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INTRODUCTION: 

Venue 

The 15th Men’s 19(18) European Handball Championship took place in Croatia from 12 to 22 

August 2021. The host of the Championship was Croatia, which took on the organization of the 

Championship due to the COVID-19 pandemic. As an experienced host of many competitions of 

this type, the Croatian Handball Federation proved to be a good organizer and the competition 

went without any major hitches. The matches were played in Koprivnica and Varaždin, at the 

same venues where Croatia hosted the 2018 championship, won by Sweden. Koprivnica is a true 

handball city, with a population of 35,000 citizens. The Fran Galović Sports Hall, with the capacity 

of 2,500 seats, is home to the HC Podravka Vegeta, which has won the title of European 

Champion and has been a regular participant of the Women’s Champions League. The baroque 

town of Varaždin is situated more to the North, 50 kilometers from Koprivnica. It is a handball 

center of North Croatia, and its Arena, with the capacity of 5,000 seats, is home to the HC 

Varaždin. 

Event 

The matches were played in two cities, Koprivnica and Varaždin. Since 2004, each European 

Championship has included 16 teams, and so did this year’s Championship. National teams that 

participated in the Championship are as follows: Iceland, Serbia, Slovenia, Italy, Sweden, Spain, 

Hungary, Israel, Denmark, Germany, Norway, Russia, Croatia, Portugal, France, and Austria. The 

system of the competition was such that 4 groups were formed in the Preliminary Round. In 

Varaždin, matches were played by Iceland, Serbia, Slovenia, and Italy in group “A”, and Sweden, 

Spain, Hungary, and Israel in group “B”. Koprivnica was host to group “C”, which included 

Denmark, Germany, Norway, and Russia, and group “D”, which included Croatia, Portugal, 

France, and Austria. After the matches played in each group, the first two teams from each group 

advanced to the Main Round in which a new group was formed, and the teams carried the points 

from the first round of the competition. In the same way, the third and the fourth team from the 

first round of the competition advanced to the Intermediate Round in which two new groups 

were formed, and the teams carried the points from the previous groups. After the Main Round, 

the first two teams with the highest number of points advanced to the semi-finals, whereas the 

other two teams competed for ranking between 5th and 8th place. In the Intermediate Round, 

the first two teams competed for ranking between 9th and 12th place, whereas the third and the 

fourth team went to the 13th to 16th place playoffs. The semi-finals, finals, and 5th and 7th place 

matches were played at the Varaždin Arena. The 9th to 16th place matches were played at the 

Fran Galović Sports Hall in Koprivnica. Overall, 56 matches were played at the European 

Championship. All the results for the group phase of the competition can be found at the 

following link:  
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https://www.eurohandball.com/en/competitions/national-team-competitions/men/m19-ehf-

euro-2021-croatia/. 

Atmosphere and number of spectators 

It was a great success for EHF that the competition was even organized during the COVID-19 

pandemic. The European Championship was supposed to take place in 2020, but it was 

transferred to the following year when better epidemiological conditions to organize such a 

competition were possible. During the competition, all participants were tested for COVID-19 

every 48 hours. Only spectators with the EU Digital COVID Certificate were allowed in the sports 

halls, so in the group phase of the competition, there were only around 200 spectators at each 

match. As the competition came to its end, the number of spectators increased, so there were 

over 1,000 spectators at the final matches, which can be considered a great organizational 

success under the circumstances of a global pandemic. 

1st part: QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS 

FINAL STANDING 

1. Germany (GER)                              14. Israel (ISR)                       

2. Croatia (CRO)  15. Russia (RUS)  

3.Spain (ESP)  16. Austria (AUT)  

4. Slovenia (SLO)  

5. Denmark (DEN)  

6. Portugal (POR)  

7. Sweden (SWE)  

8. Iceland (ISL)  

9. Hungary (HUN)  

10. France (FRA)  

11. Norway (NOR)  

12. Italy (ITA)  

13. Serbia (SRB)  

https://www.eurohandball.com/en/competitions/national-team-competitions/men/m19-ehf-euro-2021-croatia/
https://www.eurohandball.com/en/competitions/national-team-competitions/men/m19-ehf-euro-2021-croatia/
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Finals and placement matches: 

RUS-AUT 31:24 15th Place 

ISR-SRB 25:27 13th Place 

NOR-ITA 31:24 11th Place 

HUN-FRA 35:25 9th Place 

SWE-ISL 26:24 7th Place 

DEN-POR 31:27 5th Place 

SLO-ESP 28:37 3rd Place 

CRO-GER 20:34 1st Place 

 

Nomination All-Star Team 

Goalkeeper 1 SPÄTH David GER 

Left Wing 8 BARBIC Ivan CRO 

Left Back 20 STENMALM Elliot SWE 

Centre Back 8 JANC Mitja SLO 

Pivot 4 ROUDRIGUES M. Javier ESP 

Right Back 13 USCINS Renars GER 

Right Wing 9 COSTA Francisco POR 

Best 

Defender 

19 OBRADOVIC Mislav CRO 

Top Scorer 

61 goals 

8 JANC Mitja SLO 

Top Scorer 

61 goals 

20 STENMALM Elliot SWE 

MVP 8 JANC Mitja SLO 
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RANKING HISTORY – EUROPEAN YOUTH CHAMPIONSHIPS 

Table 1.  Shows the results from all organized European Youth Championships 

 

The results of the last fifteen European Men’s Handball Championships are presented in Table 1. 

