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INTRODUCTION TO AN AGGRESSIVE FOOTBALL
SCHEME

In  the world of  American football,  defensive strategies evolve
rapidly,  yet  few  schemes  have  left  a  legacy  as  bold  and
intimidating  as  the  46  defense.  For  decades,  this  aggressive
alignment  has  been  synonymous  with  pressure,  chaos,  and
disruption. When fans and analysts ask what is the 46 defense,
they are often referring to a formation that changed the way
teams approach stopping the run and rushing the passer. While it
first gained fame with the legendary 1985 Chicago Bears, the 46
defense  remains  a  relevant  and  feared  system  in  modern
football. Understanding its origins, structure, and tactical nuances
reveals why it continues to be studied by coaches and players at
all levels.
This comprehensive guide will break down everything you need
to know about the 46 defense. From its historical roots to its core
principles, personnel requirements, and modern variations, this
article provides a deep dive into one of football's most famous
defensive systems. Whether you are a new fan looking to learn

the  game  or  a  seasoned  coach  seeking  fresh  insights,  this
exploration will answer the fundamental question: what is the
46 defense and why does it matter?

THE HISTORICAL ORIGINS OF THE 46 DEFENSE

Buddy Ryan and the
Chicago Bears
The 46 defense was born in the mind of defensive coordinator
Buddy Ryan during his tenure with the Chicago Bears in the early
1980s.  Ryan  was  known  for  his  aggressive,  no-nonsense
approach to football,  and he sought to create a scheme that
would  overwhelm  opposing  offenses.  The  name  "46"  does  not
refer  to  a  specific  alignment  or  coverage,  as  many  assume.
Instead, it is named after Doug Plank, the Bears' strong safety
who wore jersey number 46. Plank was a hard-hitting, versatile
player who embodied the tough, physical style Ryan wanted to
implement. Thus, the defense was nicknamed in his honor.
The 1985 Chicago Bears defense, which ran the 46 as its base
scheme, is widely regarded as one of the greatest defensive units
in NFL history. Led by Hall of Famers like Mike Singletary, Dan

https://web1.enteraskincare.com/


2

2 What Is The 46 Defense 2022-08-10

Hampton, and Richard Dent, that team allowed just 12.4 points
per game en route to a Super Bowl victory. The 46 defense was
the  engine  of  that  dominance,  confusing  quarterbacks  with
relentless blitzes while shutting down the run with overwhelming
numbers at the line of scrimmage.

Evolution Through the
Decades
While the 46 defense reached its peak in the 1980s, its influence
did  not  disappear.  Throughout  the  1990s  and 2000s,  various
teams  adopted  hybrid  versions  of  the  scheme,  blending  its
principles with modern concepts. Coaches like Rex Ryan, Buddy's
son, kept the 46 alive in the NFL, using it with the New York Jets
and Buffalo Bills. In today's game, the 46 defense is less common
as a base scheme, but it remains a potent change-up package on
passing downs or short-yardage situations. Understanding what
is the 46 defense requires recognizing its evolution from a full-
time system into a specialized tool that still creates mismatches
and pressure.

CORE PRINCIPLES AND STRUCTURE OF THE 46
DEFENSE

Alignment and Front
At its heart, the 46 defense is an 8-man front designed to stop
the run and pressure the quarterback. The defensive line typically
aligns with four down linemen, but the key difference lies in the
placement  of  the  linebackers  and safeties.  In  a  standard 4-3
defense, the linebackers play off the line, reading and reacting. In
the  46,  the  strong  safety  moves  up  into  the  box,  effectively
creating  a  six-man  front  along  the  line  of  scrimmage.  The
defensive ends often line up in a wide 9-technique, while the
tackles shift into gaps to create penetration.
This  alignment  immediately  puts  pressure  on  the  offense.  With
eight defenders near the line, the 46 defense dares the offense to
run the ball into a congested box or throw against tight coverage.
The safety who moves up, often called the "46 safety," plays a
hybrid role similar to a linebacker, responsible for filling run gaps
and blitzing. This structure is a direct answer to the question
what is the 46 defense at the most basic level: it is a run-
stopping,  pressure-oriented  scheme  that  sacrifices  deep
coverage  for  aggression.

