Dear Coaches,

Several of you have spoken to me about the Designated Player/FLEX (DP/FLEX) Rule, either in Yuma or Tucson. I find it strange how much confusion is generated by this rule, considering it has been around in NCAA softball for about 15 years. In fact, NCAA coaches are the ones who invented this rule; both the ASA and the NFHS have adopted it since then.

Here is the simplest 1 paragraph condensation of the rule:

What the rule does is to try to preserve the batting order. This is paramount, for if the batting order changes then someone is gaining an advantage. If both DP and FLEX are batting in the top 9 at the same time, something is wrong. If neither DP nor FLEX are batting in the top 9, something is wrong. If the FLEX goes to bat in the top 9, it must be for the DP only. If you drop to 9 players, either the DP or the FLEX must be the one to leave the game, at which time the other assumes all of her duties. The DP may play defense for any of the other 8 players in the top 9, so long as she continues to bat in her spot (the batting order is unchanged). And if a DP/FLEX is to be used, it must be stated at the beginning of the game.

I sat down and did an analysis of the various possible situations, something I should have done years ago. Let me walk you through my method and the conclusions I reached. I trust all of your questions will be resolved by what follows. Feel free to share this with others, and to contact me should you have further questions.

I consider three separate factors in characterizing a player’s skills: defensive ability, hitting ability, and speed on the bases. To simplify, each of these factors can be characterized as “good” or “bad.” (More intermediate performance abilities are harder to consider; that’s why coaches make the big bucks.) With 3 factors, each having 2 possible states, that gives 8 possible situations to consider (23 = 8). Many of these situations point to obvious strategy, but you can greatly benefit in 2 of the cases by properly using the rule. Most interesting of all is what we can call the “Nuveman example” (used so successfully by Sue Enquist at UCLA with her catcher). I’ll start my analysis on this one.
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Situation 1. Good defense, good stick, bad foot speed (Nuveman example):

A. Use the player as your FLEX.

B. If you are visitors, start the game by dropping to 9 players (terminate the DP; the starting DP has left the game once). The FLEX will bat in for the DP.

C. If you are home, stay at 10 players until the DP is scheduled to bat. Let the FLEX play defense.

D. The FLEX bats for the DP and gets on base.

E. Now re-enter the starting DP. The FLEX drops down to the 10th spot in the lineup, and the starting DP runs for the slow FLEX. You are back to 10 players. Note the FLEX has never left the game.

F. When the inning ends, the FLEX will play defense. Next time the DP position comes to bat, again drop down to 9 players by letting the FLEX bat for the DP. This is the second time the DP has left the game, so she (the starting DP) is done.

G. Again the FLEX bats for the DP and gets on base.

H. Go back up to 10 players by re-instating the DP. But since the starting DP has used her re-entry, use a sub for the DP. This DP will run for the FLEX.

I. Repeat by going to step F. each time the DP successfully reaches base.

Note you are burning substitutes, but at the expense of the DP, not the FLEX. The FLEX has never left the game.

Situation 2. Good defense, bad stick, good foot speed:

A. Use this player as your FLEX only.

B. In general, do not terminate the DP when it is her turn to bat. Let the DP bat unless the DP gets injured.

C. However, if the DP gets on base, you may one time choose to terminate the DP so the speedy FLEX can run for her. The second time you try this, the starting DP is done. However, the DP position in the lineup can always be filled by a legal sub.

D. Be sure to re-enter the DP before her slot in the order is scheduled to bat again. This drops the FLEX back to the 10th slot, and the DP will bat for herself.

E. If the DP gets on base again, you can go back to step C., except you will need a sub for the DP the next time you reach step D.

These 2 situations are the hard ones to understand. The rest of the situations are pretty clear-cut; I cover them only for completeness.

Situation 3. Good defense, bad stick, bad foot speed:

A. Use this player as your FLEX only.

B. Do not terminate the DP when it is her turn to bat. Let the DP bat unless the DP gets injured.

Situation 4. Good defense, good stick, good foot speed:

A. Obviously, you want this player in the game as much as possible.

B. Either do not use the DP (play with 9), or use the DP/FLEX combination (the “twins”) to make up for some other deficiency in the lineup.

Situation 5. Bad defense, bad stick, bad foot speed: 

A. Obviously, this player belongs on the pine. Don’t play her. 

B. Either do not use the DP (play with 9), or use the DP/FLEX combination (the “twins”) to make up for some other deficiency in the lineup.

Situation 6. Bad defense, bad stick, good foot speed: 

A. Most obviously, this player’s role is a pinch-runner, not a starter.

B. Either do not use the DP (play with 9), or use the DP/FLEX combination (the “twins”) to make up for some other deficiency in the lineup.

C. Alternatively, this is the ideal “twin” for the Nuveman case, Situation 1.

Situation 7. Bad defense, good stick, bad foot speed: 

A. Obviously, this player’s role is a pinch-hitter, not a starter.

B. Either do not use the DP (play with 9), or use the DP/FLEX combination (the “twins”) to make up for some other deficiency in the lineup.

Situation 8. Bad defense, good stick, good foot speed: 

A. This is the ideal player to use as DP. 

B. Stay at 10 players the whole game.

This document is available on-line at:

http://www.LPL.arizona.edu/~umpire/public_html/softball/DP_how2.doc