Compared to the 2018 Championship, there are only two new teams: Italy and Austria. The other 

fourteen teams are the same as the last Championship. The medal-winners at this Championship 

were as follows: gold medal – Germany, silver medal – Croatia, and bronze medal – Spain. It 

should be noted that this was the first time Italy participated in European competitions. With 

their play and fighting spirit, they showed that they belong in the top sixteen teams of the Old 

Continent. In my opinion, this is a considerable gain for handball as the tendency should be to 

spread handball at the top level to as many countries as possible, both in Europe and worldwide. 

 

 

Teams marked with* participated only once in European Championships. 

Ran 1992 1994 1997 1999 2001 2003 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2021 

1 POR ESP SWE HUN RUS ISL SRB CRO GER CRO GER FRA FRA SWE GER 

2 RUS POR CZE ESP DEN GER CRO DEN DEN  ESP SWE HUN CRO ISL CRO 

3 ESP DEN HUN DEN SWE DEN DEN SWE SWE DEN DEN ESP GER DEN ESP 

4 NOR ISR GRE RUS ROM SWE SLO POL ISL GER ESP DEN SLO CRO SLO 

5 GER RUS SLO SLO FRA SLO GER SPA CRO SRB SLO SWE DEN ESP DEN 

6 ISR MKD DEN POL SVK SRB SVK FRA ESP SUI AUT SUI ESP GER POR 

7 AUT ROM YUG CRO SLO POR SWE SRB FRA SWE CRO GER ISL FRA SWE 

8 SUI HUN SPA POR AUT HUN BLR TUR* NOR SLO BEL POL SRB SRB ISL 

9   SWE AUT GER CRO SVK FRA GER SLO RUS NOR ISL SWE SLO HUN 

10   CZE UKR* NOR LUX* FRA HUN  HUN SRB POL SRB CRO POR HUN FRA 

11   BUL EST FRA HUN CRO RUS SVK BIH* CZE ROM BLR RUS NOR NOR 

12   GRE ISR SVK ISL RUS ISL EST HUN  ISL FRA RUS NOR POR ITA* 

13             SUI SLO CZE NOR SUI SRB POL RUS SRB 

14             EST AUT RUS POR CZE CZE SUI ISR ISR 

15             ROM CZE SVK MNE* ISL MKD CZE POL RUS 

16             BUL RUS FIN* SVK FIN ROM SVK ROM AUT 
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2.STATISTICAL PARAMETERS 

2.1. RANKING HISTORY – EUROPEAN YOUTH CHAMPIONSHIPS 

 

Table 2. Shows the participation and past performance of the 16 participating teams in EURO 

2021. 

By analyzing Table 2, it can be seen that the national team of Denmark has the highest number 

of final matches in the European Championships, whereas Italy participated for the first time in 

this competition. By winning the gold medal, Germany rose to first place with three gold medals 

won. Croatia, France, and Sweden share second place, with two gold medals won. Denmark has 

won the highest overall number of medals – ten. Interestingly, neither of these medals was gold. 

The Croatian national team has participated in 5 finals and has won two gold and three silver 

medals. It is a pity that Slovenia won fourth place for the third time, which is still not enough to 

make them a medal-winner. 

 

 Medals 

Nation                      Participating ECH            GOLD SILVER BRONZE 

CRO 11 2 3 0 

DEN 14 0 3 7 

ESP 10 1 2 3 

FRA 11 2 0 0 

GER 11 3 1 1 

HUN 10 1 1 1 

ISL 9 1 1 0 

ISR 5 0 0 0 

ITA 1 0 0 0 

NOR 8 0 0 0 

POR 8 1 1 0 

RUS 12 1 1 0 

SLO 10 0 0 0 

SRB 10 1 0 0 

SWE 13 2 1 3 

AUT 6 0 0 0 
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3. TEAM FAIR PLAY 

Table 3. Team fair play statistic 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note:    Points = (YC) x 1 + (2MIN) x 2 + (RC) x 10 + (EX) x 20 

The team fair play table shows that at this European Championship the national team of Slovenia 

was ranked last, with 131 negative points. The reason for such a poor result is 4 red cards which 

were mainly the consequence of cumulative 2-min suspensions of some of the Slovenian players. 

