Welcome to the VPNFL:


The Vaguely Plausible National Football League





Intro.





The VPNFL has evolved into a project with one main goal -- to allow FBPro98 users to run authentic football plays (as authentic as the FBPro Play Editor allows) with reasonable expectations of performance. Subsidiary goals are





 * To provide a more authentic simulation of the current NFL than Sierra has shipped. That means better rosters and players that perform as you might expect them to, plus game plans that truly reflect the character of each team.


 * To provide the serious home coach with an engrossing and competitive experience, and guidelines for maintaining the league.


 * To provide remote leagues interested in maximizing authenticity with a starting point.





To these ends, our standards are partly statistical accuracy but mainly "look and feel." While you are watching a game, we want you to come as close as possible to believing you are watching football.








VPNFL99.





VPNFL99 is based on 1998-99 midseason rosters. It is usable for career play. Look for guidelines for editing future draft pools on the FBPro Dark Side website at http://www.geocities.com/colosseum/stadium/8273 by early December 1998.





The keys to understanding and using VPNFL99 are





 * Attributes


 * Profiles


 * Formation and Play Conventions


 * Game Plans


 * Roster Management.





We briefly discuss each topic, then end with a section on getting the most out of the VPNFL.





Performance.





You may wonder if it’s worth it to install this league, read this long document and spend the time it takes to get the best results with the VPNFL. We think that if you love football you’ll find it worthwhile. We’ll offer some statistical benchmarks from VPNFL98 to make our case. In test sim seasons, using computer control for all teams:





Completion% for qualifying QBs ranged from just under 65% to just under 50%.


The top-rated passing qualifier was just around 100. The median passer was around 82.


Aggregate yards per pass and yards per rush for the whole league were within 5% of the 1997 NFL figures.


The top sacking team had 66 sacks. The worst sacking team 22.


VPNFL Rushing TDs 362. NFL97 Rushing TDs 384. And we didn’t have our run-heavy game plans installed for a half-dozen teams.


VPNFL Passing TDs 668. NFL97 Passing TDs 617. This 10% variance is probably our largest in any stat category, but it’s still reasonable. What’s more, we know where those extra TDs come from, and we need them.


VPNFL Total Passing Yards 97251. NFL97 Total Passing Yards 96862, a variance of 389 yards or .4%.


VPNFL Total Rushing Yards 54836. NFL97 Total Rushing Yards 54249. A difference of 587 yards or 1%.





Not bad, huh?





But the statistical accuracy only hints at the pleasures to be had when you actually watch games and see teams doing sensible things. It only suggests the thrills of our many close games. Remember how many NFL games went down to the wire last season? We’ve got that.





We honestly feel that the VPNFL is the most authentic football simulation available yet for FBPro98, and with our custom profiles, plays and plans in addition to the rosters, it’s the most complete. Read to get the how, why and the how to get the most out of it.








Attributes.





The two issues with attributes are ranges by position and ratings of individual players. Sierra has never done a systematic, good job of this. For instance, in the NFLPI97r league that ships with Sierra’s 1.08 patch, WRs Sean Dawkins (Indy) and Yancey Thigpen (Pittsburgh) have the blazing speed of guards. Seattle backup RBs Lamar Smith and Steve Broussard are rated so low that they could never have the success their real-life counterparts had last year when starter Chris Warren was running poorly. An FBPro coach using NFLPI97r would never even think of giving Smith or Broussard a try.





When it comes to ranking players – estimating where a particular player ranks with others of his position – nobody has more experience or expertise than the Kang Brothers of IKNFL fame (http://www.dimensional.com/~kang). So we started with their 1997 season and 1998 draft files.





But we didn’t leave them alone. Excellent as their work is, we were aiming at something different, at what made Tom Flores and Bob O’Connor entitle a book, Football: The Violent Chess Match. We wanted positions to work as closely as possible to the way they do on the field. For instance, we wanted it to make sense to put in extra wide receivers on passing downs and extra tight ends in short yardage. For various legitimate reasons, the IKNFL doesn’t require this the way it’s set up. For instance, WR Jerry Rice has a ST in the 80s, which means he is a far better blocker than any TE2 is likely to be.





Excellent work has been done by Rolando Jimenez and others timing sprints on the practice field and translating SP-AC ratings into 40-yard dash times. (And by the way, SP is SP and AC is AC for all positions no matter what the manual says. And anyone who has watched a linebacker bounce off a high-ST QB knows that ST is ST too. It’s our opinion that there are no “relative” attributes no matter what anybody tells you.) Basically, the results are as follows:





SP-AC 95-95		Time in 40-yard dash	4.18


Every 10 points less of SP is worth about .3 seconds


Every 10 points less of AC is worth about .1 seconds





So the fastest player in the NFL would check in at about 95-95. The fastest DE around 72-75 or so and the slowest OL in the 50-point range. The relations are linear up and down the scale. A lot of “realism-oriented” remote leagues scale their positions on precisely this scale.





