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Transition Hockey

infroduction

Over the years the word, Transition, has been used to describe many
different parts of the game. You can say. it became in, 1o explain almost any
appearance in hockey tactics as transition. Areqs like; Generating Speed,
Change of Pace, Changing Position, Puck Motion and others have all been
referred to as the game of transition. in today's hockey however it has
generally been accepted, that the expression, Transition, stand for the motion
taking ploce, when the puck is turned over from one team to another. In
short:

[Transition = Turn Over |

This gives us two main areas of tronsition.
A. Transition from offense to defense
B. Transition from defense 10 offense

Bolh areas consist of two parts, defense and offense. When one of the
two is played. ail teams have ther well trained systems. For exampie in the
offensive play they all have pattern for; Break Outs, Breaking in 10 the Zone,
Attacking on the Rush, Attacking in the Ione, elc. The same goes for the
defensive play. Every feam is good organized. when they are playing
defense in their own end. forechecking, backchecking or playing the trap in
Ihe neutral zone. Everyone seems to know what to do, when his team is
defending or attacking. The game however is just rarely completely offense
or completely defense. It changes back and forth with such a speed that it
becomes very different 10 separate Ihe two areas from another.

The problem is not what to do,
but when to do it

That players often are doing the right thing at the wrong time,
is illustrated by the following example,
which we all have experienced:

You've just had a goal against, and you
hear your winger explain;

« did not cover my point, because |
thought we had the puck. | took off ta
creale on option for a long paoss. It could
have been a break away, you know!"
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In this situation it was obviously the wrong decision. But the next time. in
the very same situation, il might be the fight thing to do. The same action can
lead to a goal for us as well as a goal against. It can make us win g gome o3
weli as lose one. When is if right, and when is it wrong?

The easiest way 1o coach ks 1o get mad. and blome the player, each
time there is a goal againsl. ond praise him each lime we score. Now, the
easiest way is probably not the most effeclive way. More effective would i
be. if we could Irain our players what 1o lock for, what sign 10 read in the
moment of Iransilion. if we could irain them fo toke advanlage of all the
situations which will create a scoring chance for us, bul still be cool enough lo
stay long enough in the defensive positions, so we don't give up any goals.
Our objectives must be 1o make every lransitlon safe and effective.

Being organized in lhe offensive play ond the defensive play is not
enough. You have to be organkzed In the transition play as well. The game
changes back ond forth so fast, that's impossible for the whole team to
regroup from defense to offense ond back again, each time the puck
changes possessor. On intemational lop level, for instance the 1994 Worid
Cup Final. the puck possession changed from one team to the other 7.7 times
every minute, and the average time one leom could keep puck possession
was 4.7 seconds. There's just na fime to get lhe whole team 100 % into its
defensive posilion, before it's fime 1o attack again, '

Ta react on what's happening in the present. is most of the time to late.
You always have to read the next move. 1o be ready lo transfer into the next
situgtion. You're consistently balancing on the rim between offense and
defense. Ready to attack. Ready to defend.

You're consistently playing
TRANSITION HOCKEY.
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General Facts of Transifion

The Importance of the Transition
in today's hockey
According to an analysis made in 1990

In this analyze gomes from;
the German and Swiss leagues,
the World Championships Pool A and B,
and the NHL
were broken down into pieces, and every transition were studied. Of greatest
interest was the oulcome of every Iransition. What happened, where did it
happen, when did it happen and how did it happen. The results of this stugy
should make it possible to determine how many goals were scored on
transition, and how many were scored on conlrolied attack.

First the meaning of the word transition had 1o be classified. Basically the
lransitlon is the length of lime, on team needs to get alt its players from thelr
offensive Info thelr defenslve positions {and vise versa). This takes for most
teams around three seconds, but the advantage ol the transition however last
untll the detending feam controls the opponents. This subjective norm was not
enough to clarfy, what is within the period of transiion, and where's the
boarder between Iransition and controlled attack. Requested were objective
categories. Afler studying a number of situations it was clear, that this border is
somewhere in between the 5:th and 10:th second after the turn over. This
means that ail goals scored within 5 seconds after the transition for sure are
transition goals, and all goals scored more than 10 seconds after the lurn
over, are for sure scored on controlled atlack. SHil left to analyze are the
goals scored In between the 5:th and 10:th second after the fum over.

