
 Controlling the Center of the Park: 3-5-2 

Introduction  

I have found throughout my youth soccer travels in the United States that amongst the higher level 

teams, the choice of formation often boils down to one of two, these being the 4-4-2 and the 3-5-2. 

These two formations also seem to cater to vastly contrasting styles. Teams that organize in a 4-4-2 

are conservative, tough to unbalance defensively, and efficient in attack. Conversely, teams that use 

a 3-5-2 are often explosive, attacking minded, and unpredictable. From my observations, this seems 

often to be the case domestically. These 3-5-2 teams dominate the midfield with the extra player, and 

use wide players to exploit attacking space. Of course, the 3-5-2 does not have to be an explosive 

attacking minded system, just as the 4-4-2 does not have to be conservative. Germany is a strong 

proponent of the 3-5-2 both in international competition and domestically among its clubs, and 

certainly the German style of play is not known for its explosive attacking. The purpose of this Chalk 

Talk session is not to show how these two systems manifest themselves in the current youth soccer 

landscape, it is to explain briefly the 3-5-2 and its intracacies. As a result of this discussion, it is hoped 

that a coach will gain not a mastery of the system, but rather a better knowledge of the formation and 

how it may or may not apply to a coach's own situation, encouraging further study and exploration.  

Midfield  

The most prominent portion of the 3-5-2 is the midfield, and because of the concentration of players 

here, a team utilizing a 3-5-2 often hopes to control midfield, particularly the central sector. Beginning 

there, a team will normally feature three central midfielders. Because a 3-5-2 only has three players in 

the back third, the organization of the central midfield often includes two defensive players and one 

attacking player, but having the opposite arrangement of two attacking players and one defensive 

player would not be out of the ordinary. While I take no credit for this terminology (and do not use it in 

practice), for clarity when discussing these two distinctive set-ups I will call the alignment that features 

two defensive and one attacking midfielder a defensive triangle, and the opposite alignment will be be 

called an attacking triangle.  



 

Defensive triangle  

In a defensive triangle, there are two defensive 

midfielders (Figure 1). These players will serve to 

fortify the back three, who will find it difficult to 

cover the entire width of the field. With two 

defensive midfielders, there can be more freedom 

for the outside midfielders to attack. When an 

outside midfielder fails to recover, forcing a back to 

push out wide, a defensive midfielder can push into 

any gaps that form in the defense if necessary, 

leaving the opposite defensive midfielder to remain 

in the dangerous space in front of the defense. 

Defensive midfielders providing these roles are 

often called a 'defensive screen.'  

Tandem defensive midfielders can also serve in 

the build up of the attack as important central 

outlets for the back three. In any case, there may 

be a further designation between these two 

players, with one being particularly defensive 

minded, and one given more freedom to go 

forward. This may particularly be the case when 

the team gets into the attacking half and needs to 

get players forward to support the attack. 

Sometimes the situation itself will determine which 

player gets involved and which player stays home, 

and the decisions may not be based on a particular 

specification within the system of play.  

A creative player usually resides in the front of the 

defensive triangle, acting as a playmaker behind 

the forwards. Because there is only one attacking 

 
Figure 1 



midfielder, this player is often given some freedom 

as to where he or she can operate. This freedom 

allows the player to make space for other attackers 

as well as for him or herself to get the ball into 

dangerous attacking areas.  

 
Defensive Cover Adjustments by the Defensive Midfielders 

 
 

Figure 2  

Consider that the Right Back has gotten forward, delivered a cross, causing attacking players to get forward, 

and the goalkeeper or some other defensive player has cut out the cross and gotten the ball wide into space in 

transition. A counterattacking ball could be played across the field into the space behind the forward right 

back. Cover by the defensive midfield player is necessary to thwart the counterattack, else the right back cannot 

be given such freedom to get forward in the first place.  



 
 

Figure 3  

Closer to the defensive third, the backs will be forced to make greater adjustments to the width of the field. 