Our players are considerably slower. They may look ridiculously slow to experienced FBPro users at first. But they work. Here’s why:





Sure there are a very few players in the NFL who run the 40 in less than 4.3 seconds. But they don't do it in pads and they don’t do it on grass. When I asked experienced football players and coaches to estimate the speed penalty for playing in such game conditions, they said it averaged .3 seconds and ranged from .1 to .5 or even more depending on a number of factors. You’ve heard of players who “play faster than they’re timed.” That’s what they mean.


To be able to run reasonably authentic plays you need to be able to get the snap off. Everyone is familiar with the woeful caliber of OL as opposed to DL play in FBPro. To be able to operate under center the DL must be slowed way down. That means that other positions must be slowed down accordingly.


“Wider is better.” We’ve found that the key to an authentic-looking passing game is the ratio of receiver (and defender!) SP to QB ST. To actually hit a slant pattern or split a zone, to catch a receiver in space and in stride means overcoming FBPro defenders’ tendency to collapse on the ball the instant it’s in the air. Slower receivers mean QBs are less likely to be throwing just as receivers come to the end of their patterns and sit a minute while the defender catches up.


Experiment proved that the Kangs were right: unless you want to rely on gimmicky offenses, defenders have to be scaled somewhat below their offensive counterparts. It’s the only way to produce reasonably realistic stats and scores with authentic plays.





Our other guiding principle comes from Carroll, Palmer and Thorn’s Hidden Game of Football: “The difference between a great quarterback and a merely average one is three or four plays a game.” This holds for other positions too. Most elite running backs average less than a yard per carry more than a mediocre back does (5.0 to 4.0). That means the great back is worth but a long stride more than the also-ran every time he gets the ball. So for each physical attribute at each position our range from top to bottom is considerably narrower than in any of the Sierra leagues, about 15 points for SP and about 20 points for AG, ST and HA. Yes, we know about fatigue. In fact, EN is our great fudge factor. The range from top to bottom for EN, IN and DI is more like 30 points, and EN especially helps make players heroes or goats late in the game. You can count on Barry Sanders and Terrell Davis to get yards in the fourth quarter in a way lesser backs might not. Kordell Stewart does not have impressive IN or DI, but his high EN means that late in halves and games his throws still have that zip on them, so he really is a proportionately greater threat as everyone else on the field wears down.





Which is no guarantee that Sanders, Davis or Stewart win. With the narrow attribute ranges the VPNFL really does have an “on any given Sunday” effect. Over the course of an entire season though, the advantage the best players and teams possess tends to tell.








Profiles.





A big reason computer-managed teams perform so poorly is that Sierra has never produced sensible profiles. For instance, the profiles tend to call passes on third down that won’t get a first down even if completed. PAT logic has always been a mess. And so on. It distorts statistics and standings and spoils the illusion while you are watching the game. We have paid a lot of attention to profiles; it’s a big part of what makes the VPNFL more than just another set of rosters.





Our profiles are set up to make the best possible decisions, to enable teams to put appropriate personnel on the field and not to give games away. They also work much differently than the ones that ship with the game, so it’s worth discussing them in detail.





Our profiles modify the system used in the stock98 beta profiles, developed by the legendary Sorin “Sly” Stana but scrapped by Sierra before release. We took one profile set (first & second half) and began tweaking it, fixing PAT and clock logic, getting third down calls right and otherwise trying to produce a profile that really worked. We then modified that single profile, which was roughly balanced between run and pass, into a run-heavy and a pass-happy variation. That doesn’t seem like a lot of profiles, but





There aren’t all that many differences among the dozen or so stock profiles anyway. Do not imagine for a minute that Sierra’s team-specific profiles have been conscientiously tweaked to reflect the tendencies of each team.


We figure it’s better to have fewer profiles that actually work than more that don’t.


In the VPNFL, variety comes from the interaction of the profiles with the team-specific game plans.





Offensive Play Codes.





Our profiles are situational and only work properly with plays saved according to our system. The system enables us to make better calls per down and distance, but it’s different from what people are used to and worth explaining. Plays are saved not by direction but by situation and package (personnel on the field) as follows:





RUN MIDDLE – Base package, “running down” run, whether inside or outside.


