu/recsports/im/im.html and go to flag 
football rules. 

Terms to be used throughout: 

QB = Quarterback RB = Running Back WR = Wide Receiver DB = Defensive back  

Flag Football Strategies:  
Most successful teams have a system rather than outstanding athletes. Certainly players 
with superior speed, agility and talent will help the flag football team, nevertheless teams 
with organization and basic fundamentals tend to progress far into the post-season 
playoffs. We encourage you and your team to seek whatever strategy works best. 

Practice, practice, and practice - The stronger teams practice twice a week for a couple of 
hours; maybe once on the weekend, and once during the week.  Sometimes they will set 
up scrimmages with random teams that are practicing alongside them.  This enables 
teams to practice plays and work on timing drills, and give them “a look”.  Smart teams 
know they cannot simply walk onto the field and win the game.   

Defense 

Basics – The best teams pull flags on defense. When attempting to pull someone’s flag, 
try to pull from the flag belt, and not the actual flag. This gives you some room for error 
(as you can grab the flag if you miss the belt) and a constant target (even if the player 



spins, the flag belt will still be in the same spot). The better flag-pulling teams will rake 
the opponent’s back with the fingers. Once minimal contact is established, the hands 
move down the back and grasp hold of the belt, to make the pull. The disadvantage to 
pulling for the flag belt is grabbing on to the player’s shorts or shirt, possibly resulting in 
a holding penalty. Occasionally that will occur, but the raking technique is still 
recommended.  

A great flag-pulling practice drill is to get your teammates in a single file line, acting as 
the ball carriers (X). Have one person act as a defender (D) about five yards away from 
that line and facing back toward it. Then, the first ball carrier in the single file line runs 
toward that defender, and at the last step, cuts to the right of the defender. The defender 
reaches out and pulls the flag. The next ball carrier in the single file line does the same 
thing; only this time cuts to the left of the defender. Again, the flag is pulled. Now, the 
ball carriers begin speeding up the process. Running back cuts to the right, the next to the 
left, the next to the right, and again to the left. The defender does not have much time to 
think, only to react by pulling the flag belt. Now switch and let another player try it. 
Many teams will practice this in the few minutes before a game, to warm up and prepare. 

   X X X X X X  --------------------------------( D 

  Ball carriers (facing East)   Defender (facing West) 

Another drill is to practice as a defensive back. While the defensive back is standing still, 
have the receiver run a route and catch the ball right in front of the defender. The receiver 
has a sure touchdown, and the only thing the defender can do is react and pull the flag 
belt. The DB makes a quick flag pull to save the touchdown. This drill is helpful because 
the DB is somewhat stationary, and the pressure to prevent the touchdown falls solely on 
the flag pull, not the defender’s speed. 

The Rush: 

Probably the most underrated aspect of a solid defense is the rush and placing pressure on 
the QB. Your rusher should be one of the quicker players on your defense, so they can 
keep up with the quarterback in check – usually a quick offensive player in flag football. 
Though quickness is important for a rusher, it does not compare to the significance of 
breaking down, forcing the QB to one side and pulling the flag or forcing a quick throw. 
No matter how quick your rusher is, if they cannot effectively put pressure on the QB and 
pull flags, your defensive strategy will become unraveled. 

One or two rushers: 
There are obvious advantages and disadvantages to both; one rusher allows your team to 
have more coverage defenders, but it may be difficult to sack the quarterback. However, 
if your lone rusher can flush the quarterback to one side of the field, it may eliminate 
some of the choices for the offense.  A rule of thumb is to force the QB to the opposite 
side of his/her throwing arm, thus preventing a cross-field pass even for the strong-armed 
QB’s. Two rushers may inhibit the QB rush, as well as prevent the quarterback from 



scrambling to buy more time. Nevertheless, a two-person rush defense can be picked 
apart if significant pressure is not placed upon a good QB. Many teams will use a lateral 
pass to an alternate QB to buy additional time if two rushers are used. Again, keep in 
mind that more rushers result in less defensive players to guard the potential receivers.  