Outside midfielders that get involved in the attack will not always be able to retreat in time. In this case, the left 

back can pressure wide, the center back does not have to vacate a good central position due to the existence of 

the defensive midfielder. When there are two defensive midfielders, the defense can adequately cover the width 

of the field when necessary, even in instances when there is no outside midfield assistance. 

 

 
 

Figure 4 

Attacking triangle  

Because there is only one defensive midfielder in 

the attacking triangle, this player obviously must be 

a stronger player in front of the defense. The back 

three must also be strong, else the outside 

midfielders must play more in a 'wingback' role. In 

this sense, the 3-5-2 can either look or actually 

change into a 5-3-2, where the wingbacks provide 

more defensive cover and get forward less 

aggressively.  

The defensive midfielder can either play in more of 

an attacking holding role, acting as a pivot for the 

attack, or in a defensive screen role as described 

above. Sometimes the defensive midfielder acts as 

a stopper, somewhat similar to what you may see 



in a US youth sweeper-stopper system. Less often 

in American youth soccer, the 'defensive 

midfielder' can be a sweeper in front of the 

defense, covering the entire width of the field with 

some freedom, but always being aware of the 

importance of holding the dangerous space in front 

of the defense when necessary. In this manner, the 

defensive midfielder can get forward from this 

more negative position, making the attack very 

unpredictable.  

At the top of the attacking triangle are two creative 

playmakers who must work together to get a 

supply of balls forward to the strikers. Because 

these players must work in tandem, there is often 

less freedom afforded them than there would be to 

a single playmaker, however there is always the 

case that these players are further specialized 

providing for one more forward minded playmaker 

leaving the other to fill in the space left by this 

creative player while ensuring the playmaker has 

the space to operate at the same time. And 

working with the forwards, these four players can 

operate in many differen ways to confuse the 

opposition. When a team chooses to play more like 

a 5-3-2, the attacking midfielders may also have to 

seek the wide space in attack to stretch the 

defense.  



 
Figure 5 

Figure 5 demonstrates the defensive 

midfielder (DM) in the holding role. When 

playing out of the back, the easiest option is 

normally the wide option (OM), but that 

option is limited because of the touchline, and 

strong defenses may allow the pass only to 

press and easily win possession in that area. 

Perhaps the most preferred option is the 

longer central option (AM), but that option is 

limited because most defenses will organize 

as not to concede the option. The DM is often 

the best option because it is a 'window' to 

other options, either simply to keep 

possession when the forward option is not on, 

a central penetration to continue further up 

the field, or a central point for changing the 

point of attack. In any event, given that the 

center back can be a good, safe option, the 

DM is normally a safe forward option.  

Outside midfielders  

Just by laying out three independent lines as in the 

diagram, the 3-5-2 becomes naturally a centrally 

strong and concentrated formation. This 

concentration creates a lot of work for the outside 

midfielders. While outside midfielders in most 

formations have to be fit, perhaps the most 

physically demanding position is that of an outside 

midfielder in a 3-5-2. In most cases, the outside 

midfielders must cover the entire wing area, from 

endline to endline. The degree to which an outside 

midfielder goes forward or stays home partially 

determines the team's system of play. While they 

must be attacking minded and get forward 

regardless, when asked to play more as wing 

backs as in a 5-3-2 they will attack from more 

negative positions, called upon to provide width for 

the defense, allowing the backs to stay closer 

together and defend the important central spaces.  

Figure 6 demonstrates how through the use of an 
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'attacking triangle' in the center of midfield that the 

attack can be well fortified without the use of the 

outside midfielders, who are in this case 

designated as wing backs (WB). The scope of the 

outside midfield role in attack is determined 

through a combination of their own strengths and 

weaknesses, the strength of the backs and 

defensive midfielder(s), and the personalities of the 

attacking midfielders going forward, among others. 

In any case, the outside midfielders will have to 

contribute to the attack in either more attacking or 

more supporting roles.  

