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THE TRANSITION GAME 

HOW IT HAS CHANGED HOCKEY 

In his classic book, Road to Olympus, first published in 
English in 1969, Anatoli Tarasov stated, "In today's hockey, 
and even more so in thehockey of the future, to a greater and 
greater degree not only the technique of the player will be 
valued, but primarily the extent of his tactical orientation 
his ability to act creatively, his ability to carry into life 
the concepts of the trainer. 

We will be playing in a brand of hockey in which the 
sum of converging elements will decide victory, in which the 
athlete's mental and tactical abilities will begin to predominate 
over his physical abilities. The intellect of the hockey player, 
the tactical maturity of the line, the concept of tactical 
novelty will all become primary considerations." 

Fourteen years later in 1983, Ken Dryden wrote in his 
book The Game, "I don't know when it happened. I don't know how. 
I don't know even if I understand it the same way the Soviets 
understand it. I am convinced only that it happened - that the 
Soviets fundamentally changed their approach to the game, that 
they understand finally that hockey is not a possession game, nor 
can it even be. Possession was what they were supposed to be 
about: passing, team play, always searching for the open man, 
regrouping to start again if their possession seemed threatened. 
But a puck cannot be physically carried up the ice like a football; 
and a hockey player is not protected from physical battering as 
a basketball player is. He can be overpowered, the puck can be 
wrested from his stick by one or two or more opponents, with 
little -ecourse except to pass it on to someone else soon 
harrassed the same way. A possession game is hyperbole. The 
puck changes teams more than 6 times a minute, more than 120 times 
a period, more than 400 times a game, and little can be done 
to prevent it. And when it is not changing possession, the puck 
is often out of possession, fought after, in no one's control. 
It is the nature of the game, North American or European. There 
is sustained possession only on power plays. There is possession 
involved several seconds at other times only when a team regroups 
to its own zone to set up a play. If possession is team style, 
it will be frustrated. Worse, if it is attempted, it will make 
a game cautious and predictable. 

Instead, hockey is a transition game: offense to defense 
defense to offense, one team to another. Hundreds of tiny fragments 
of action, some leading somewhere, most going nowhere. Only one 
thing is clear. A fragmented game must be played in fragments. 
Grand designs do not work. Offenses regrouping, setting up, 
meet defenses which have done the same, and lose. But before 
offense turns to defense, or defense to offense, there is a moment 
of diseauilibrium when a defense is vulnerable, when a game's 



sudden, unexpected swings can be turned to advantage. It is 
what: you do at this moment, when possession changes, that  
makes the difference. How fast you can set up. How fast you 
strike. What instant patterns you can create. How you turn 
simple advantage into something permanent.. It is this the 
Soviets have learned to do, and the balance has been swung." 

A more recent study of transition hockey by Bjorn Kinding 
of Sweden, presented at the International Coaches' Seminar in 
Turku, Finland 1991, suggests that as much as 88% of all goals 
scored in the 1990 World Tournament were scored on transitions 
of ten seconds or less, and that the most effective area to 
make the transition to offense (46%) is in the middle of the 
defensive zone. (See page 4) 

What Does all this Mean for Hockey Today? 

Physically 4---- Player Ability 	Mentally  
- Quick, agile skater 	- Understand concepts/tactics 

- High puck control skills 	- Anticipation/read 

- 	Decision making/react 

- Must know the "why" along 
with the "how" 

- Creative/"Jazz" player 
soul - spirit 

- Unity - a team's greatest force 

"Change" - How do we manipulate it to our advantage? 

Must be transition conscious all the time. Supreme consideration 
is speed. Speed is defined in terms of timing, knowing when to act, 
when to wait. "In advancing he cannot be resisted because he 
bursts through the enemy's weak points; in withdrawing he cannot 
be pursued because, being so quick, he cannot be caught." 