Man v. Zone: 
In 7-on-7 flag football, man-to-man defense is rarely used. The main reason for this is 
that all players are eligible receivers. In man-to-man defense, if one of your defenders 
gets beat, the offense will have an open receiver. Furthermore, if the QB escapes your 
rusher, they could have more running room than you can afford to give up. Since there is 
a lot of ground to cover on a football field, the longer a QB can scramble, the longer you 
ask your players to stick to their man. The two main advantages to man-to-man defense 
are that it eliminates any “holes” in your defense, and it is also easier to apply (just cover 
your man!).  If you try to play a zone defense with a couple of people who don’t 
understand the concept, your defense will get eaten alive. 

The Zone (quick version): 
The idea of playing zone defense is just that… stay in your zone!  Regardless of what 
type of zone defense you play, almost every inch of the field should be covered up to 
about 30 yards.  Let’s consider the zone from the middle linebacker’s perspective in a 2-
3-2 zone. First off, the middle linebacker’s area of coverage is in the middle of the field 
(divided length-wise between them and the two cornerbacks), roughly from the line of 
scrimmage to 15 yards back. If a receiver enters your zone, it is your responsibility to 
cover them until the play is over, the ball crosses the line of scrimmage, or the receiver 
leaves your zone. It is very important to consider two words – anticipation and 
perspective. Try to anticipate where the receivers are going, especially those not in your 
zone. Good offenses will use timing patterns which could result in players catching the 
ball in your zone though they were not there just two seconds ago. This is where a good 
rusher can dictate the flow of the defensive strategy. If the QB is flushed out right against 
his/her arm, they are unable to throw the ball to the left side of the field. A good 
defensive zone will evaluate the QB and determine if they have the capability to throw 
the ball across the field and then adjust accordingly to anticipate the probability of the 
pass in their zone. As for perspective, just remember that a portion of your area of 
coverage may be behind you.  

Note:  Some teams will play a combination of both. Perhaps one play will feature man-
to-man defense, and the next will feature a zone.  Additionally, some defenses will use a 
2-4-1 zone, but with man coverage on the outside, or man coverage on one particular 
receiver.  

Types of Defenses:  

2-4-1 Zone 
Basics:  Two rushers, two linebackers, two cornerbacks, one safety 
Advantages:  More pressure on the quarterback and/or running back; effective against the 
short play 



Disadvantage:  Long pass plays are open, especially if your safety cannot recover 
quickly.   

1-5-1 Zone 
Basics:  One rusher, three linebackers, two cornerbacks, one safety 
Advantages:  short to medium range passes, as well as running plays, are virtually 
impossible against this type of defense 
Disadvantages:  The long pass is an option for the offense, and can only be contained 
with a very fast and skilled safety.  Also, rushing one player could give the offense 
enough time to get the deep pass off.  Therefore, this defense relies on two fast players 
(rusher and safety), while most others can get away with one. 

2-3-2 Zone 
Basics:  Two rushers, one linebacker, two cornerbacks, two safeties 
Advantages:  Probably the easiest defense to use, as it utilizes two rushers for added 
pressure on the quarterback, as well as two safeties for added protection to the deep 
threat. 
Disadvantages:  There are some short yardage holes in the defense, as only three players 
are asked to cover the short to medium range passes. Though you are rushing two players 
for added pressure, an offense can send three deep and create problems for slower 
safeties. 

1-3-3 Zone 
Basics:  One rusher, one linebacker, two cornerbacks, three safeties 
Advantages:  With one solid rusher, this defense can eliminate the deep threat for the 
offense and force them to work the ball down the field. When offenses become impatient, 
they will try to go deep on this type of defense, and usually fail. 
Disadvantages:  There are some short yardage holes in the defense, as only three players 
are asked to cover the short to medium range passes. Also, only one rusher could give the 
offense more time to pick apart the first line of defenders. A team with patience, skilled 
receivers and an accurate quarterback could slowly but surely move the ball on this 
defense. 