RUN LEFT – Short-yardage run, typically with beefed up personnel, most often extra tight ends. These plays are called on 3rd & 1 during the normal course of things or when trying to run out the clock at the end of the game. In contrast to RUN MIDDLE plays, little attention is paid to downfield blocking in the play design.


RUN RIGHT – 3rd down runs from spread formations. These plays are from 3- or 4-WR formations and are designed to pick up at least 5 yards against defenses keying on the pass. They are also called in hurry-up situations and sometimes on 2nd and long.


GOAL LINE RUN – Runs from beefed-up packages designed to get into the end zone from close to it. The major difference between goal line runs and Run Left plays is that goal line runs are not necessarily safe to call near your own goal line.


GOAL LINE PASS – Pass plays from goal line formations designed to make only a few yards.


PASS SHORT LEFT – First down short pass. These passes are from base personnel packages, typically with only two wide receivers. (Some teams, like the 1997 Bills and Ravens, routinely use 3-WR sets on first downs. They run and pass from this package.) We consider a “short pass” to be anything under 10 yards, while FBPro’s play editor believes that anything over 10 yards is a bomb.


PASS MEDIUM LEFT – First down “not-so-short” pass. These too are from base personnel packages, usually two WRs, two backs and a tight end or two WRs, one back and two tight ends. A not-so-short pass is any pass where the primary receiver’s route takes him more than 10 yards down the field.


PASS SHORT MIDDLE – Second down short pass. Like PSL only called on second down. We’ve been assured that teams really do make different calls on second down than first, though there is some overlap.


PASS MEDIUM MIDDLE – Second down not-so-short pass. Again, the primary receiver can be anywhere from 11 to 50 yards downfield.


PASS SHORT RIGHT – 3rd down short pass. Because the profiles don’t care if it’s 3rd & 2 or 3rd & 5 but we do, these passes are designed so that the first 3 receivers in the progression run routes at least 5 yards downfield. These plays are typically from 3- or 4-WR sets and may be from the shotgun, depending on the team.


PASS MEDIUM RIGHT – 3rd down medium pass. The most likely call on 3rd & 6-10, these plays are designed to gain at least 10 yards – the first three receivers should run routes to a 10-yard or greater depth. These plays are from 3- or 4-WR sets, possibly from the shotgun.


PASS LONG RIGHT – 3rd down long pass. At least two receivers go at least 20 yards deep. The idea is that if you have 3rd and 20 after a holding call, you’ve still got a shot. If it’s 3rd & 25, you’re on your own. Always from 3- or 4-WR sets and possibly from the shotgun.


PASS RAZZLE DAZZLE – End-of-half, “Hail Mary” type plays. These are low-percentage passes that, if they hit, should be good for 40 yards or more.





Not Used – Pass Long Left, Pass Long Middle, Run Razzle Dazzle. There are three slots in the profile for any given situation. If one of them is an appropriate run, there are only two pass slots. If one sticks with Short, Medium and Long on running downs, that means that one of the three types must be ignored in every situation. Almost always this is Pass Long. But one of the problems with the default profiles is that they don’t take enough shots down the field, leading to low scoring. By eliminating the “long pass” as a separate category we actually improve the chance of long passes being called. Now a long pass can be called (infrequently) any time. For instance, the typical game plan has 8 PML plays. Let’s say the chance of PML being called on first down is 20%. If 2 of those PML plays are true bombs (20+ yards) then the chance of a bomb being called is .25 x .20, or 5%. If 4 of those PML plays are bombs – a Raider-type game plan – then the chance of a bomb is .50 x .20, or 10%.





Defensive Play Codes.





RUN RIGHT – Base-package defense (4 DBs) oriented toward stopping the run first (either Rush or Read logic). “Eight-man front” plays.


RUN MIDDLE – Base package (4-DB) defenses with focus split between run and pass. Generally 7 of 11 defenders can be plausibly considered to have run defense as their primary duty.


RUN LEFT – Pass-oriented base-package defenses. At most 6 defenders can be considered as primarily run stoppers.


RUN RAZZLE DAZZLE – Short-yardage midfield plays, often with an extra LB. Called on 3rd & short, near goal lines and when the offense is likely to be trying to run out the clock. Differ from goal line defenses in that they tend to be looser, with a little more concern for defense in depth.


GOAL LINE RUN – Run-oriented goal-line defenses. Often gap-8 or other tight formation plays.


GOAL LINE PASS – Pass-oriented goal line defenses. Very aggressive since the assumption is that any catch is a score.


PASS SHORT – 3rd-down defense for 2-5-yard situations. Often with an extra DB since even in the NFL anything over 3rd & 2 is a passing down.


PASS MEDIUM – 3rd-down defense for 6-10-yard situations. Always either nickel or dime personnel.