These ftime intervals made up a norm. with which il was possible to
separale iransitions goals from the others just by using a stop watch. To get a
little more depth, all the goals were divided inlo seven different categories
(see next page). Based on these facts one can say how many percent of all
goals were scored on iransition, and objectively clarify the importance of the
transition in today's hockey.
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All goals at the 1990 World Championship
divided into 4 categories according to The lime inferval
(between the tronsition ond the goaql)
and 3 calegories of special situations.

Nr. | % of all Character of goal Classificalion
goals
Ll 27 % Goals scored within 5 seconds offer Transition goals
the fransition
2. 27 % Goals scored between the 5:th and the Twiligh! zone /
10:1h second after the transilion Each goal has to
be judged
individuaily
3. 3% Goals scored between the 10:th and the | Controlled Attack
15:th second after the fransition Goals
a, 47 | Goals scored ofter more than 15 seconds
ofler the transition
5. 10% Goals scored after winning the puck Special Siluation
on a face olf Goals
6. | 23 % Goals scored on @ power play of no interest
7.l 8% . Goals scored short handed for this analysis
L]1100% All Goals

Aftter laking a close look at the goals in the 2:nd category (the Twilight
{one}. it appeared, thal no goal in this category was scored ofter the
defensive team got organized defensively. Therefore one can say, thot all the
goals In the first and second category are a result of Ihe transitions.

By adding up the first and second Category. these figures show. that 54 %, of
all goals were scored on transition. To the transition classification we can also
Count the short handers, as we can presume, that all shorthanders were
scored on transition.
This means, that
60 7 of all goals are scored on transition.
It also means that almost
three times as many goals are scored on hansitlon,
than on Ihe power play. )
Finally {just Considering the play with equal sltrenglh
after the initial play on the face off} it means, that
88 7 of all equal strength goais are transition goals.

In short:

The transflion is the most important
oftensive part of today’s hockey.
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The importance of the transitions
According to the scorng chances

Just analyzing the goais, are not always the best way to get a clear
picture of @ game. Scoring chances however occur almost ten times as
frequently as the goals, and are lherefore a more objective tool. Scoring
chances can also be divided into differenl tevels, which gives more detailed
picture, of what actually happens on Ihe ice. So what the statistics on scorng
chances telt us about the Importance of the transitions, is most likely more
accurate, than what we learned studding the goats.

The levels of Scoring Chances
1:st Class Break Away
Two on One
Conlrclled Rebound
Controlled Tip In
2:nd Class Shot fram lhe Slot
Three on Two
Screened Point Shot
Stressed Rebound
Stressed Tip In
3rd Class Poor Angle Shot
Shot from the Neutral Zone

This formula was used to divide the scoring chances
into different calegories in the diagram on the following page.
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All scoring chances® at the 1990 World Champlonship
divided into categories according to the:
Time Interval {between the fransition and the chance)
Level of Scoring Chance

llerval/Level Goal | 1:stClass 2:nd Class 3:rd Class
0-5 sec. 44 %, 50 % 27% 4%
5-10 sec. 44 % 4% 43 % 3%
10-15 sec. $% 3% 18 % 3%
15+ sec. 7% 3% 12% 20%
z 100 % 100 % 100 % 100 %

* = Equal sirength only / Not considering scoring chonces on Ihe face off

The figures above do not only confrmed the imporiance of the transition (as
documented by the analysis of the goals). They even stale an increased
importance. As the two first categories indicale the sconng chances on the
'ransition, it tell us that as much as 94 % of qit first class scoring chonces are
created on transitions.

These two analysis from the Worid Championship
shows the importance of the fransitions very clearly.

One can, based on facts. elgim:

It you want to be

GOOD at the GAME OF HOCKEY
' you have to be

GREAT at the GAME OF TRANSITION
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The Advantage Zones
of Transition Hockey

it's already been documented. that the ransition is the most important
offensive part in today's hockey. Consequently must the capability of piaying
the fransitions right in ail three zones be very important. Futhermore if there
are some areas, where lhe Iransitions are mere likely 1o lead to success, it
mus! be tactically wise, 1a force the opponent to a tum over in these areas,

Logically it must be easier to score, the closer 1o the opponent net you
win the puck. The following analysis wil try to ciarify, if this logic also is
confirmed by what's actually happening on the ice. The figures are a mixture
of facts from North American {NHL), European [{Germany and Switzerland)
and inlernational {world Champilonships - Pool A and B} Hockey. The
analyzed games showed no distinguished different between ihe different
leagues. so one can say that the figures below are representative for modern
ice hockey.