Although this year Israel was ranked somewhat better than in the 2018 European Championship, 

in which they were ranked last in the fair play ranking, there is a noticeable change in the number 

of red cards awarded. However, when the overall number of suspensions is analyzed, it can be 

noticed that Israel had the highest number of 2-min suspensions, which is averagely 5.42 per 

match. If they wish to advance in future championships, they should work on their defense 

formations and quality individual movement in defense which does not allow much illegal pulling 

and pushing of the opponents. 

 
Team 

 
MP 

 
YC 

 
2MIN 

 
RC 

 
EX Points 

Total Avg. 

ITA ITALY 7 2 18 1 0 48 6.8
5 FRA FRANCE 7 3 27 0 0 57 8.1
4 NOR NORWAY 7 5 27 0 0 59 8.4
2 RUS RUSSIA 7 4 28 0 0 60 8.5
7 GER GERMANY 7 4 33 0 0 70 10.00 

SWE SWEDEN 7 4 28 1 0 70   10.00 

ESP SPAIN 7 7 34 0 0 75 10.71 

HUN HUNGARY 7 2 33 1 0 78 11.14 

POR PORTUGAL 7 5 32 1 0 79 11.28 

CRO CROATIA 7 5 34 1 0 83 11.85 

AUT AUSTRIA 7 6 35 1 0 86 12.28 

ISR ISRAEL 7 7 40 0 0 87 12.42 

ISL ISLAND 7 9 34 2 0 92 13.14 

SRB SERBIA 7 4 34 1 0 100 14.28 

DEN DENMARK 7 6 33 3 0 102 14.57 

SLO SLOVENIA 7 5 43 4 0 131 18.71 
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2nd part: QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS 

4. OFFENSE 

The total of 3,212 goals were scored in 56 matches of the European Championship, which is an 

average of 28.67 goals per team.   

Table 4: Most and least scored goals per game  

 

Table 4 shows which teams on average scored the most goals per game. The national team of 

Spain scored averagely 33.43 goals per game, which makes them the most successful team at this 

European Championship. Among the observed five teams that were most successful in 

realization, only the national team of Hungary was ranked 9th in the final ranking. All the other 

teams finished in the top eight teams. The least efficient teams, led by Norway with only 24.00 

goals per game, were ranked between 9th and 16th place.  

 

Table 5: Percentage of realization 

 

Most scored goals per game (AV) Least scored goals per game (AV) 

ESP 33.43 NOR 24.00 

HUN 31.29 ITA 24.43 

GER 30.86 RUS 25.00 

SWE 30.43 ISL 27.00 

DEN 30.43 ISR 27.29 

Highest efficiency Lowest efficiency 

ESP 65.57% RUS 52.29% 

HUN 65.29% NOR 53.00% 

CRO 65.29% ITA 54.71% 

SLO 64.71% ISL 57.27% 

FRA 64.29% AUT 59.71% 
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Analyzing the results of realization efficiency at the Championship, we can see that the Spanish 

team is ranked first in Table 5, with a 65.57% efficiency. Hungary and Croatia share second place, 

with 65.29% each. Interestingly, the winner of this European Championship, Germany, is not 

among the first five teams in this table. Obviously, other parameters were crucial for winning this 

competition. The least efficient teams in offense are similar to those in the previous table, with 

Russia and Austria which finished in the last two places at the Championship.  

Table 6: Goal differences among the teams by result /56 matches/ 

 

Figure 1: Match-Goal Difference – cross and placement matches 

 

 

26.77

26.78
25

7.14

14.28

0-2 goals 3-5 goals 6-8. goals Over 9-10 goals Over 10goals

Goal 
difference 

Preliminary 
Round 

Main 
Round 

Intermediate 
Round 

Semifinals 
and Cross 
matches 

Finals and 
Placement 
matches 

Total % 

0 2 1 0 0 0 3 5.35 

1-2 6 2 0 2 2 12 21.42 

3-5 5 4 2 3 1 15 26.78 

6-8 5 1 3 3 2 14 25.00 

9-10 2 0 0 0 2 4 7.14 

Over 10 4 0 3 0 1 8 14.28 

Total 24 8 8 8 8 56 100% 
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In the group phase of the competition 33% of the matches ended with a 0-2 goal difference in 

the final result. The Main Round brought even tighter matches, and 37.5% of the matches ended 

with a goal difference under 2 goals. As the competition came to its end in the semi-finals, final, 

and playoffs, 25% of the matches ended with a 0-2 goal difference. In the playoffs and semi-finals 

75% of the matches ended with a 3-8 goal difference. These results may be interpreted by the 

fact that in the Preliminary Round, while the teams are rested and motivated, the matches are 

tighter and end with a lower goal difference. The results in Table 6 show that over 50% of the 

matches ended with a 0-5 goal difference, which made this Championship very interesting for 

spectators. 

