
Overview of Field Hockey Positions 

To start with, field hockey positions can be broken into three different 

groups: offensive, defensive and midfield. The offense are traditionally the 

left and right wings and the centre forward, although having players set into 

these positions is relatively uncommon in recent years, and offensive 

players will usually rotate through the wings and centre positions during the 

game. 

The midfield in field hockey are the inside-left and inside-right (inners) 

positions, and the centre half. They will roam the field and are used to link 

the defense with the offense, and are often required and expected to do a 

lot of running to make this happen! 

The defensive line up consists of the left and right halfbacks, two fullbacks 

and goalkeeper. Unlike their striker counterparts, the half line will usually 

stay in their allotted positions, and might only move from right to left to 

cover injury or substitution. The left and right halfbacks will focus on 

defending against the wingers and wide strikers, although the half-line is 

also used in attacking situations, but are vulnerable to counter-attacks if 

they do run upfield. 

The fullbacks will invariably stay in the defensive half of the field, although 

they can venture into the midfield or forward positions if there is room and 

opportunity to do so. There are traditionally a high and low fullback in field 

hockey – one who will mark the opposition centre-forward or striker, and 

the other will mark any roving or break-away players. 

The goalkeeper will usually stay within the goal-circle, which is the only 

place they are allowed to use their body to play the ball. If a keeper leaves 

the circle, they are only able to play the ball with their stick. The 

goalkeeper’s main focus is to stop the ball from crossing the goal line. 

Setting up a Field Hockey Field 

To start a game of field hockey, players line up in their designated positions 

behind the half-way line: Strikers, then inners, then halves, fullbacks and 

finally the goalkeeper. Some teams may opt to use a slightly different set-

up which may bring another striker forward, an extra midfielder or an 

additional defender. 



Each field hockey position requires a unique set of skills that are based on 

the common basic field hockey skills – hitting, pushing, trapping, tackling 

and dribbling. Learning the basic skills of field hockey will help you to hone 

into individual skillsets that will improve your game. 

How to Play Offensive Striker 

Field hockey strikers (wings & centre forwards) will be adept at shooting 

goals and possess quick stick skills and have explosive speed and 

athleticism. 

Shooting 

Strikers should be able to shoot the ball towards goal with either foot being 

their dominant (forward) foot on their forestick side, as well as be able to 

utilise a backstick or tomahawk swing. To shoot the ball, use the basic 

“hitting” technique – hands together towards the top of the grip, lock wrists, 

aim your left shoulder and left (dominant) foot towards your target and 

follow through. To increase your shooting speed, try moving your hands 

further down the grip – this will take a bit of practice to get used to, but can 

produce a similarly-powered hit, but with a shorter backswing. You will 

have to bend your knees and back further as well. Make sure to have 

the appropriate stick for shooting! 

Skills Needed 

Changing the angle of your hockey stick will alter how the ball reacts – with 

the hook of the flat side of your hockey stick angled toward your body, try 

aiming to connect with the base of the ball. This is called a “chip” or 

“undercut” and can be a devastating attacking weapon. Practice with the 

degree that you hold your stick at to hit the ball on and you will find the 

optimal level for you. Likewise, hitting the ball with a flatter angle, or 

“squeezing” the ball will also take some practice, but both are effective 

shots for different phases of play. 

How to Play Field Hockey Midfield 

Midfield players will have to be able to shoot, tackle, mark, dribble and 

pass, as well as read the play accurately. It is probably the hardest field 

hockey position to play in the modern era.  

How to Play Field Hockey Defense 
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As a defender, keeping the opposition away from the goal circle is your 

main priority. If you are going to make a tackle on an approaching player, 

try to make sure that you are outside of the goal circle, or an accidental foot 

or stick-check will result in a penalty corner against your team. Concentrate 

on the different tackling styles, as well as channeling a player to the 

sideline. Your attacking opposition with have strong stick skills and speed, 

so defenders need to have a strong tackle and be able to channel their 

opposition into a weaker position. 

How to Play Field Hockey Goalie 

The goalkeeper is the most unique field hockey position – they are the only 

ones restricted by where they can move to on the field, and they are the 

only ones permitted to play the ball with their body. Goalkeepers should 

work on improving their explosive speed off the mark, flexibility, hand-eye 

coordination and most importantly –nerves of steel! Despite the padding 

and protective gear that goalkeepers can wear, the ball can still hurt when it 

hits, and the helmet and face mask can restrict vision. Keep your eye on 

the ball! 

Game length: 

Field hockey games are divided into two halves, each lasting between 25 

and 35 minutes, depending on the level (high school varsity is 30 minutes). 