The Analyzing Method

Every time the puck was tumed over. the actuai place was marked
down. Addifionally, what ever happened on thal specific play, it was
documented as well. The culcome of every play was thereafter divided into
two basic groups:

Offensive Advantage Nothing Gained
Godal Puck was lurned over again
Scoring Chance Puck out of piay
Power Play [off side. icing, over the boards, elc.)

Based on Ihese facts the likelihood of an offensive advontage was
calculated for every crea on the rink. The results (diagrommed below) show,
thot the most effective transitions are the ones taking place In your own end.
or in the neutral zone.

Percentage ég'

of transitlons
resulting
tn an offensive
advantage

Defensive Zone Offensive Zone
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The strategic necessities
of iransition

To form your siralegic team play, so it responds fo the reqiity of todaoy's
hockey, there Is no other way, thon to form it so |t responds to the reaility of
transition. Playing tactically smart, means that your players know exactly what
to do In the transillon sRuations. There are five necessities, which are decisive
tor how effeclive your fransition play will be.

The five fundamental factors

The Postions of Players
The Goaltender
The First Play
The Pick
Time

The first fundamental factor Time

88 % of all goals* are scored within 10 seconds after the tum over has
laken place. Byl the time interval of the tactual transition only lasl for about
three seconds. Three seconds is the time a top level team needs to regroup
from offense to defense. If you'll get an advantage, depends on, how well
vOuU Can surprise your opponents. Surprise them, by attacking when they're
still in their offensive positions. This means, you have g three second limit to
make g decision and an action, which will determinate the success of the
whole altack. One can say there is a,, Three Seconds Rule” in ice hockey.

H you play right In the first three seconds
of every transition,
you'll play right in the whofe game.

* = Equal shength only / not considdering goots scored on the face offs
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The second fundamental factor The
First Play

If playing righl in the first three seconds of each transition, is so decisive
for the outcome of the game, the first play must be very important. To make
that first play right, means to make it in o way that surprise the opponents. This
makes it passible to maintain the advantage from the turn over all the way to
the net. One substantial component of the first play is the direction of the
puck. If the puck is moved up the ice, across the ice or towards your own net,
will influence the success of the whole Iransition. The importance of Ihe
direction of the first play, is documented in the statistics below.

Firs! Direction of the Puck Motion
In the Transttion

and the Outcome of the Plaz
‘w Goal 1:st Closs | 2:nd Class | 3:rd Class No X
uck

P Scoring Scoring Scoring Scoring
Direclion Chance | Chance Chance Chance

Forwards 3% 1% 26% 7% 3% 100 %

Sideways 5% Y 7% B x% 5% 48 % 100 %

Backwards 12% 6% 80 % 100 %

The figures shows very clearly, that moving the puck backwards after the
turn over, reduces the chances lo score (or getting a good ‘scoring chance}
to less than two percent. However by moving the puck forwards or sildeways
the chances to score Increase almost ten times.

Ihe third fundamental factor The
Pick

Al the moment of the tumn over it is substanlial. that the balance
between oHHense ond deflense s kept. Just because your team has the puck.
doesn’t mean your whole team should attack. On the conlrary, leams who
finish their defensive duties carefully, are more successful in the transition play.
Ihe keys are to finlsh the checks and pin, pick or screen Ine opponents. This
way the polential backcheckers are delayed. and the puck caormier has mare
time for the determining first play. By holding back wo backcheckers. you
give your forwards more space o maneuver. More space is probably the
reason why, #'s offensively better to ploy three on three than five on five.
What's more in case there's a new lurn over, you already have two of their
players covered.
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The fourth fundamenial factor The
Goaltender

The one man advantage Yaur goglie gives yau In your end, is a major
help for a good transition. In addition the godiie is the piayer, wha gels the
most occasions 1o make the first play, as he stops around 30 shats every
game. Even though it will be difficult 1o make a great pass an most shots, the
passes lhe goalle does ma%e, are often very surprising for the opponents,
and surprise is what we want.

The fifth fundamenial facior The
Positions of Players

As the game is shifting back and forth from defense to offense and vise
versq, lhere's no fime for major changes of positions. Therelore it is of great
concern, to have each players offensive and defensive positions as Identical
as possible. This will guarontee an ultimate quick fransition, to either start an
attack or to stop the opponent.