Offense 

Flag football differs from tackle football in that it’s strictly a speed game; however, a 
team does not need the most athletic or fastest players to have a successful team. It is 
vital that everyone on both offense and defense know their role on the team, as well as 
understand the system being implemented.  The QB (quarterback) should know where 
each player is supposed to be on every play; however it is best for all players to know 
where everyone should be on each play. Very rarely is a team successful when its’ 
offense consists of drawing plays in the dirt. Thus, the most successful teams have an 
array of plays, most with multiple options, and then practice them. 



Teams should have a basic understanding of plays or routes that are designed to isolate 
the receivers.  Perhaps a play has two receivers running routes that clear a zone area. 
Then another receiver comes behind and “fills” that zone area. The QB throws it to that 
open receiver for a positive gain. 

The Quarterback: 
The game of flag football is designed for the offense to score every time it touches the 
ball. With that in mind, your quarterback must be able to not only run the offense 
effectively, but also adjust to changing defensive schemes. The quarterback must be able 
to scramble, as well as have a quick first step when avoiding a rusher. Although a 
scrambling QB will also keep the linebackers and cornerbacks honest, he/she can be most 
effective if the blocking backs understand how to force the rusher to one side or the other. 
The blocking backs (usually right and left of the center) should know which way the QB 
is intending to roll (right or left) or straight drop back. The initial fake (or juke) by the 
QB can buy more time for the receivers to complete their routes as the play intends 
however the initial movement of the blocking backs can buy a few seconds for the QB. A 
good quarterback also has the ability to look off the intended receiver and “know where 
they are” rather than “staring down the receiver”. Though this technique is probably the 
most effective way to have open receivers, it is the hardest to master during an entire 
game.  Remember, since all receivers are eligible, there are six options (seven in co-ed.) 
for the QB to use.  

The Snap:  
The recommended distance for the quarterback behind the center is five to seven yards, 
depending on the defensive alignment. If your quarterback has a strong arm or if the 
defense is giving you plenty of pressure, you may want to consider taking a few more 
steps away from the center. In flag football, the center is one of the most important 
positions on the field. While a quick, accurate snap can give your quarterback all the time 
they need, a sloppy snap could turn a second-and-ten into a third-and-twenty. 

Receiver Routes: 
Generally, flag football is a game of intermediate routes, ranging from 5-15 yards 
downfield.  From there, receivers use their athletic ability, speed, and other ball carriers 
to advance into the next zone-line-to-gain or the end zone. In other words, after the catch, 
turn and run. The ball carrier should be aware of his/her teammates and look for a 
teammate, who may be able to make additional progress. If the ball carrier’s flag belt is 
about to be pulled, consider a pitch to a teammate, who can now take it the rest of the 
distance.   

Good routes to practice are 5-7 yard hooks/curls; 5-10 yard slants; 5-10 yard squares (in 
and out); 15-yard posts, corners, comebacks and flies. Usually most teams do not throw 
deep often.  However, a team may go deep just to keep the defensive safeties honest. If a 
team notices a safety playing close to the line of scrimmage, or consistently “cheating” 
on out patterns, that offense may decide to throw deep – sometimes on an “out and up” 
pattern to see if the safety “bites” (thinks it will be a shorter pattern and attempts to make 
the interception). If the safety bites on the fake, usually the result is a touchdown. The 



key is for the receiver to find the hole in the defensive zone and for the QB to get the ball 
there each time. It becomes a simple game of pitch and catch down the field. An effective 
play, which is rarely used, is the double down and out. The receiver lines up tight to the 
blocking backs, runs a 3 yard down, out and up and then breaks out a second time 
(usually for a first down marker). The defensive back is most likely fearful of the 
touchdown and will unprepared to guard the second out thus resulting in an easy 20 yd + 
first down.  Since this play takes a few seconds to develop the QB should take a deep 
snap or juke to the non-throwing side to allow more time for the receiver to make the two 
cuts. 