PASS LONG – 3rd-down defense for 10+yard situations. Usually dime personnel, but always at least 5 DBs.


PASS RAZZLE DAZZLE – Prevent defenses. These will give up a lot underneath to prevent the long completion. Called late in halves to string out an opponent’s drive, especially when the opponent is behind late in the fourth quarter.





The PS, PM and PL defenses may be called in obvious passing situations other than 3rd down.





Packages.





Perhaps the most important benefit of the VPNFL profile system is that it enables defenses to get the right personnel on the field for the offensive package. In a real game, if the offense brings in 4 WRs on a running down the defense will call time out and substitute. FBPro defenses are oblivious to such shenanigans. But with the profile system we can control when the offense uses base personnel and when they try to spread the field with extra wideouts, and that means we can set up the defensive profiles accordingly. This involves making sure our game plans play fair. (See that topic.) One of the surest jolts that you are not watching a real football game comes when the offense has called a 4-WR play on 3rd & 1 while the defense blithely holds to its goal line defense.





PAT Logic.





No, really! We fixed it! Our version of “fixed” is this: In the first half, everybody kicks, no matter what. In the second half with >5min in the game, everybody kicks unless a team is down by 2. With <5 minutes to go in the game, we use the standard chart. Not the least pleasure of VPNFL football is you aren’t going to see a team come within 2 points in the last minute of play and blow it by going for 1. (Note: We thought of doing a special Chicago Bears profile with screwy PAT logic but decided against it.)





Profile Tendencies.





These profiles are “conservative,” as far as we’re concerned. They almost never go for it on fourth down and rarely try punt or field goal fakes. Teams will probably sit on the ball if they get it late in the first half deep in their own territory. We frankly agree with Carroll, Palmer and Thorn that teams should go for it on fourth down more often, and we note that Bill Cowher and Bill Parcells, who have won a game or two, clearly agree.





Note: A minority of the time on 3rd & long (10+) teams will “wimp out.” They will call a Pass Medium Right or Run Right just to try to make some positive yards before punting.





Note Also: Kickoff Logic on both sides of the ball is inaccessible to the profile editor. We can’t control when teams kick normally, squib or kick onside. Nor can we control when teams set up to receive each kick.





Formation and Play Conventions.





By way of playing fair and improving look & feel, we’ve standardized positions according to the depth chart. This involved sometimes arbitrary choices that couldn’t be helped. And since we want to keep the size of our file down we haven’t saved each play in every possible combination. If it’s important to you to see Jerry Rice as the Z-receiver or Peter Boulware at SLB, adjust the rosters by hand before game time. You’re gonna be doing that anyway . . .





WR1 is always the split end (X). WR2 is always the flanker (Z). There are teams that reverse this – most famously San Francisco. Other teams do it our way, like Green Bay and Denver. We had to make a choice.





T1 – Left tackle (of course!)


G2 – Left guard


C1 – Well, he’s in the middle


G1 – Right guard


T2 – Right tackle


TE1 – Lines up on the right if he’s the only TE in the play.


HB3 – Currently HB3 is the back in all 3rd down passing plays. We know there are teams where the 3rd down back is really HB2, or HB1, or even FB1. We’ve added versions of our third down passes with different backs to the \teamspec directory and added them to the appropriate game plans. We have only done those passes where the back actually runs routes. We were already over 1000 files and 1MB – quadrupling the third down pass count for the sake of backfield blockers seemed like overkill.





All initial offensive formations are strong side right or balanced by design – if there is one tight end on the play, he lines up on the right side in the initial formation.





This is crucial to our defensive play design, since pro defenses react to the offense’s orientation. We chose strong side right because it’s the “classic” setup.





On defense, positions are as follows. Keep in mind that left and right are reversed for the defense.





DE1 – Right end (You might want to move Reggie White on game day).


DT2 – Right tackle (nose tackle in  our “stunt 4-3s”)


DT1 – Left tackle (In the stunt 4-3s the UT, viz Sapp, Randle)


DE2 – Left end





LB1- Weak side (right) linebacker


LB2 – Strong side (left) linebacker


LB3 – Middle linebacker





CB1 – Right cornerback (plays on split end side)


CB2 – Left cornerback (plays opposite flanker)


S1 – Strong safety (another reason you need to know where the TE is lining up)


S2 – Free safety





In the 3-4 defenses, make the following adjustments:





DT1 – Nose tackle


LB1 – Right inside linebacker 


LB2 – Left inside linebacker 


LB3 – Left outside linebacker 


LB4 – Right outside linebacker (You’ll want to move Greg Lloyd to LB4 on game day)





As you watch the game, you won’t be seeing Jonathan Ogden flip from LT to RT just because the play is running that way. The truth is, no team wants to flop its line even from game to game let alone from play to play. VPNFL plays do it the honest way. You generally won’t see starters out of position except as a result of fatigue substitution.