Besides making it possible, 1o make the first play in the right direction, it's
preferable, if the positions could force the turmn over to lake piace in @ high
percentage advantage zone. Still being organized, to take advanlage of
any turn over in any zone.
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Transition
Team Play Strategies

Analyzing games this way, it appears as if all Ihe good plays are always
made by the great players. They seam to sense; how 1o make the first play.
when to go for a break away option. and where to position themselves. It
also apparent, that most of ther good plays are nol very difficult to do. No
exireme skill or speed is required. Of course they somelimes do spectacular
piays too. but most of their good plays are wilhin the skill level of most players.
Somehow they read something in the play. which moke them react in o
correct way. If we could figure oul, what maokes them react. we could train
all players to react the same way {ond all players would play like great
players}.

This is the appraach we use, to make our players adjust to the reality af
transition. First of all we make all our players reqalize the importance of the
transition. Teach them the key points, and train them to act, and react, after
those principles. Finolly we fry, o get them organized in a team play
concept, which tactically take advantage of the transition situations. This
concept is the content of the following text.

The concept is based on the five fundamental factors, and is aiming for
a quick transition attack from any spot on the ice. It's principles are:

1. Stretch lhe transitlon Interval,
o give us more time to execute a transition attock,
and to regroup back into the defensive positions.

2. Pull the opponent team apart,
to avoid playing 5 on 5 offensively,
to create 3 on 3 (or better) attacks.
and to have one man advantage in the defensive play.

To succeed with both the first and second principle. the keys are:

Fintsh All | If we physically neutralize two of our opponents, they can’t fore-
Checks | check, and they'll be to late in the backchecking. Besides they
are already covered, if arelransition attock should occur.

The disadvantiage is of course. we'll have two players less in our
attack. but Ihe purpose is to create a 3 on 3 (or betier) attack.

Get the | If the puckis always way in front of us, when it's lurned over to
Puck Deep| the other team, they have to atlack 5 on 5. and we have time to
get our defense organized.
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The basic pattern
of the transition alack
in the three different zones

O =Team A

A =Team B aa ""*\
Delensive /
lone
D2 = Check and Pin
F1 = Check and Pin
D1 = Wide Option
F2 = Stretchman @
F3 = Picks up lose Puck \Q- /
(D — P

/

D2 = Picks up lose Puck Eh
Fi = Check and Pin :

D1 = Wide Option
F2 = Stretchman
F3 = Steers \
—
—
Offensive /

lone

Neulral
lone

D2 = Picks up lose Puck ;

Fir = Check and Pin E
D1 = Wide Option
F2 = Stretchman

F3 = Steers ' \

Around these basic patterns a number of variations are creq ted.
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Transition
in your mind

Even if your team dominate the gome, and control the puck. One thing
s guaranteed. Sooner or iater the opponent will get the puck. Statistically
they'll get it over 200 times every game. 200 times when they might surprise
you on the transition. A surprise & something unexpected. So thelr chances to
surprise you don’t depend so much on what they do, as it depends on what
you expect. Different players react on what's happening in different waQys,
But generally speaking. there are two natures of characters:

The Calculator The Consequentor |

- .Now. me might lose the puck, - .Dam it! We just lost the puck.
but I'm ready." Now what?2 GOD BLESS QUR GOALIE!"

We all have both these characlers on our teams, and we all need them.
we need the Consequentors intensity and working ethic. We need the
Calculators smart thinking and coolness. But most of ail we need to get those
gualities united under one philosophy. To make the Calculator explode and
go. when lhe chance occur, may be a challenge for most coaches. But to
make the Conseguentor, think ahead and be aware of what most likely is
going to happen, is by far a grealer challenge. Actually it's pretty easy to
figure out, what most likely is going to happen, since a lurn over Is always the
most likely thing. But the players capability fo read that, and play the game
one step ahead in their minds, is still a tough skill 1o teach. To often it tends to
make the players passive (thinking instead of working). It Iakes a lot of drilling
and concentration, until they learned:

lo be ready for the next step,
to prepare the next step,
but still give it all in the present

Attack intensively,
bu! think defensively!

Detend Intensively,

or but think offensivety!

It the transition already has taken place in your mind. yau're ready when
it takes place on the ice. Of course you can't give it all in the present. if you
consistently worry about all the things that might happen. But since the game
is played In small batties (like one on ones and twa on twos), three or four
players aren't fully Involved In the present play. and can prepare themselves
for the next situatton. Also the knowledge of where the risky areas are, makes
it possible, 10 sometimes be more cautious. and sometlimes just give it all.
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Transition
Team Play Strategies

It sounds paradox. bul if you possess the puck, the opponent is more
likely to score. than you are. Not 1o mention, if you possess the puck in the
offensive zone and even worse if you've already kept it for over ten seconds,
than it really gets absurd. In those situations the chances the next goal will be
a goal against are over ten 1o one. It's paradox, it's absurd, but il's true.