A Few Extra Pointers:  
1. Since there are no fumbles in flag football, as a receiver gets close to the “zone line to 
gain”, he/she should always hold the ball out while running, especially for a first down or 
touchdown.  This stretches the forward progress another yard, which could be critical for 
the offense.  Remember, the defensive team cannot knock/slap the ball out of the 
receiver’s hands – it’s a defensive penalty. 

2. Though a play may seem complete, do not stop running until the whistle is blown. A 
player running with the ball will feel the opponent’s hands reaching for the flag. Too 
often, the runner will stop, thinking the flags were pulled, when in reality, the defender 
missed the belt. Also, just because a flag is thrown does not mean the play is instantly 
over, your team may decide to decline the penalty. 

3. The ability to pitch the ball is a definite advantage to an offense, especially without the 
concern for fumbles. Good teams will design plays featuring players down the field in 
“lanes”, with the ball being pitched multiple times during one play. As you begin looking 
at the plays, you’ll notice that many times once a receiver catches the ball, there are two, 
three or sometimes four other receivers running in stride with him/her. Thus, they are 
available for a backward pitch (or lateral), which helps keep the play moving and 
advancing toward the opponent’s goal line.  Just be careful the pitch is not intercepted in 
the air. 

4. Be sure to recognize your location on the field, and watch out for tricks.  On offense, if 
your team has first down from it’s own 15-yard line, the defense may “accidentally” 
jump offside.  Don’t fall for this. Defensive encroachment is a 5-yard penalty. An 
inexperienced team will take the penalty and move forward five yards to it’s own 20-yard 
line. Although you gain five yards, it’s now first down and 20 yards to go (a first down is 
now at the 40 yard line). Instead, it is recommended to decline the penalty and keep it 
first down and five yards to go (to the 20 yard line). The same holds true on an 
interception or a punt return. After the change of possession, find the first down zone 
lines. If the ball carrier believes he/she can make it for a touchdown, then keep running. 
Otherwise, try to stop just short of the next zone line. Now it’s first down and short 
(maybe only 1 or 2 yards) for another first down. Thus, the offense has many options 
including one or two attempts at a long pass. 



5. Read and react. Read the defensive rusher and try to adjust to his/her progress. Again, 
a good team will force the rush to one side or the other by encouraging the rusher to 
choose a particular rout to the QB. If the rush comes from the right side, anticipate that 
your offensive play will be most successful to the left, and vise versa. 

6. Audible – The ability to improvise at the line of scrimmage can be a great advantage. 
If you see that the intended play will not work, have some type of simple audible system. 
It may mean the play needs to go left, instead of right, or the play needs to have short 
routes, instead of deep ones. Your opponent may try to learn your audible system. If 
that’s the case, have a decoy audible available.  

7. Though kickoffs are removed from flag football, there still are occasional plays for the 
punt returns. Certainly, if a team has someone with speed, that player should be the main 
punt returner. One strategy includes stacking the line of scrimmage, with only three 
receivers back deep. Once the ball is kicked, the linemen run toward the goal line being 
defended. As this confusion sets in, the field tends to become very spread out, increasing 
the chances for a big play. (This was used in co-ed a few times at tournaments and was 
very effective.) An additional deceptive strategy has the punt returner run with the ball 
just short of the first down line. The player keeps his/her hand on the ball and appears to 
down the ball at the spot. An inexperienced defense may stop defending the play and the 
punt returner picks up the ball and runs for a touchdown. Players should continue to pull 
the offensive ball carrier flags until the whistle is blown.  