Formations.





	Pro set (split backs) -  P


	Near (HB over strong side tackle, FB behind center) -  N


	Far (HB over weak side tackle, FB behind center)  -  F


	Pro-I  -  I


	Offset I (strong)  -  O (FB "overshifted")


	Offset I (weak)  -  U (FB "undershifted")


	Ace (1 RB, 2 TE)  -  A


	Heavy (2 TE, 2 RB)  -  H


	Jumbo - (3 TE)  -  J


	Tackle-Eligible - T


	K-Gun (1 RB, 3 WR)  -  K


	3WR, 2RB  -  D ("Deuce")


	Spread (4-wideouts)  -  L,R,B (Trips _L_eft; Trips _R_ight; _B_alanced)


	Goal Line  -  G


	Shotgun  -  2-4, which is the number of wide receivers in the play





Our defensive plays have a cool naming system too. Here’s a rundown:





	Pro 4-3, Strong (SLB on LOS) – S


	Pro 4-3, Weak (WLB on LOS) – W


	Eagle 4-3 (all LBs off the LOS) – E


	“46” defense – F


	Okie (base 3-4) – O


	Dime – D (Note: 4-3 dimes are in the \43 directory, 3-4 dimes in \34)


	Nickel – N (ditto for the nickels)





Play Names.





Running play names are of the form





	F##abbr#





Where





	F is the formation code


	## is the ball-carrier and hole


	abbr is the run type


	# is a situation code (1 – running down (RM); 3 – passing down (RR); 0 – short-yardage (RL))





A complete explanation can be found on the web at http://www.geocities.com/colosseum/stadium/8273/vpruns.html. 





Passing play names are of the form





	F#PabbrS





Where





	F is the formation code


	# is the situation code


	P is the primary receiver


	abbr is the primary receiver’s route


	S is the secondary receiver





Passing situation codes are





	1 – Pass short left (1st down short pass)


	2 – Pass short middle (2nd down short pass)


	3 – Pass short right (3rd down short pass)


	4 – Pass medium left (1st down not-so-short pass)


	5 – Pass medium middle (2nd down not-so-short pass)


	6 – Pass medium right (3rd down medium pass)


	7 – Pass medium left (but these are true bombs)


	8 – Pass medium middle (again, these are genuinely long passes)


	9 – Pass long right (3rd down long pass) or Pass Razzle Dazzle (Hail Mary)


	0 – Goal line pass





Target codes are





	X – split end, really WR1 no matter how he lines up


	Y – TE1, no matter where he lines up


	Z – flanker, really WR2 no matter where he lines up


	A – third, slot receiver. In our system always WR3


	B –fourth, slot receiver. In our system always WR4


	U – TE2, who usually plays H-back


	H – halfback


	F – fullback


	C – We’ll let you find this one out for yourself





We don’t have a good way to distinguish among halfbacks on third down passes. We’re working on it. In fact, I just now got an idea.





Route codes are





	Too numerous to mention. Most of our codes are four-letter abbreviations for the patterns named in Football’s West Coast Offense, by Lavell and Henderson. It’s got a lot of routes. We hope eventually to do a web page on the pass plays, but we also hope to get this league in the hands of users before the Y2K bug brings all the computers crashing to earth.





Note: Yes, we know about the passing tree system where routes are coded from 0 (stop route) to 9 (fly pattern) and pass plays are described in the form “976-swing-flat.” We declined to use it for two reasons: 1) The modern passing game just has too many routes. It’s not clear how you distinguish between a hitch and a smash route with only 9 numbers to work with. 2) The digit system doesn’t help  figure out what order the targets are checked. 3) We’d have to come up with single-letter codes for the RB routes because RBs don’t have a numbered tree. 4) The number string system is not really universal. West Coast Offense teams don’t use it, nor do some other systems.





Oh wait. That’s four reasons.





Defensive play names are of the form





	FA#code#





Where





	F is the formation code (see above)


	A is the alignment code


		B – balanced line


		O – overshifted line (toward strong side)


		U – undershifted line (toward weak side)


		N – “narrow” line (DE’s tight to DTs)


		W – “wide” line (DE’s well outside OTs)


# is an LB code – basically, the higher the number the more blitzers; for 0, the lowest value, all LBs read; On 9 they all rush the passer.


code tells you something about the character of the play; just don’t ask us what


# is Cover 0 through 5 – Cover 0 is pure m2m with no deep help; Cover 1 is m2m with a single safety playing center field (“man free” or “man under”); Cover 2 is a two-deep zone; Cover 3 is a 3-deep zone; Cover 4 is either zone quarters (4 across) or a double zone with a short defender and a deep defender on each outside; Cover 5 has DBs in 3 deep zones and both short flats.