Table 7: Number of goals per match 

Number of goals per match 

most fewest 

SLO-ESP 37:37=74 SLO-CRO 22:26=48 

POR-AUT 43:29=72 DEN-NOR 29:19=48 

SWE-HUN 36:35=71 NOR-GER 21:27=48 

 

Most goals were scored in a match Slovenia-Spain, 74 goals, which is not surprising considering 

that these teams were among the TOP 5 of the tournament in the percentage of realization. 

Three matches ended with a total of 48 goals. Two of these matches were played by Norway, 

which had big problems with realization at this Championship, with an average of 24 goals per 

match. 

 

Table 8. Efficiency of realization of 7-meter shots 

 

 

 

 

 Ave.per 
game 
most 

 Ave.per 
game 

fewest 

SRB 81.48 AUT 53.33 

FRA 78.78 NOR 57.14 

ISR 78.57 ITA 64.10 
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The efficiency of realization of 7-meter shots is a very important parameter of handball which 

seemingly does not have a great impact on the final result of a match. However, it is a very 

important segment that often has a decisive impact on the final result and the psychological 

reaction of the whole team during a match. It can be seen in Table 8 that the team that finished 

in the last place in the European Championship was Austria, whose efficiency in this segment was 

only 53.33%. In the future, all teams should have several players within the team who can 

successfully realize 7-meter shots in different ways. A percentage over 75% would be considered 

successful in top level national teams. 

 

Table 9: Efficiency of man advantage-powerplay goals 

Powerplay goals 

 most Ave.per 
game 

 fewest Ave.per 
game 

ESP 64 9.14 CRO 18 2.57 

ITA 47 6.71 ISL 20 2.85 

FRA 41 5.86 AUT 21 3.00 

 

The results in Table 9 show that Spain was the most efficient playing with man advantage, with 

64 powerplay goals at this Championship. The reason for such a high result is a large number of 

suspensions for their opponents and great tactical preparation in this segment of play. Their 

actions, which had several finishes, as well as their tactical discipline during the selection of the 

best solutions, surely helped Spain to win a bronze medal. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

13 
 

Tactical variants of attack in 6:5 play  

Spain National Team 

1st Step 2nd Step 

 

3rd Step 

 

 

Spain executed the most frequently trained action 6:5 as follows: crossing between center 

backcourt and pivot, center backcourt goes to pivot position by the first defender, while the pivot 

blocks between players 4 and 5. Left backcourt (LB) can choose between different solutions while 

jumping: backcourt shot, passing to one of the pivots, passing to right backcourt (RB), or passing 

the ball to the left wing (LW). 
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Germany National Team 

1st Step                                                2nd Step 

 

3rd Step 

 

Germany mostly executed the 6:5 action by positioning the pivot at the fifth defender position. 

Center backcourt (CB) would pass the ball to the right backcourt (RB) and move to pivot position 

by the second defender. Right backcourt (RB) would perform a strong thrust towards the third 

defender, which would open up several solutions. The possible solutions included: shooting, 

passing the ball to the left backcourt who is approaching, or passing the ball to the left wing. The 

aim of this action was to leave the first defender to cover two players, which would create a man 

advantage at the left or right wing position. 
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Sweden National Team 

1st Step                                                                       2nd Step 

 

3rd Step 

 

 

Sweden solved the situation of 6:5 attack by center backcourt (CB) passing to left backcourt (LB), 

followed by cutting to third defender. Pivot was positioned between 1st and 2nd defender. Left 

backcourt (LB) had several solutions, depending on the defense set: to pass to one of the pivots, 

pass the ball over to the left wing (LW), or pass the ball to the right backcourt (RB), who had a 

passing lane to shoot between two defenders. 

 

 

 

 



 

16 
 

Attack system 6:6 

Attack on set defense was executed by standard tactical methods in handball. These are usually 

group tasks between two to four players or collective tasks, in which all players participate in 

creating an action for an open shot or passage towards the goal. Depending on the tactical 

defense formation against which they played, the most frequently used elements were crossing 

between backcourt players, cutting to the 6-m line and positioning, and playing with two pivots, 

and frequent crossing between center backcourt and pivot, with various endings of such attacks. 

Coaches of some teams should reconsider using backcourt players only in defense or offense, 

i.e., players playing only in one direction. I think it would be desirable, especially in this day and 

age, to orient and use players in both directions. In this chapter, I will present three actions used 

at this Euro, which proved their efficiency in the realization of shots. 

Portugal attack 6:6 example 

1st STEP           2nd STEP 

 

3rd STEP                                                                    4th STEP 

 

Portugal’s action against 6:0 zone defense, which usually ended with successful realization, is 

presented in the images above. The attack starts following a well-known attack model in which 

the center backcourt (CB) crosses with pivot (P). Then the ball is passed to the right backcourt 

(RB), who passes the ball thrusting to the center backcourt (CB) who is at the left backcourt (LB) 
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position. With a strong thrust, the backcourt draws in second defender while the left wing 

transitions without the ball to the lane between defenders 1 and 2.  The left backcourt leaves the 

ball behind his back and opens up a wide angle for unobstructed realization form wing position.  