An example of two contrasting outside midfielder roles would be those utilized by Brazil and USA 

during World Cup 2002. After Jeff Agoos was injured, the US was forced to change to a 3-5-2 due to 

lack of sufficient central backs, leaving Pope on his own in the center of defense. Mastroeni locked up 

the center of the pitch in front of defense almost like a sweeper, and outside midfielders Lewis, 

Donovan, Beasley, Stewart, Jones, etc. got forward, leaving O'Brien and Reyna to stay at home. 

Meanwhile Brazil morphed out of its traditional 4-4-2 to push the wingbacks from that same formation 

into 'midfield.' Because of the problems in the center of defense and the freedom of attacking 

midfielders like Denilson, Cafu and Carlos got forward plenty but often left Brazil in what looked more 

like a 5-3-2.  

 

 

Back three  

The form of the back three often takes up 

one of two distinct alignments, these 

being a flat three or a sweeper behind 

two markers. Because playing with three 

in back becomes more difficult than with 

four due to man power, the center of 

defense normally has to sit in a covering 

role regardless of the alignment, leaving 



Figure 7 even those more zonal alignments to call 

that central player a sweeper. It also 

often depends on the strength of the 

midfielders in front. When a strong 

stopper-type occupies the defensive 

midfielder role, and the outside 

midfielders play more like wing backs, the 

center back can step forward and make 

the defense flatter, holding a tighter 

restraining line, and giving less space to 

central attackers. Conversely, the less 

sure the defensive abilities of the players 

in front of the defense, the more the 

central player will require the freedom of 

the sweeper role.  

It is not suggested to play with a back 

three instead of a back four when there is 

a lack of defensive talent because the 

back position becomes that more 

demanding. Playing in a back three 

usually requires more field coverage. 

Spreading out the back three across the 

width of the field will leave huge gaps 

between players. A back three will 

therefore prefer to organize tightly and 

depend upon outside midfield help when 

the opposition attacks wide space. 

Strategic use of the defensive midfield 

will be necessary regardless. Figure 7 

Demonstrates the space that can form 

between backs that have stretched 

touchline to touchline, and how the use of 

defensive midfielders can provide cover 



in this space when necessary.  

Forwards  

Forwards in a two man alignment can also be arranged in a variety of manners. Most teams will 

utilize two center forwards, who either work in tandem with similar responsibilities, or are specialized 

such that one stays high or acts like a target and the other works in the space created. Other 

combinations of forwards are possible, and two forward alignments can even include a winger 

depending on personalities. In less orthodox circumstances such as these, the entire formation will 

morph to account for the change.  

Discussion  

As with all formations in soccer, the entire picture is not told simply by numbers alone. That is the 

chief difference between the terms 'formation' and 'system of play.' A 3-5-2 can be a very attacking 

minded and fluid or rigidly strict and defensive formation. When developing your own 3-5-2, consider 

the roles of midfielders carefully. Very often the outside role is needlessly overwhelming, when the 

role is always going to be demanding to begin with. The central midfield will also be important, 

particularly with the designation of attacking and defensive roles. Combining the roles of central and 

outside midfielders will determine how the team attacks and defends. If you like to attack wide, you 

may need to go the route that includes two defensive midfielders to shore up the back three. Then 

again, if you have three very strong backs, concessions can be made even in that instance.  

I think the most important lesson in all of this discussion may be that the 3-5-2 can be a very complex 

system with very defined roles for players. In this sense, as a learning formation for younger players, 

it may not be the best option. A 4-4-2, 3-4-3, or even a 4-3-3 can be far more simple for younger 

players, and will be better in encouraging important concepts such as positional interchange and 

developing unpredictable play in the attacking third. Even in its most fluid incarnations, a 3-5-2 is 

more of a straight-up set that shows the opponent exactly where it is coming from. For senior teams 

with the correct personnel, this strategy is often the best path.  

 