So if you like m2m coverage, call plays from 0-2. If zones are your thing, stick with the 2-5 plays.





Game Plans





Game plans are the key to team-specific character. We do not pretend to have created 64 unique plays for each team. That would itself be unrealistic: the same plays are used throughout the league. We have chosen, as far as our knowledge permits, plays that represent the tendencies of each team – it’s preferred formations, passing targets, run types. We are quite sure we are only partially right. We were unable to get accurate feedback on many teams and we were not watching last season’s games with this eventual project in mind. But we don’t have Troy Aikman passing out of the shotgun or Kerry Collins running the quarterback draw, as the stock98 game plans do; and we don’t have the Steelers giving the ball to the fullback on the goal line as the IKNFL game plans do.





To the best of our knowledge we have set up shotgun and non-shotgun teams. In some cases (Saints, Chargers, others) we’ve had to guess.





The typical game plan is populated in rows as follows:





	4 Goal Line Runs


	4 Run Left


	8 Run Middle (2 rows)


	4 Run Right


	4 Pass Short Left


	8 Pass Medium Left (2 rows)


	4 Pass Short Middle


	8 Pass Medium Middle (2 rows)


	4 Pass Short Right


	6 Pass Medium Right (1.5 rows)


	2 Razzle Dazzle Pass (.5 rows)


	4 Pass Long Right


	4 Goal Line Pass





which makes 16. For a few especially conservative teams the Medium Left and Middle Passes are reduced to 6 apiece to make room for 4 extra runs. (e.g. Tampa Bay)





Since runs are not coded by inside or outside, the play mix of the game plan determines how often computer-controlled teams run in which direction. If only 2 of 8 Run Middle plays go wide, only about 25% of “running down” runs will go outside over the course of a season. If 4 of 8 RM plays are sweeps or tosses outside, fully half a team’s run calls will be outside.





Similarly with the “not-so-short” passes. The Raiders have a lot more true bombs taking up their Pass Medium Left and Middle slots than the 49ers do. Consequently the Raiders go downfield much more often.





West Coast Offense Teams





It’s impossible to do a true WCO in FBPro98 because there are neither meaningful pre-snap reads nor reliable pattern adjustments by receivers. We have adapted WCO plays as best we could to the constraints of the game.





Vulgarly put, West Coast read progressions tend to work this way: The QB makes a pre-snap read, picks a side to work based on the location of the safeties, and works from the sideline in on that side after the ball is snapped. He doesn’t start with the deepest receiver and work back to the LOS. Based on input from our “WCO Guy,” Ken Parker, we’ve adopted a progression that works outside-in on both sides. To see what we mean, check out P1XomhaZ – the “Omaha Pass” – and P2XdnvrZ – the “Denver” pass. (The “Denver” pass has nothing about it intrinsic to the Broncos – it’s just the city code Bill Walsh came up with to label a play with mirrored slant patterns by the wide receivers.)





There’s another WCO read progression that involves throwing shallow or deep depending on what the linebacker does on that side, but we have plays that sort of do that too.





Spread Formation Teams.





Last year there were no run and shoot teams in the NFL. (And there was much rejoicing.) So we haven’t done a run and shoot scheme. Which brings us to





Game Plans and Formations.





We try to have teams using formations their real-life counterparts use. We also know that FBPro defenses have no way to spot tendencies. Users long ago showed that they could make all their passes from spread formations and all their runs from heavy packages without the computer ever figuring it out. Consequently we play it straight in our game plans. If a team passes out of a formation, it also runs out of it, and vice verse. A team that runs from two-TE, one-back sets will throw from those sets





Roster Management





Getting Fbro98 to act like a football sim is work, and some of that work must be borne by the user. The key to making the VPNFL work more like real football is overcoming the game’s flaws in line play, and the key to that is absolutely hammering DL attributes, especially SP, AC and AG.





This causes major problems for rosters under computer management. The computer manager will want to activate only 4 DL for almost every team – the absolute minimum allowable number. This sucks: 1) When you’re watching a game, you see the computer subbing in S3 for whichever DL gets tired or injured. 2) It screws up stats, not least because you have backup DBs trying to take on offensive linemen.