If the score is tied at the end of the game, some leagues allow the game to 

end in a draw; other leagues use one of several overtime methods. Most 

commonly, teams play a 10-minute sudden-death overtime period: the 

players are reduced from 11 to 7 players per team to create scoring 

opportunities, and the first team to score, wins. If neither team scores 

during overtime, penalty strokes determine a winner. Each team selects 

five players to each take one penalty stroke; the team that scores more 

goals, wins. 

Start of the game: 

Alternating at the start of each half and following each goal, one team starts 

play with a center pass. The two teams line up on their respective sides of 

the field, with the ball in one player’s possession at the center of the field. 

Defenders must be five yards away from the ball; when the whistle blows, 

the player hits the ball to start play. 
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Offense & Defense: 

Offense: 

11 players on each team attempt to move the ball toward their opponent’s 

goal to score. Players hit the ball up the field and to teammates 

by dribbling, pushing, flicking, scooping, hitting, and driving the ball. 

Goals can only be scored when an offensive player hits the ball from within 

the striking circle, 16 yards from the goal. Many goals are scored during 

“fast breaks,” when the attacking team can gain an advantage over the 

opponent in number of players as both teams approach the goal. Other 

scoring opportunities occur when players cross the ball, or hit it towards 

the center of the field in front of the goal, in hopes that a teammate can 

deflect the ball or shoot it into the goal. A player may also take an outside 

shot from within the striking circle if an opponent is not guarding her 

closely. 

Defense: 

Defensive players mark opponents and attempt to tackle the ball as the 

offense moves up the field. Since players may not touch the ball with their 

bodies, defenders often lower their sticks parallel to the ground to widen 

the area in which to stop the ball during a pass. If the defense takes 

possession of the ball in front of its own goal, it will attempt to clear the 

ball, or move it up-field away from the goal. Defenders may not contact the 

offense; however, all players have an equal opportunity to pursue the ball, 

so an offensive player cannot turn her body or use her stick to block an 

opponent from the ball or she will be called for obstruction. 

Scoring: 

A shot that is taken from within the striking circle and passes through the 

goal is worth one point. 

Shots that are taken from outside the striking circle, but deflect off of an 

offensive player within the circle, also score a goal. 

Equipment 

The primary equipment in field hockey is a stick and a ball. The stick has a 

flat side and a rounded side. Players may only hit the ball with the flat side, 

or the “striking surface,” of the stick. Players also wear protective 
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equipment, including mouth guards, shin guards, and optional face 

protection. Uniforms consist of a jersey, a skirt or shorts, and knee-length 

socks. The home team usually wears a light jersey and the away team 

wears a dark jersey. Goalies wear a different color jersey than their 

teammates, as well as additional protective equipment, including goalie 

pads, chest protector, facemask, throat protector, and other optional 

padding. 

Common Referee Signals 

Two umpires govern the game to ensure fair and safe play. The umpires 

signal action on the field, such as starting play and indicating goals. 

Umpires also enforce penalties, which include advancing, blocking, 

tripping, raised ball, pushing, charging, obstruction, and playing with the 

wrong side of the stick (players can only use the flat side). When a penalty 

is committed, umpires blow a whistle and signal the penalty. For most 

penalties, a free hit is awarded. The non-offending team is awarded the 

ball at the spot of the foul, and all opponents must stand at least five yards 

away from the ball. The hitter must hit or push the ball, and may not play it 

again until it has been touched by another player. Note: umpires 

sometimes use discretion and allow play to continue during a penalty 

because of the “advantage” rule, which states that a penalty is only called if 

the offending team gains an advantage by committing the violation or in 

cases of dangerous play. This rule greatly speeds up the pace of the game. 

A penalty corner is awarded for fouls committed within the striking circle. 

The object of the penalty corner is to get one really good shot at the goal. 

All players must remain outside the striking circle until the ball is played. 

The ball is placed on the end line, 10 yards from the goal post. The player 

executing the penalty corner passes the ball to a teammate near the top of 

the striking circle, and the offense must control the ball before taking a shot 

(in college and international play, the ball must exit the striking circle before 

the shot). When a violation of the rules prevents a likely goal, a penalty 

stroke is awarded to the offense, and one offensive player receives a one-

on-one shot against the goalkeeper from the penalty stroke line. For 

serious violations of the rules, players are called for misconduct and can 

receive a suspension. 

A field hockey field, often called the “pitch,” has some important markings: 
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Sideline: Boundary along the length of the field. Balls that cross the 

sideline result in a side-in. 

End line: Boundary along the width of the field. Balls that cross the end line 

result in a long hit, penalty corner, or 16-yard hit. The goal-line is the 

part of the end line between the goal posts. 

Center line: Divides the field in half. 

25-yard line: Intentional fouls between this line and the end line result in a 

penalty corner. 