8. A catch requires possession of the ball and one foot on the ground. Some very athletic 
teams have a play designed as a quick slant. The ball is thrown high, and the receiver 
jumps in the air to catch it. While the receiver is still in the air, he/she then throws the 
ball forward again to another receiver. Usually this play works for a big gain, because the 
defense is paying attention to the first receiver. As long as the first receiver is still in the 
air, the ball has not legally been caught, and thus the “second shuffle pass” is legal. This 
requires some serious athleticism, but can be done effectively. Other teams may use a 
similar play with a deeper route for the first receiver. Again, it’s not a legal catch until 
there is possession with one foot on the ground.  Thus, this type of play was born.  It’s 
this way of thinking that might separate the great teams from the above average. 

9. QB’s should utilize the pump fake when possible.  The defense will either bite on the 
fake, or not respect it.  Either way, the offense should take what is given them.  For 
example, if the QB notices a DB that is trying to cheat on an “out” route, a pump fake 
followed by the WR streaking toward the end zone will work for a big play.  The same is 
true on a scramble.  If the QB is running toward the line of scrimmage and a defender is 
nearby, the QB can fake a quick toss.  The defender will usually stop/freeze, to try and 
defend against this pass.  Now the QB, still in full stride, runs by the defender for a 
positive gain.  

10. Offensive teams are allowed one forward pass per down.  Many do not realize that the 
QB can run beyond the original line of scrimmage, and then run back behind the line of 
scrimmage and throw a forward pass.  This is a legal play.  The key is the QB’s feet must 



be behind the original line of scrimmage at the time of the throw.  Otherwise, it’s an 
illegal forward pass.  Another variation is for the QB to run beyond the line of scrimmage 
and then pitch/lateral the ball to a RB in the backfield, who throws a forward pass to 
another WR downfield.  

11. Using blockers to “buy” the QB time to throw – Certain plays are designed to give the 
QB extra time to throw the pass.  Generally, when all of the WR’s run routes, the QB is 
left with a short time to throw, and the deep route is eliminated.  Keep a few WR’s in for 
blocking (non-contact) purposes.  A good blocker can steer or guide a defensive rusher in 
a certain direction.  If the blocker knows which way the QB will roll, the blocker can set-
up as the shield, and provide the QB with extra seconds to complete the pass.  
Sometimes, just one extra second is the difference between a complete pass and an 
incomplete pass.  Additionally, sometimes the blockers can run routes, and the slot 
receivers actually set a block, as the QB rolls that way.  Don’t make the mistake of letting 
the blockers leave immediately each time.  That will not help your QB throw deep when 
necessary. 

Copycat: 
A great way to learn strategies of both the 7 on 7 and the coed game is to watch what 
other teams do. Come out some evening and watch the better teams execute their game 
plans. Look for strategies the successful team does that your team may able to do.  
Sometimes you can see exactly how a team runs the offense, and can adapt that system 
for your team. Whether it’s a 3-Quarterback system, a spread offense, or the option, all of 
them can be successful if you have the appropriate team members. Teams even try to use 
the varsity Boilermake football plays. However, what works for one team may not work 
for another. Some quarterbacks have stronger arms; some are able to throw on the run 
better while others are pocket passers (think West Coast offense). One team may have 
players taller than 6’4”, and thus, throw lobs to use the height advantage. Another team 
may be quick and use a lot of shuffle passes. The same is true on defense. Watch teams 
and learn what they do, then try to modify the strategy to fit your team’s strengths. The 
great teams tell their opponents the plays they run and adopt a “can’t stop us” attitude.  
Having a team’s playbook will not earn your team the victory – you still have to execute.  

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Co-ed. (8 Players)  
Offensively, try to always keep the play “open”.  An open play means a male thrower 
may complete a pass to a male receiver. Defensively, try to force the play to become 
“closed”. A closed play means a female must be involved in the throw or catch for 
positive yards. On a closed play, once a female gains positive yards, via throwing or 
catching, the play is open again. If the defense can force a closed play, with a male QB, 
they can enforce tougher coverage on the female receivers. If it’s a closed play, and a 
female QB, the defense is still forced to play “straight-up”.  