Hungary attack 6:6 example 

1st STEP      2nd STEP 

 

3rd STEP                                                                   4th STEP 

 

 

Portugal’s action was executed in the following way: center backcourt (CB) crosses with pivot (P)  

and goes to the position of left backcourt (LB), while pivot (P) goes to the position by the fifth 

defender. The key moment occurs in the second step of this action when the left backcourt, who 

is now at the position of center backcourt (CB), strongly attacks the space between players 3 and 

4, while the pivot goes to third defender. If the timing is right, man advantage is created for the 

right backcourt (RB), who passes the ball to the right wing (RW), who shoots. 
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GERMANY ATTACK 6:6 EXAMPLE 

1st STEP      2nd STEP 

 

3rd STEP                                                                   4th STEP 

 

Playing with two pivots is one of the most common forms of attack against zone defense in 

contemporary handball. Germany had a combination which often created problems for the 

opposing teams at this Championship. The first step was switching the positions of the left (LB) 

and center backcourt (CB), after which the left backcourt moved to the pivot position between 

the second and third defender while the pivot moved to the position between the fourth and 

fifth defender. With a strong thrust, the right backcourt (RB) passed the ball to the center 

backcourt, who moves from the backcourt to a lane between defenders 1 and 2. 
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ATTACK 5:6 

The coaches usually tactically solved the 5:6 attack by taking out the goalkeeper and bringing in 

an attacker. Thus, they would take on the risk of playing without a goalkeeper but on the other 

hand, create a possibility for 6:6 play. All teams used this tactical variant, except sometimes 

Russia. It proved to be successful in teams that were tactically disciplined, and they spent this 

part of the match without a score deficit. 

ATTACK 7:6 

The 7:6 attack was used only by several teams as a tactical variant in situations when the teams 

could not find solutions in 6:6 play. Sweden used this variant when playing against a 5+1 defense, 

and in this way, they solved the problem of guarding a player under tight pressure. Portugal used 

this variant in situations of the last attack before half-time, whereas Croatia and Spain used 

attacks with seven players when they had a score deficit just before the end of a match. 

Interestingly, all four teams tactically position the pivot at different positions during a 7:6 attack, 

which leaves room for different variants of attack. 

PORTUGAL 7:6                                                           SWEDEN 7:6 

 

SPAIN 7:6                                                                  CROATIA 7:6 
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Table 10: Top scorers 2021 

Top scorers 2021 

 Players name Country Goals 

1. Stenmalm Elliot Sweden 61 

1. Janc Mitja Slovenia 61 

3. Kandybin Dmitrii Russia 53

4. Levi Or Rafael Israel 50 

5. Costa Francisco Portugal 46 

6. Sousa Andre Portugal 46 

7. Uscins Renars Germany 44 

8. Bartoli Thomas Italy 44 

9. Vincent Gueric France 44 

10. Gurri Aregay Jan Spain 44 

 

The Top scorers list in Table 10 shows that two players shared first place in this Championship, 

Elliot Stenmalm from Sweden and Mitja Janc from Slovenia, with 61 goals each. On average, they 

scored 8.71 goals per match. Mitja Janc plays for Celje Pivovarna Laško, whereas Elliot Stenmalm 

plays for Redbergslids IK. Dmitrii Kandybin from Russia, who plays for Chekhovskiye Medvedi 

UOR, won third place on the Top scorers list. 
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5. DEFENSE 

Team Formation in organized defense 

GER 6:0 defense (classic up to 8 meters) 
5:1 defense (transformation on 4:2 when second player goes on pivot) 
 

CRO 6:0 defense (classic up to 8 meters) 

ESP 6:0 defense aggressive 
6:0 with transformation in 5:1 and 4:2 defense 
5:1 defense mainly aggressive and deep (+ transformation to 4:2 on one of the backs that 
has the ball 

SLO 6:0 defense (classic up to 9 meters) (2 and 4) aggressive 
5:1 defense 
5+1 on the best opponent player 

DEN 6:0 defense (classic up to 9 meters) (2 and 4) aggressive 
5:1 defense 

POR 6:0 defense (classic up to 9 meters) 
5:1 defense (when player goes on second pivot - transformation on 4:2 defense) 

SWE 6:0 defense (classic up to 9 meters) (2 and 4) aggressive  
5:1 defense (when player goes on second pivot defense is in transformation on 5+1) 

ISL 6:0 defense (classic up to 9 meters) 
5:1 defense (when player goes on second pivot they stay in same formation) 
5:1 defense (when player goes on second pivot transformation is in 5+1 to LB) 
 