Striking circle: For a goal to count, shots must be taken from within the 

striking circle or deflect off an offensive player within the circle. Also called 

the “D.” Fouls within the circle result in penalty corner. The 5-yard mark is 

five yards outside of the circle and penalty corners end when the ball 

crosses this line. 

Penalty stroke line: Penalty strokes are taken from this mark. 

Substitution area: Substitutions may take place during the game through 

this area only. The player must exit the field before her replacement enters 

the field. 

 

Positions 

There are 11 players on the field per team, including the goalie and 10 field 

players. Formations often consist of four forwards, three halfbacks, three 

fullbacks, and one goalkeeper, known as a 4-3-3 formation. Variations, 

such as the 5-3-2, are also used, depending on the coach’s strategy. 

Forwards: Primary scorers who spend most of their time between the 

midfield and the opponent’s goal. 

Midfielders: Must be able to play both defense and offense and have 

the stamina to run the field in the transition between offense and defense. 

Also called “links.” 

Fullbacks: Primarily defend the opposing forwards and attempt 

to clear the ball when it gets close to the goal. Some coaches assign a 
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single defender, called a “sweeper,” who plays closest to her own goal 

behind the fullbacks. 

Goalie: Stands in front of goal to block shots with her body and stick. 

Must have quick reflexes and ability to communicate defensive strategies to 

teammates 

16-yard hit: Free hit for the defense 16 yards from the goal after an 

offensive player hits the ball over the end line. 

Add-10: For delaying the game, such as a defender standing closer than 

five yards away during a free hit, the free hit is advanced 10 yards up the 

field. 

Advancing: Penalty for field player hitting the ball with any part of the 

body. 

Bully: Used to restart play when possession is unclear when play was 

stopped (e.g. injury timeout). Two opposing players start with their sticks on 

the ground, the ball is placed between them, and they must tap sticks 

above the ball before they can play the ball. 

Center pass: Pass from midfield used to start each half and following all 

goals. “Free hit” rules apply. Also called “pass-back.” 

Clearing: Hitting the ball away from the goal on defense, usually as a pass 

up the field. 

Cross: Passing the ball in front of the opponent’s goal to create a scoring 

opportunity. Also called “centering.” 

Dangerous play: Play that could likely result in injury, such as pushing, 

tripping, or raising the ball at an opponent who is less than five yards 

away. 

Dribble: Moving while alternating the ball from the right side of the body to 

the left side of the body to elude defenders. 

Drive: A hard hit made with the swinging motion of the stick. 

Flagrant foul: Intentionally rough or dangerous play. Player is issued a red 

card and ejected from the game. 



Flick: Pass or shot using the wrists to put force behind the ball to raise it off 

the ground. 

Free hit: Awarded after most penalties. Defenders must stand five yards 

from the ball until it is played. 

Hit: Any contact with the ball using a swinging motion of the stick. A hard 

hit is called a drive. 

Long hit: Free hit for offense from the corner, following an unintentional hit 

over the end line by the defense. Also called “long corner” or “corner hit.” 

Marking: Guarding an opponent. 

Misconduct: Penalty for unsportsmanlike conduct, including dangerous 

play, using obscene language, or taunting. Results in a green card 

(warning), yellow card (5-minute suspension), or red card (player 

disqualification). When players are suspended or disqualified, their team 

must play with fewer members. 

Obstruction: Penalty for using the body or stick to prevent opponents from 

pursuing the ball. “Third party obstruction” is called for blocking an 

opponent so a teammate can play the ball. 

Penalty corner: Offensive free hit from the endline, 10 yards from the goal, 

usually following a foul inside the striking circle. Offensive players must be 

outside the striking circle until the ball is hit, and the offense must control 

the ball before it can shoot. The defense is allowed five players behind the 

end line; all other defenders must be behind the center line. A penalty 

corner ends when the defense takes possession of the ball, the ball 

crosses over the 5-yard mark outside the striking circle, or the ball exits the 

striking circle twice. Also called “short corner.” 

Penalty stroke: Free one-on-one shot from the penalty stroke line awarded 

when a foul prevents a likely goal. The goalie must remain behind the goal 

line until the ball is hit. 

Push: Method of moving or passing the ball in which the stick is in contact 

with the ball and the ground as the player pushes the ball up the field. 

Raised ball: Flicking, scooping, and chipping the ball into the air are 

legal. Undercutting or hitting that leads to dangerous play are penalties. 



Scoop: Method of passing or shooting the ball by leveraging the stick 

underneath the ball to pick it up and fling it through the air. 

Side-in: Free hit awarded to a team after the opponent hits the ball out of 

bounds over the sideline. Also called “hit-in” or “push-in.” 

Striker: The player who shoots the ball. 

Tackle: Defensive effort to take the ball away from an opponent. 

Undercutting: Penalty for a hard swing of the stick under the ball to raise it 

into the air. 

 

 