On closed plays, all males cover the females when there is a male QB. If it’s a female 
QB, play your regular defense. Philosophically, if the opponent uses a male QB, let them 
complete passes to male receivers, and pull the flag belt. Now the play is closed and 
strategically, your team should have more defensive options. If you’re going to do this 
however, it’s important that once the male receiver catches the pass, the flag belt is 
pulled. Do not let that receiver score. 

Defense 

2-4-2 Zone – two rushers, four middle linebackers and two safeties 

1-5-2 Zone – one rusher, five linebackers; two safeties 

If you have one particularly fast player, use him/her as a free safety to rove the entire 
field. The rusher must be quick and able to pull flags as well as “flush/guide” the 
opposing QB to the weak side.  Weak side is defined as rolling to the left or right, 
whichever the QB struggles throwing from.  If the opponent has one very good female 
player – the defense may want to consider locking her up with double coverage. The 
following is a breakdown of various coverage schemes. 

Cover 1 

• Man to man coverage  
• 3 guys & 2 girls cover their girls 1 on 1  
• Used on closed plays with male at QB  
• If in this coverage, and a girl becomes QB, shift to cover 2  

 Cover 1 Double 

• Man to Man with double coverage  
• 2 males and 2 females cover their outside girls  
• Used on closed plays with male at QB if your team is getting picked  
• If in this coverage, and a female becomes QB, shift to cover 2  

 Cover 2 

• Zone coverage with 2 deep  
• Used on short to mid-range plays  
• Middle line must stay 3-7 yards from line of scrimmage  

 Cover 3 

• Zone coverage with 2 deep  
• Used on short to mid-range plays  
• Middle line must stay 5-10 yards from line of scrimmage  



Offensive Philosophy 
Read and react to the defensive rusher. If the rush comes from the right side, anticipate 
that the offensive play may be most successful to the left, and vise versa. Always try to 
keep the play open (male QB, find a female receiver) to allow all passing options. 
Common strategy – male receivers lineup outside and run deep patterns to occupy the 
safeties. If the safeties come up toward the line of scrimmage to protect against the short 
play, your QB should throw deep (provided he/she can throw it that far). However, if the 
safeties stay with the deep receivers, something short should be available. Have the 
center (male) run down the middle of the field to clear out that area. Now simply find the 
open female receiver. Once the female player catches the pass, the play remains “open”.  
From there, the pitches and laterals can start to happen (remember: In co-ed. with a male 
QB put the ball in motion, not in the QB’s hands). Thus, the opposing defense is forced to 
play the team “honest” on each play.  

If a male receiver catches a pass and is about to score, he should look for a female 
receiver in the area.  Remember, female touchdowns are worth 9 points, and male 
touchdowns are only worth 6 points.  Many times in co-ed. the male will lateral to a 
female receiver, who scores a “more valuable” touchdown. 

Copycat (again) – A great way to learn strategies of both the 7 on 7 and the coed game is 
to watch what other teams do. Come out some evening and watch the better teams 
execute their game plans. Look for strategies the successful team does that your team 
may able to do.  Sometimes you can see exactly how a team runs the offense, and can 
adapt that system for your team. Whether it’s a 3-Quarterback system, a spread offense, 
or the option, all of them can be successful if you have the appropriate team members. 
Teams even try to use the varsity Gator football plays. However, what works for one 
team may not work for another. Some quarterbacks have stronger arms; some are able to 
throw on the run better while others are pocket passers (think West Coast offense). One 
team may have players taller than 6’4”, and thus, throw lobs to use the height advantage. 
Another team may be quick and use a lot of shuffle passes. The same is true on defense. 
Watch teams and learn what they do, then try to modify the strategy to fit your team’s 
strengths. The great teams tell their opponents the plays they run and adopt a “can’t stop 
us” attitude.  Having a team’s playbook will not earn your team the victory – you still 
have to execute. If you participate in a tournament, you should know something about 
your opponent to improve your chances of being successful. 

 