HUN 6:0 defense (classic up to 9 meters) 
5:1 defense (when player goes on second pivot -transformation in 5+1 defense) 

FRA 5:1 defense 

NOR 6:0 defense (classic up to 9 meters) 

ITA 6:0 defense (classic up to 9 meters) 
5:1 defense  
5+1 defense 

SRB 6:0 defense aggressive 
5:1 defense mainly aggressive and deep 
 

ISR 5:1 aggressive and deep  
6:0 defense aggressive 
4:2 deep and mobile 
3:3 deep defense 

RUS 6:0 defense aggressive (3 and 4 aggressive) 
5:1 defense deep 

AUT 6:0 defense (classic up to 9 meters) 
5:1 with modifications in 5+1 and 4:2 

Table 11: Shows the standard and commonly used formations of the participating teams at EURO 

2021 



 

22 
 

Tactical defense formations were mostly determined by systems set in senior teams of each 

national team. The coaches mostly chose zone 6:0 and 5:1 defense, with their own modifications. 

The classic 6:0 defense was used by all teams at this Championship, as either a primary or 

secondary defense option. I would single out the Spanish defense, which modified this defense 

tactic during one attack and to zone 5:1 and 4:2 defense almost identically as the senior team. It 

is evident that this system is set vertically in all Spanish national teams. An excellent example of 

6:0 defense was seen in Germany National Team, whose 6:0 defense was strong and mobile, with 

good covering of backcourt shots. The goalkeepers Spath and Ludwig had good cooperation with 

the defenders. The 5:1 defense was played mainly by keeping the front defender in formation 

while player 2 moves to pivot position. The second option for solving the situation of cutting this 

zone formation was a transformation to 4:2 or 5+1 defense. Other defense systems of deep 

defense were also used, but only in cases several minutes before the end of the match, when the 

team that was in score deficit would try to compensate by pressing or 3:3 defense. 
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6.Goalkeepers’ performance 

Table 12: Goalkeepers’ save percentage and the total number of saves for all national teams in 

7 matches of Euro 2021  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 12 shows the overall goalkepers’ save percentage and the total number of saves. Denmark, 

France, Hungary, Croatia, and Germany hold the first five places. Looking at the total number of 

saves, in addition to these teams we should also mention Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, and Israel, 

who had an impressive number of saves. The last four places belong to Russia, Italy, Serbia, and 

Austria, whose goalkeepers had under 26% of saves, which ultimately affected the final ranking 

of these teams.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 National team % defense Num defense 

1. DENMARK 34.00 96 

2. FRANCE 33.57 85 

3. HUNGARY 33.14 89 

4. CROATIA 31.14 89 

5. GERMANY 30.57 78 

6. SLOVENIA 29.14 90 

7. SPAIN 28.57 82 

8. SWEDEN 28.43 84 

9. ISRAEL 27.57 81 

10. ICELAND 27.57 72 

11. NORWAY 27.14 70 

12. PORTUGAL 26.29 75 

13. AUSTRIA 26.00 76 

14. SERBIA 25.86 72 

15. ITALY 25.29 68 

16. RUSSIA 20.86 60 
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7. THE BEST FOUR TEAMS 

SLOVENIA 4th PLACE 

SLO 203 scored goals, efficiency 64.71%, 48 times 2-min punishment 

Slovenia proved to be a very tough opponent in this Championship. They had two wins in the 

Group Round, against Iceland and Italy, and a lost match against Serbia, which was not decisive 

because the points were carried to the next group. In the Main Round, they probably played their 

best in this Championship and earned their place in the semi-final by beating Sweden 32:29 and 

ending a match against Spain with a draw, 37:37. They lost the match against Croatia with 22:26, 

and in the 3rd place match against Spain, they lost with 28:37. 

We should particularly mention Slovenian 6:0 defense up to the 8-meter distance and their 5:1 

defense, with an excellent goalkeeper Denis Strašek, who excelled at this Championship. Mitja 

Janc, who scored 61 goals, earned first place on the Top scorers list and was selected for the All-

Star Team of the Championship as the best center backcourt. He was selected as MVP of the 

whole Championship, as a recognition of his good play. In this team, we should also mention Vid 

Miklavec, who played excellently as a left backcourt, and Andraz Makuz as a left wingman. Leon 

Grtegoric as pivot made a great contribution to his team’s success, not only in the offense but 

also in defense tasks. Great emotional and physical discharge during the whole Championship 

manifested in the final two matches for the medal. A greater player roster would surely 

compensate the physical segment, which was very noticeable in the placement matches, which 

ultimately led to the ranking in 4th place. 
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SPAIN 3rd PLACE 