First off, this is also a problem with the Kang Files. It’s an inevitable by-product of reducing DL attributes to the point that the game becomes workable. Second off, the computer manager makes a lot of stupid decisions anyway, and the coach who wants a fair contest needs to help him out.





There is the further matter of player depth slot and position on the field. You may really have a hard time with seeing Reggie White at right end or Terrell Owens at flanker.





The solution is some degree of human management for every team.





You could set all teams to human management and take care of them yourself. We don’t recommend this. It’s tedious and injuries make it error-prone. The problem is less that you’ll miss a new injury than you’ll miss a player newly-healed. It’s a drag to realize that Barry Sanders has been ready to play again for 3 games and you just missed him.





Our preferred solution is this:





Set all teams to Human-owned and Computer-managed. You will probably want to disable trades before you do this.


Let the computer handle injuries after each game.


Before each game, manually adjust every roster as follows. Try to dress


7 DL (4-3 teams, 6 DL for 3-4s)


6 LBs (for 3-4 teams, 7)


8 DBs


2 QBs


5 RBs (except for 1-back teams, which can get away with 4) 


5 WRs (a couple of teams only have 4)


3 TEs (make it 4 for Tennessee, a dedicated Ace-formation team)


9 OL


Kickers





That’s 47, so you’ll need to compromise somewhere and the compromise will probably be different for each team.





After awhile you get the hang of it. It seems like a lot of work, but it has its benefits. First off, the game runs better on the field. Second, it keeps you from breezing through a season without slowing down to appreciate it. Thirdly, if you want to maximize the game’s competitiveness, visiting the rosters weekly helps you spot teams that have tried to trade away all their tackles or sign backup halfbacks when their top two guards go on injured reserve.





The budget solution is to adjust the rosters of only those teams you intend to see play this week and ignore all the teams that will be safely out of sight – for instance, fix only the rosters of your team and your opponent.





The absolute minimal solution is not to worry about it. Manage your own roster only and let the computer teams fend for themselves.








VPNFL Use and Abuse.





We can imagine home users falling into two categories: those who don’t want to lose and those who do. That is, some coaches will find it very hard to beat the league but very much want to win every championship or even every game, while other coaches will be starved for competition and want to maximize the challenge. We have advice for each coach:





To Win at All Costs.





Many of the usual tricks will work.





Just because the computer plays fair with play-calling doesn’t mean you have to. You can call shotgun bombs on 3rd & short. You can fill your game plan with K-gun passes and Ace-formation runs.


Evil substitution tricks should work, either in the play editor or while coaching a game. Substituting a fast wide receiver for the halfback on an outside run is always popular. Replacing your flanker with a fullback when you plan to run a sweep to that side is effective. Hey, go ahead and flop your offensive line.


You can design custom plays that don’t adhere to the limits we set on the league’s plays. Even with beefed-up guards and watered down DL you can probably do some damage by overstuffing the area around the center with pass rushers. Many of the usual “stupid remote league tricks” should still work with these files, though we haven’t tried them


You can design custom plays that do adhere to our conventions, but because they take advantage of the talent on your team and you work to get the timing perfect (we assume) you’ll have the advantage. Actually we, um, consider this to be a legitimate use of your time.


Acquire extra guards and convert them to tackles. Guards as a class are rated higher.


Scout. Run a practice game or two. Consider the rosters and the position matchups and swap some plays into your game plan to take advantage of them. Run or pass more depending on the strengths and weaknesses of your opponent. Change your defense accordingly. We kind of think this is a legitimate use of your time too. In fact, we think it’s where the fun is.





How to Lose in the VPNFL (Sometimes)





Charlie Rogers joined the beta testing team when we sent him our working files and his San Francisco 49ers went 8-8 in his first season and missed the playoffs. Charlie actually couldn’t remember the last time he’d lost even one game to the computer. We know that a lot of users give up playing the computer after they reach the point where they’re winning every game 55-3. Folks, the VPNFL is for you.





Your challenge already increases because the computer teams are making their best calls and using plays that have been tested for effectiveness under our authenticity-oriented conventions.


We recommend a number of further steps to maximize the challenge:


Don’t make stupid trades


When adjusting everyone’s rosters, watch out for teams that have managed themselves into a hole – if you need to dump a free agent safety for a computer team in favor of a free agent guard, do it.


Use only the VPNFL plays, or only custom plays that adhere to the VPNFL conventions


Once you start building a library of effective, VPNFL-style custom plays, start distributing them through the computer teams’ game plans


If a computer team’s situation alters drastically, swap in a more appropriate game plan or profile for it. For instance, if Jerome Bettis goes down, switch Pittsburgh to the balanced or pass-oriented profile. If Warrick Dunn is injured, replace some of the outside tosses in the Bucs’ game plan with inside dives and blasts.