One of the reasons for this reversed logic is, that Ihe puck carier doesn't
only wants to conlrol the puck. On the conirary he is more than willing 1o take
risks with it. In other sports like football for instance you don't lake such risks.

Short comparison:
lce Hockey verses Foolball

In football...

In ice hockey...

-.there's no worse thing
the quarter back can do,
than to threw an intercepted pass.

..we see those intercepted passes ali
the time.

..you don't iry anylhing fancy
on your last play.
You bring your kicker, to make sure
the ball ends up way down the field,

...your last play before the transition
is often an attempt to a drbble.
Statistically are the chances of
keeping the puck after a dnbbie
only 8 %.

..even your offensive line up
only includes 3 or 4 offensive players.
The rest are blocking, screening and

picking the ocpponents.

..there's offen on passer
and four players
all trying to be receivers.

The basic idea of both sports are very similar, so why shouid hockey
players take risks when football players doesn't? | don't know why. But | do
know, that if there was a litle quorter back an a lithe kicker in every hockey
player. the transitions wouldn't be so dangerous. So if we could teach our
players, to think a little in football terms, we would achieve a better balance

between the two consideralions:

oO

What do 1 galn,
and what do 1 1rlsk?
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Three Hints to prevent transition surprises

Hint Number One
The Gray Iones

The diagram on page 7 shows the creas where you favor 1o win the
puck. When you aready have the puck. there are olher oreas where you
don't wont to lose it. No Risk Zones or Gray Iones as we prefer o call them.
the Gray Zones are the areas oround the blue lines. In these zones one should
never risk a transition. On the other hand if you can get through these zones
you might get a scoring chance. That uncertainty, of what's the right thing to
do in the gray zones, is the reason for ther name. The "play it sofe” and
"go forit" situations are not as easy o separate as black and white. One hags
to read the details to make the right play.

The
Gray
lones

defensive zone offensive zone
Hinlt Number Two
The Green Zones

There are also areas, in which you can allow yourselves to give the puck
away. We call these low risk zones for Green lones. Green (like a traffic ight
indicating that the road is clear) indicates that it's OK to play the puck into
these zones. For instance, it's better to put the puck into the corner. than to
lose il in front of your own net. The ullimote Green Zone is the area behind the
opponents nel. Even if they control the puck there, you siill have your whole
team in between the puck and your own nel. So giving up the puck in the
Green lone is always a safe play.

defensive zone oftensive zone



Xce Mlockey hravisillon Hockey by
———fnalyeis 1G B 15 MAnding

Hint Number Three
The Logic of Passing Direclions

The figures on page 9 lells us, that forward or sideways are lhe two
favorable directions of the first play. We also know that the time interval we
have 1o make this play is three seconds. The worst turn overs must logically
be, when the opponent intercept a pass going across or towards our nel. An
inaccurate pass from behind the net in the offensive zone into the slot can
turn out to be a great transition play against us. Further more ail passes going
across the ice have a high potential of being intercepted. for example 29
times out of 30 will a penetrating pass from the offensive zone half board lead
to a puck possession for the defending team.

Penelrating
Pass

delensive zone offersive zone

One risk with these three hints is of course, that the players focus to much
on what not fo do. This lend o make any piayer passive. Setling up priority
ists, is one way to create drected aclion. Below two examples of such priority
lists.

Prlority Lists
Prionity No. Break Qut Offensive Zone Altack
1 Always give up the puck smaort Always three players high
2 Getl the puck over the blue line Get the puck into
the Green Ione
3 Get the puck over the red line Keep the puck deep
4 Get the puck into Support the puck camer
Ihe offensive zone
5 Score Score
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Summary

Transition is not a major port of the gome.
Transition is the major part of the game.-

Transition is "time wise” the major pant,
(Sludies shown, that the averoge lime one team can keep the puck is 4.7 seconds
and the average fime in iokes to regroup from defense 1o offense is 3 seconds.
There is octually not much fime where you're not playing iransition.)

Transition is "for 1he oul come of the game- the major part
(Most goals and most penalties are coused during the transition)

Transition is "tactically” the major part.
{Any part of your tactical game {for example the break outs, the attack on
the rush, offensive play, the forechecking. the backchecking efc.} has o be
based on the facts of fransition to be effective.)

Hockey Is the name of the game.

Transition Is the game
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