ESP 234 scored goals, efficiency 65.57%, 34 times 2-min punishment 

Third place and the bronze medal were well-deserved by Spain, who demonstrated combinatorial 

and efficient play at this Championship. Their main trump card was undoubtedly the most 

efficient attack, with a 65.67% realization and an average of 33.43 goals per match. This high 

number of goals was greatly contributed by Gurri Aregay at left backcourt position, who shared 

seventh place in the Top scorers list, with 44 goals scored. Except for their good and well-planned 

attack, Spain played combined 6:0 defense which sometimes transformed into 4:2 or 5:1 defense, 

especially when one of the players is cutting to the 7-m line as the second pivot. The cooperation 

with the goalkeepers Roberto Domenech Calatayud and Pablo Gonzales Vidal was good, and their 

contribution was a saves percentage of 28.57%, i.e., averagely 11.57 saves per match. Such 

combined defense created great problems for many teams. The coaches of the Spanish national 

team deserve great praise for transferring the system from the senior national team to younger 

categories. The value and potential of the Spanish national team, besides the aforementioned 

players, is also seen in other players: Arnau Fernandez Guzman as a left wingman, Javier Rodrigez 

Moreno as a pivot, and Alex Lodos Garcia as a right backcourt, who is right-handed but plays at 

right backcourt position. 

Example of Spain’s 6:0 defense with transformation during one attack  

 

 

One person should be specially mentioned as someone who can serve as an example to all 

coaches, and that is Jordi Ribera, selector of the Spanish senior national team. This coach was 

constantly present in the sports hall, watching almost every match at this European 

Championship, and was of great help to his national team as an advisor. 
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CROATIA 2nd PLACE 

CRO 194 scored goals, efficiency 65.29%, 34 times 2-min punishment 

Croatia, as the host of this Championship, presented themselves at their best. From the very 

beginning of the tournament, Croatia played seriously and dominantly in the Group Round. The 

wins against Portugal, Austria, and France were primarily the result of good play in defense, 

which was the foundation of Croatia’s play. Dense 6:0 defense, led by the best defender of the 

Championship, Mislav Obradović, created great problems for all opposing teams. Such high-

quality defense was complemented by probably the best goalkeeper’s duo: Dominik Kuzmanović 

and Matej Mandić. The two goalkeepers saved 89 goals during the Championship, with a high 

save percentage of 31.14%. The offense was somewhat less efficient, which particularly 

manifested in the final match. In the Main Round, Croatia beat Denmark 27:25 and advanced to 

the semi-finals despite losing against Germany 23:26. A fierce and tight third-place match against 

Slovenia showed Croatia’s character as Croatia won with the final score of 26:22. From the very 

first moment, the final duel against Germany belonged to the team with greater player versatility. 

The 20:34 score in this match did not diminish the well-deserved silver medal. In this final duel, 

the lack of player versatility, fatigue, and problems in the offense against physically more 

dominant and tactically well-prepared opponents came to the fore. Players to be counted on in 

the future are the goalkeepers, left wingman Ivan Barbić (selected for All-Star Team), right 

backcourts David Jurišić and Mislav Obradović (best defender for the All-Star Team), and center 

backcourt Marin Lisac. 

Example of Croatia’s 6:0 zone defense during one attack  
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GERMANY 1st PLACE 

GER 216 scored goals, efficiency 63.71 %, 33 times 2-min punishment 

Germany showed the best handball and deserved first place. It was the only team in the 

tournament that wasn’t defeated, and they finished the final match against Croatia with the 

score of 34:20. None of the other teams had such quality player versatility and their rhythm in 

both offense and defense was always at the highest level. The foundation of this team was their 

6:0 defense. The team was well balanced and with their movement and physical dominance 

created great problems for other teams. The goalkeeper duo, David Spath and Lasse Ludwig, 

excelled throughout the Championship, with a high save percentage of 30.57%. David Spath was 

selected as best goalkeeper of the European Handball Championship. A high-quality defense led 

to Germany’s excellent counterattack and semi counterattack. Germany also had the best 

elaborated transition forward and scored the highest number of counterattack goals. Germany’s 

attack against all zone formations always found solutions that were tactically well prepared. A 

draw against Denmark (29:29) and a tight, but deserved win against Spain in the semi-finals 

(31:30) showed Germany’s winning spirit. Not even the injury of Niclas Benedict Heitkamp 

disturbed Germany’s plans as Luca Klein was excellent at center backcourt position.  Players that 

Germany can count on in the future are: Renars Uscins (right backcourt, selected for All-Star 

Team), left backcourt Nico Schottle, right wingman Lennart Leitz, left wingman Tim Freihöfer, 

and goalkeepers Spath and Ludwig. There are certainly several other players who will be quality 

players in the senior national team. 

