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Investigating Set Pieces In MLS 2016
In 2016, the New York Red Bulls finished top of the Eastern Conference table during
the regular season, narrowly beating out their rivals NYCFC by 3 points. They
amassed 16 wins and 57 points from their 34 games played, one of which was a 7-0
thumping of New York City FC which included four goals from set pieces.
Earlier in this module, we read a short article from 21st Club, which stated that set
piece strength had no relationship with the strength of a team in open play. In other
words, bad teams can be just as good at set pieces as good teams and vice versa.
We are going to use data on the MLS 2016 season provided by Opta to investigate
this aspect of the New York Red Bulls and how it influenced their position on top of
the Eastern Conference.
Before we begin, please ensure you have downloaded the spreadsheet, which
accompanies this task. Also please note that penalty kicks have been removed from
this information.
The Task
Once you open the spreadsheet, you will notice that NYRB have been highlighted in
red for your convenience.
Step 1 - The first thing we are going to do is take a look at their goal difference for the
season and rank it to the other MLS teams. To do this, we are going to select column
E (Goal Difference) and hit this button
A window may open with two options. If this occurs, select “expand the selection”
and hit the ‘sort’ button. This will arrange the teams by order of goal difference, with
the highest on top. If the lowest is on the top, repeat the process to sort in
descending order.
We should now see that NYRB had the highest total goal difference, with +17.

Step 2 – Next, we are going to investigate their quality in open play (non set pieces)
only. To do this we are going to use the formula function in excel. This can easily be
done by hand, but using the formula will be quicker. In the blank cell R1, we are going
to type the heading “Open Play Goal Difference” similar to the headings on top of
the other columns. Next, click on cell R2, where we will input the formula. Begin to
type “=sum” and as you do, a drop down menu should appear.

Click on the top option “SUM”.
Next, click on cell F2, then push the – (minus) button on your keyboard and finally click
on cell L2. A formula should appear as follows:

Hit the return (enter) key on your keyboard and the calculation will be complete. You
should see that New York City FC have an open play goal difference of +13.
Finally, click on the small blue box in the bottom right corner of the cell and drag this
down to row 21 and release the mouse. This should fill out the same formula for the
rest of the teams, revealing their open play goal difference.
Use the same sorting process we used in step 1 to see where NYRB rank.
We should see that New York Red Bulls ranks 7th in the league with an open play goal
difference of +5 and LA Galaxy had the best open play goal difference of +15.

Step 3 – We are going to repeat the exact same process, this time with set play goal
difference (K2-Q2)

This time we should see that New York Red Bulls are comfortably the best team in the
league from set plays with a goal difference of +14.

By using some simple information provided by Opta. We can see that New York Red
Bulls leveraged set pieces in 2016 on the way to finishing on top of the Eastern
Conference.
Even if your team is not provided information such as this by an outside provider, it
can be monitored on a week by week basis by recording where your goals come from,
leading to insights about your team.
As mentioned by 21st Club, even if your team is not dominant in open play, there’s no
reason why this should affect your set piece ability and potentially turn your 7th placed
team into championship contenders.
Please return to Module 7.