Blitz Packages and Pressure
The 46 defense is famous for its complex and relentless blitz
packages. Buddy Ryan believed that the best defense was a good
offense, meaning he wanted to attack the quarterback on nearly
every play. Linebackers, safeties, and even cornerbacks can be
sent on blitzes from any angle. The defense often uses stunts and
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twists along the line to confuse blockers and create one-on-one
situations for pass rushers.
One of the most iconic blitzes in the 46 defense is the "Bear"
blitz,  where  both  inside  linebackers  attack  the  same  gap,
overwhelming the center and guards. Another common pressure
scheme  involves  bringing  the  strong  safety  off  the  edge  while
dropping  a  defensive  end into  coverage.  These  unpredictable
movements  make  it  difficult  for  offensive  linemen  to
communicate and for quarterbacks to identify the "hot" receiver.
For any coach or player seeking to understand what is the 46
defense, mastering its blitz concepts is essential.

Coverage Responsibilities
Despite  its  aggressive  reputation,  the  46  defense  includes
specific  coverage  assignments.  Because  so  many  players  are
committed to the line of scrimmage, the secondary is often left in
man-to-man coverage, frequently without deep help. Cornerbacks
must  be  physical,  confident,  and  capable  of  locking  onto
receivers.  The  free  safety  typically  plays  deep  center  field,
responsible  for  any  receiver  who  gets  behind  the  defense.
The  reliance  on  man  coverage  is  a  calculated  risk.  The  46
defense bets that the pass rush will arrive before receivers can
get  open  deep.  This  approach  can  lead  to  big  plays  for  the
offense  if  the  blitz  is  picked  up  or  the  quarterback  releases  the
ball  quickly.  However,  when  executed  correctly,  it  forces
turnovers and sacks. Understanding this risk-reward dynamic is
key to answering what is the 46 defense and why it requires

exceptional talent at every level.

PERSONNEL REQUIREMENTS FOR THE 46 DEFENSE

Defensive Line
The  46  defense  demands  a  specific  type  of  player  on  the
defensive line. The defensive tackles must be stout against the
run and capable of occupying multiple blockers. However, they
also need enough quickness to penetrate gaps and disrupt plays
in the backfield. Nose tackles in this scheme are often larger than
in traditional 4-3 fronts, as they must hold their ground against
double teams. The defensive ends are typically speed rushers
who can set  the  edge and collapse the pocket.  Versatility  is
critical, as linemen may be asked to slant, stunt, or drop into
short coverage depending on the call.

Linebackers
The linebackers in a 46 defense are the heart of the unit. They
must be fast, aggressive, and instinctive. The middle linebacker,
often  called  the  "Mike,"  is  the  quarterback  of  the  defense,
responsible for making adjustments and calling out alignments.
This player needs to be an elite run defender and a capable
blitzer. The weakside linebacker, or "Will," must have sideline-to-
sideline speed to chase down runs and cover backs out of the
backfield.  In  many  46  packages,  the  strong  safety  replaces  the
strongside linebacker, meaning the remaining linebackers must
handle a wide range of assignments. When discussing what is
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the 46 defense, the linebacker corps is rightly emphasized as
the engine that drives the scheme.

Secondary
The  secondary  in  a  46  defense  requires  special  athletes.
Cornerbacks need to be physical press-man specialists who can
jam receivers at the line and stay with them downfield. Because
the defense relies on man coverage with minimal  deep help,
cornerbacks must have excellent recovery speed and ball skills.
The free safety needs exceptional range and awareness, as he is
often the last line of defense against big plays. The strong safety,
who plays a hybrid linebacker role, must be a punishing hitter
who can shed blocks and blitz effectively. This dual-threat safety
is arguably the most unique piece of the 46 puzzle. For any team
attempting  to  implement  this  scheme,  finding  the  right  strong
safety  is  a  top  priority.

STRENGTHS OF THE 46 DEFENSE

Overwhelming Run Defense
The most obvious strength of the 46 defense is its ability to stop
the run.  With eight defenders near the line,  there are simply
more bodies to fill gaps and take on blockers. Offensive linemen
struggle  to  reach  the  second  level  because  linebackers  and
safeties are already there, waiting. This makes the 46 defense
particularly  effective  against  zone-running  schemes  and  teams
that  rely  on  power  football.  Short-yardage  situations  become

nearly  impossible  for  the  offense,  as  the  defense  can  stack  the
box without  fear  of  being exploited deep if  the  pass  rush is
effective.