 

Example of Germany’s 6:0 zone defense during one attack  
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3rd part: TREND ANALYSIS 

Players for the future: 

GERMANY: David Spath (GK), Lasse Ludwig (GK), Niclas Benedict Heitkamp (CB), Renars Uscins 

(RB), Nico Schottle (LB), Lennart Leitz (RW), Tim Freihofer (LW), Luca Klein (CB) 

CROATIA: Dominik Kuzmanović (GK), Matej Mandić (GK), Ivan Barbić (LK), David Jurišić (DK), 

Mislav Obradović, Marin Lisac (CB), Dujić Jakov (CB) 

SPAIN: Roberto Domenech Calatayud (GK), Pablo Gonzales Vidal (GK), Arnau Fernandez Guzman 

(LW), Javier Rodrigez Moreno (PT), Alex Lodos Garcia (RB), Gurri Aregay (LB), Carlos Alvarez 

Dominguez (RW) 

SLOVENIA: Mitja Janc (CB), Denis Strašek (GK), Vida Miklavec (LB), Andraz Makuz (LW), Leon 

Grtegoric (PV) 

DENMARK: Moller Lokvist Mikkel (GK), Mathias Pedersen Lasse (CB), Patrik Boldsen (RW), 

Thomas Arnoldsen (LB) 

PORTUGAL: Francisco Oliveira (GK), Diogo Rema Marques (GK), Francisco Costa (RB-RW), Andre 

Suosa (CB) 

SWEDEN: Marko Roganović (GK), Elliot Stenmalm (LB), Felix Moller (PV), Julian Sjorgen (LK), Isak 

Larson (DV) 

ICELAND: Gudmundur Bragi Asthorsson (LB), Simon Michael Gudjonsson (LW),  

HUNGARY: Kristof Palasics (GK), Gergo Fazekas (CB), Peter Lukacs (LB) 

FRANCE: Vincent Gueric (LW) 

NORWAY: Benjamin Berg (RB), Aleksander Hoiness (LB) 

ITALY: Thomas Bartoli (RB) 

SERBIA: Nikola Zecevic (LB) 

ISRAEL: Tal Peled (GK), Rafael or Levi (CB) 

RUSSIA: Dmitrii Kandybin (LB) 

AUSTRIA: Jonas Magdelinskas (CB) 
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8.SUMMARY AND TRENDS 

This European Championship showed that even in the COVID-19 pandemic, which had affected 

the whole world, a high-quality handball tournament can be successfully organized. Beautiful 

handball was seen in both Koprivnica and Varaždin, and many teams demonstrated numerous 

actions that could satisfy the spectators both in the sports hall and via live stream. We are happy 

to see new national teams in this competition, such as Italy, who played for the first time in this 

tournament. Some national teams fell short at this competition, such as France, who finished in 

10th place, and Norway, who finished 11th. Hungary played good handball but was unlucky in 

several matches and lost with a tight score against Spain (27:29) and Sweden (35:36), so they 

finished in 9th place. The biggest let-down was Russia, who played below their expected standard 

in this tournament. In the next chapter, I will present the trends seen in this tournament. 

Impressions and trends 

1. Teams mostly played in different variants of 6:0 and 5:1 zone defense formation. Other 

zone formations were used less or not at all.  

2. Unfortunately, there were many specialized players at this Championship who played 

only either offense or defense. In my opinion, players should not be developed in one 

way, especially at this age, as there is always room for progress to play in both directions, 

which is the tendency of modern handball.  

3. The total number of scored goals was 3212, and we saw a match with 74 goals scored. In 

most of these matches, there was a noticeable lack of concentration and quality of 

defense. Greater attention was paid to offense, therefore, there is much room for 

progress in defensive tactical tasks in the future.  

4. This tournament showed that player versatility and quality of players who enter from the 

bench are necessary for winning a medal. Teams that had quality replacements were able 

to maintain their rhythm in all seven matches, which was ultimately reflected in the final 

result.  
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5. Goalkeepers were a key factor in the matches. What was noticeable in the top 8 national 

teams is that the advantage usually did not depend on one goalkeeper but the tandem of 

both goalkeepers. 

6. This Championship showed that, due to somewhat poorer play in defense, counterattack 

and semi counterattack were not used sufficiently to score easy goals. Germany was by 

far the most successful team in this segment of play and scored the highest number of 

goals from transition forward.  

7. In all teams, special emphasis should be put on exploiting man advantage. In some teams, 

powerplay efficiency was slightly over 50%, which is not enough for this segment of play. 

Several actions should be practiced, which would allow better realization during 6:5 play.  

8. In the future, some of the players should be oriented towards polyvalence of playing in 

both offense and defense. Greater attention should be paid to playing at several 

positions, especially for backcourt players, who, after crossing, do not manage well in 

positions for which they are less trained. 

9. The wingers were great in positional attack. Many wingers demonstrated different 

shooting techniques and scored many attractive goals.  

10. The refereeing was excellent throughout the tournament. The referees paid special 

attention to sanctioning defenders faking a foul with a 2-min suspension. 
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