Sun Tzu - Art of War 

- Stickhandling 

- Passing/receiving 

- Shooting 

- Speed/tempo 

- Specialist/all-purpose 

- High level of conditioning 
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Must be flexible, able to adapt oneself to a situation 
in such a manner as to take full advantage of the defining 
circumstances and to avail oneself of the possibilities of the 
situation in achieving one's own purpose. "In the business of 
war there is no invariable strategic advantage which be relied 
upon at all times." 	Sun Tzu - Art of War 

There are two musts for every offense: (1) be able to go quickly 
when an opportunity for an outnumbered advantage presents itself - 
fast attack, (2) have an effective set attack when the defense 
recovers before your offensive attack materializes - slow attack. 
"He who knows the act of direct and indirect approach will be 
victorious." 	 Sun Tzu - Art of War 

The defense can be passive - where it is dependent on the moves 
of the attacker (reactive) or aagressive - where it forces the 
offense into a reaction (active). It can also be a combination 
of both types. "The defensive is a relative state and 
consequently impregnated more or less with offensive principles." 

Clausewitz - On War 

Hockey is a game of action and reaction, and transition is the 
most important reaction. We can make players quicker by getting 
them to think quicker. Be fast in evaluating and finding a 
solution, be able to change quickly when an opportunity for an 
outnumbered advantage presents itself. "It is not gold but 
good soldiers that insure success in war." 	Machiavelli 

Drills must have offensive and defensive implications. 

"Invincibility lies in the defense, the possibility of 
victory in the attack." 	Sun Tzu 

"A swift and vigorous assumption of the offensive, the 
flashing sword of vengence, is the most brilliant point 
in the defensive." 	Clausewitz 

Start with the simple and progress to the more somplex. 
Part/whole mthod of teaching. "Only those who have the patience 
to do simple things perfectly will acquire the skill to do 
difficult things easily." 	Von Schiller. 

Form good habits through proper execution of repetitive drills. 
"Habits are first cobwebs, then cables." 	Spanish proverb 

Go as rapidly as possible from one thing to another. "He who 
occupies the field of battle first and awaits his enemy is at 
ease; he who comes later to the scene and rushes into the 
fight is weary." 	Sun Tzu 

Set up an environment for creativity. "The guerrilla invents 
his own tactics for each moment of the battle and constantly 
surprises his enemy." 	Che Guevara 
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- Use the talents of individuals to 
"Coming together is a beginning . 
keeping together is progress . . 
working together is success." 

make a whole. 
• • 
• 

Percentage of goals scored within 
different time intervals, after the 
transition, at the World Championship 1990 

0 	- 	5 seconds 27% 
5 	- 10 seconds 27% 
10 - 15 seconds 3% 
15+ 	seconds 4% 
Face-Offs 10% 
Power-Plays 23% 
Short-Handed 6% 

Percentage of transitions 
leading to an offensive benefit 

Def. Zone 	Off. Zone 
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3 - 2 Flow Drill 

DESCRIPTION 

After shot player picks up 
puck in corner and makes a 
long breakaway pass to next 
in line. 

After 1 on 1 rush Defense 
gets a puck in corner to 
start next 1 on 1 rush to 
other end. 

Defense jumps up in attack. 
After 2 on 1 rush Defense gets 
another puck and starts break-
out with player from Forward 
line. He then jumps up to 
make it a 2 on 1. Player 
from D line takes rush. Go 
from Forward to Defense to 
Forward lines. 

After 2 on 2 rush goes by the 
red line, two Forwards follow 
up as passive backcheckers 
ready to break back against 
two Defensemen. 

After 3 on 2 rush gets into 
zone, next line up stays high 
in D-Z ready for breakout 
against 2 Defensemen. 
Variation: Make 3 on 3 by 
having the high offensive 
forward backcheck, then play 
3 on 3 down low. 

TIME 

DATE: 	  LOCATION. 	  
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TIME 	DESCRIPTION 

Center starts breakout with 
pass to Defense. Work on 
different breakout options. 
When over red line, give puck 
to Defensive D who then-give 
a turnover pass back to 
original Defenseman for start 
of transition attack 5 on 2. 
Variation: Add a defensive 
forward to backcheck in the 
neutral zone for 3 on 3 rush 
at the blue line and 3 on 5 
in the D zone. 

Coach starts play. Players 
are agility skating in small 
area. Coach starts by 
passing to any player. On 
whistle give coach puck for 
a restart. 

Defense jumps un in attack. 
After 2 on 2 rush, Defense 
jumps up to make odd man 
rush, then one Forward back-
checks to make 3 on 3 rush. 

5 on 5. 2-pass game in 
end zone - must make 
two passes in order to 
shoot at net. 

3 on 3 across ice. 

DATE: 	  LOCATION. 	  
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