Eschew stupid substitutions and avoid the temptation to make sucker trades.





Watch the website for additional guidelines for maintaining a challenging league under career play. 





Oddities





Q: Early in this file you listed a bunch of stats that were in line with NFL norms. Which ones aren’t?





A: As you saw, touchdown passes were high. This is because defensive scores and special team scores are low. We had a combined 18 kick and punt return TDs in the last season I simmed. That’s short by 12. We had about 15 Int Return TDs. That’s short by 30. It’s hard to track fumble return TDs but I’m sure we’re low on them by a couple of dozen. The reason, alas, is that we had to hammer defensive attributes to make the offensive plays work right, but that means when defenders get their hands on the ball they just can’t go the distance. Those darn guards run them down. But that means those failed INT, fumble and kick returns become good field position for the offense, and some of them get converted into “extra” TD passes.





Q: I understand scoring is a little low in this edition of the league. Is that why?





A: I think so. Plus the darn kickers. We’re still below the NFL’s performance range for field goals and I’ve sent kicker attributes over the moon.





Q: Speaking of the guards, they’re scaled higher than the tackles, and yet tackles make the big money. What’s up with that?





A: The achilles heel of line play in FBPro is from guard to guard. We tried to avoid it, but guards simply have to be rated high enough physically to recover from their idiotic mistakes. Also, this way the better guards can actually pull. Tackles are scaled to where it’s a fair fight between them and the top DEs. In fact, despite the well-known problems with interior as opposed to exterior line play, several of our top individual sackers were DEs and not DTs or LBs. Think of the top tackles as being more valuable just because they’re rare.





Q: But if I put a guard where a tackle should be, I’m ahead of the game at that position.





A: (Sigh.) Yeah. We had to make choices.





Q: You talked about team passing stats. What about on the individual level?





A: Comp%, YPA and Passer Rating are about where you’d hope. We look at Comp% and YPA especially because we feel if the game is working on a per play basis you’re getting the best possible simulation. Individual attempts, total yards and touchdown passes are too high. It all comes down to the individual attempts. Team attempts are very close to NFL norms. But it’s almost impossible to injure an FBPro quarterback and with computer-managed teams there’s no such thing as a quarterback controversy – the computer coach will never pull QB1 for bad performance. So QB1 gets all but a tiny portion of each team’s throws. NFL backups throw 10 times as many passes as VPNFL backups do. So QB1 gets all the yards and all the touchdowns.





Q: What about lowering QB EN significantly to get more injuries?





A: You could do that, but then nobody completes any passes at the end of games. And that’s worse, as far as we’re concerned.





Q: What about INTs?





A: INTs are low. It’s like pulling teeth to get FBPro to give you a reasonable range of completion percentage and interceptions. Our solution has been to jack HA up to the sky for WRs and DBs both. It helps, but not enough. If you start putting LB HA up that high then, firstly, comp% drops like a stone because wide receivers and tight ends lose a big advantage over LBs, and secondly, who needs safeties then?





Q: Rushing averages seem high.





A: They are. Too many backs are over 4.0 YPC. But we think we’ve done all we can to backs and OL, and if we jack up defender SP, ST or AC we break the passing game. By the time you factor in the performance of substitutes our aggregate rushing performance is close.





Q: Anything else we should know?





A: Yes. When it comes to stats, you need to watch the whole season. After the first couple of weeks you’ll see a half-dozen passers over 100 and a few rushers with YPCs of 6.0 or more and a couple of guys will already have 6 sacks. But that’s true for the NFL too. As the season wears on, player performance falls back into the expected range.





Our top sacker in my last sim season had 16 sacks, BTW. I’ve yet to see a player have as many as 20.





Q: Do you guarantee that the Broncos win the Super Bowl?





A: Heck no. I think the Broncos earned their Super Bowl last season, but there are just too many factors that go into a season. Chief among them is injuries. But an awful lot of games were on a knife edge last season and could have gone either way. The Steelers were maybe 20 points from missing the playoffs entirely, for instance. Also, real teams and players improve or nosedive through the season in a way FBPro teams and players can’t model. You can split the difference but that just borrows more trouble. You can model a collapse if a team has high physical attributes but low EN, but it’s a lot harder to model a team or player getting hot.





The Chargers were playing .500 ball last season until Stan Humphries went on injured reserve.





Q: Just so we can check, who’s your team?





A: Pittsburgh and Washington. (Reared in PA, live in MD.) I’ve really tried to kill the VPNFL Redskins but they haven’t cooperated. <akes me think it really is Norv.
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