Quarterback Confusion and
Pressure
Another  major  advantage  of  the  46  defense  is  the  constant
pressure  it  generates.  Quarterbacks  face  an  endless  array  of
blitzes, stunts,  and simulated pressures. Identifying where the
rush is coming from becomes a guessing game. This leads to
hurried throws, sacks, and turnovers. The 46 defense thrives on
creating chaos, and few schemes are better at making an offense
look  disjointed  and  unprepared.  For  defensive  coordinators
looking to answer what is the 46 defense in a practical sense,
it is a disruptive tool that can flip the momentum of a game.

Psychological Impact
Beyond  the  tactical  advantages,  the  46  defense  carries  a
psychological  edge.  Opponents  know  they  are  facing  an
aggressive, attacking unit that will not sit back and react. This
can  force  offenses  into  conservative  play  calling  or,  conversely,
make them take unnecessary risks.  The reputation of  the 46
defense  itself  can  be  a  weapon,  affecting  the  confidence  of
offensive  linemen  and  quarterbacks  before  the  ball  is  even
snapped.
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WEAKNESSES AND VULNERABILITIES

Exposure to Big Plays
The  most  significant  weakness  of  the  46  defense  is  its
vulnerability  to  explosive  passing  plays.  Because the  defense
commits so many players to the line, the secondary is often left
in single coverage with no safety help over the top. A quick,
accurate  quarterback  with  fast  receivers  can  exploit  this  by
hitting deep routes before the pass rush arrives. Teams with elite
wide  receivers  can  punish  the  46  defense,  forcing  it  to  back  off
and become more conservative, which reduces its effectiveness.

Dependence on Personnel
The 46 defense is not a scheme that can be implemented with
average talent. It requires elite players at nearly every position,
especially  at  cornerback  and  strong  safety.  Teams lacking  in
talent will struggle to execute the scheme effectively. This is why
the 46 defense is often seen as a "rich man's" defense, best
suited for teams with deep rosters and exceptional coaching. For
those  wondering  what  is  the  46  defense  from a  practical
standpoint, it is a high-risk, high-reward system that demands
premium personnel.

Vulnerability to Quick
Passing
Offenses  that  use  quick  passing  concepts,  such  as  slants,
screens, and hitches, can neutralize the 46 defense's pass rush.
By getting the ball out in under two seconds, quarterbacks avoid
pressure and can attack the soft spots in man coverage. Running
backs  and  tight  ends  running  option  routes  can  also  create
mismatches against slower linebackers. The 46 defense must be
able to adapt and mix in zone coverage or delayed blitzes to
counter these strategies.

MODERN VARIATIONS AND ADAPTATIONS

The 46 in Today's NFL
In  the modern NFL,  the 46 defense is  rarely used as a base
alignment.  The  prevalence  of  spread  offenses  and  athletic
quarterbacks has made the scheme less viable for full-time use.
However, many teams incorporate 46 principles into their sub-
packages, particularly on third down or in goal-line situations. The
"Bear"  front,  which  features  three  defensive  tackles  and  two
ends, is a direct descendant of the 46 defense and is used by
numerous teams to stop short-yardage runs.
Coaches have also adapted the 46 for today's game by blending
it with zone coverage concepts. By using a "two-high" safety look
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before the snap and then rotating into a single-high safety post-
snap, defenses can disguise their intentions while still applying
pressure.  This  hybrid  approach  keeps  offenses  guessing  and
preserves the aggressive spirit of the original 46 defense while
addressing its coverage weaknesses.

College and High School
Applications
The 46 defense remains popular at the college and high school
levels, where talent disparities are often larger. A well-coached
46  defense  can  overwhelm  less-experienced  offenses,  forcing
turnovers  and  negative  plays.  Many  high  school  teams  use
simplified  versions  of  the  scheme,  focusing  on  gap  control  and
blitzing from the safety position. The 46 defense is an excellent

teaching tool for young players, as it emphasizes fundamentals
like tackling, gap discipline, and aggressive pursuit.

KEY DRILLS AND COACHING POINTS FOR THE 46
DEFENSE

Blitz Timing and
Communication
For teams looking to implement the 46 defense, practice time
should focus heavily  on blitz  timing.  Linebackers and safeties
must  be  on  the  same  page  regarding  their  rush  lanes  and
responsibilities.  Communication  before  the  snap is  critical,  as
defenders need to adjust to offensive formations


