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Decoding the complexities of
transitions in football:
a comprehensive narrative
review

Introduction

Football is a complex and dynamic inva-
sion game that generates a constant flow
of new data and information. These data
can be analyzed in terms of the techni-
cal, tactical, and strategic aspects of the
game (M. D. Hughes & Bartlett, 2002).
Coaches and players must be adaptable
in order to fulfill their game plan or
make changes in response to their op-
ponents’ actions. Some authors argue
that football is a game of chance with
an element of unpredictability (Sarmento
et al., 2014), while others view it as a dy-
namic interaction between two teams
(Sampaio & Leite, 2012). Teams and
players organize their activities accord-
ing to strategic plans, principles of play,
and action guidelines. Successful teams
adapt their tactics to the changing de-
mands of their opponents (Lago-Peñas,
Gómez-Ruano, &Yang, 2017) in order to
enhance their performance and improve
their chances of winning. According to
various authors, there is a lack of research
that examines transitions as a whole and
more studies are needed to understand
the relationship between tactical factors
and successful transitions (Gonzalez-Ro-
denas, Lopez-Bondia, Calabuig, Pérez-
Turpin, & Aranda, 2016; Turner & Say-
ers, 2017). Transitions have garnered
increasing interest in game analysis as

they occur at various moments during
the game.

The outcome of a game is the most
effective way for a team to determine
whether they are meeting their expec-
tations. Performance indicators are
variables that attempt to define and
provide context for performance as-
pects (M. D. Hughes & Bartlett, 2002)
and can be linked to offensive and de-
fensive processes (Fernandez-Navarro
et al., 2016). These indicators can be
classified as match descriptors, as well
as indices of biomechanical, technical,
and tactical performance. Performance
indicators have been used to evaluate
performance without being influenced
by external normative data or the data
of the opposing team (M. D. Hughes &
Bartlett, 2002). In their study, Hewitt,
Greenham, andNorton (2016) presented
a comprehensive framework based on
metrics within five key moments of play:
(1) Established Attack, (2) Transition
from Attack to Defense, (3) Established
Defense, (4) Transition from Defense
to Attack, and (5) Set Pieces. This
framework aims to provide a basis for
measuring and describing game styles.
The proposed metrics offer practical ap-
plications for coaches and practitioners,
enabling them to assess and compare
game styles effectively. Moreover, the
framework facilitates performance an-
alysts in categorizing and monitoring

game styles across time, leagues, and
age groups, contributing to a deeper
understanding of dynamic interactions
in invasion-based field sports. The study
lays the foundation for a systematic ap-
proach to game style analysis, aligning
with the broader use of performance in-
dicators to enhance team strengths and
address weaknesses (J. Barreira et al.,
2022; Lago-Peñas &Dellal, 2010). When
examining the opposing team, the goal
of the analysis is to comprehend the per-
formance indicators that exert the most
significant influence on the opposing
team’s approach. This aids in anticipat-
ing the indicators they may employ in
the future (Moura, Eduardo, Martins, &
Cunha, 2014; Wright, Nelson, & Bradley,
2013).

Despite the extensive analysis of offen-
siveplay, over theyears therewasa limited
number of studies dedicated to defensive
play. Nevertheless, the recent increase of
studies exploring defensive play suggests
the need for an overview in this domain
(Forcher, Altmann, Forcher, Jekauc, &
Kempe, 2022). This confirms that even
if offensive anddefensive transitionshave
gained equal importance inmodern foot-
ball and in the literature, their definitions
remain contentious and there is a lack of
comprehensive anddefinitive studies that
consider transitions as a specific game
principle.
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Differentstudieshaveshownthatarel-
evant number of goals are scored during
transitions (Maneiro et al., 2008). This is
further highlighted by the fact that many
set pieces, which also lead to goals, occur
as a result of a transition. Therefore, the
goals scored through transitions, both
directly and indirectly, hold a great deal
of significance in the outcome of a game.

Studies have shown that a significant
proportion of goals scored in football
games are achieved during transitions.
For example, a study that analyzed
32 games from the European Champi-
onship in Portugal in 2004 found that
20.3% of goals were scored through
counterattacks and 35.6% through set
pieces (Yiannakos & Armatas, 2006).
Similarly, an analysis of the goals during
the World Cup 2006 found that 20.3%
were achieved through counterattacks
and 32.6% through set pieces (Armatas
& Yiannakos, 2010). Another study
that characterized 16 knockout rounds
of the soccer World Cup 2010 found
that 18.8% of goals were scored through
counterattacks and 20.0% through set
pieces (Gonzalez-Rodenas, Lopez-Bon-
dia, Moreno, & Malavés, 2015b). These
findings demonstrate the importance
of the transition moment in football
and the significance of the goals scored
during these moments.

Similarly, a study based on 167 goals
of the English FA Premier League season
found that “transitions in play accounted
for 63% of all goals scored” (Wright,
Atkins, Polman, Jones, & Jones, 2011)
and “they contribute over 56% of all at-
tempts on goal” (Wright et al., 2011).
Additionally, the study found that 35.6%
of goals came from Set Pieces (Wright,
Atkins, Polman, Jones, &., 2011). This
highlights the importance of transitions
in football, not only in terms of the num-
ber of goals scored but also in terms of
attempts on goal. Other studies have also
yielded interesting findings, such as the
one conducted in the English Premier
League where a sample of 380 games re-
vealed that the top teams in the league
exhibited a dominant style of play char-
acterized by transitions (Gollan, Ferrar,
& Norton, 2018). Also, research car-
ried out in the Norwegian professional
league found that counterattacks were

more effective than elaborate attacks in
producing goals, scoring opportunities,
and box possessions (Tenga, Ronglan, &
Bahr, 2010).

All the data and evidence presented
in the studies indicate the significance of
the transition moment during football
games and the effectiveness of transition
play. To improve the performance of
teams and their chances of success, it is
crucial to further analyze and detail both
offensive and defensive transitions, with
the aim of making them more trainable,
effective, and successful.

This narrative review aims to sum-
marize the existing knowledge on offen-
sive and defensive transitions in football
and how these transitions impact differ-
ent performance indicators and playing
styles. This narrative aims to address the
gap in the literature by highlighting the
absence of comprehensive and definitive
studies that explicitly recognize transi-
tions as a distinct game principle. The
review also aims to connect the different
moments of the game to the transition
process and toexplainhowtransitions in-
fluenceoffensive anddefensiveprocesses.
The ultimate goal is to identify areas for
future research that can shed light on the
significance of transitions in the game of
football, which is characterized by a con-
stant flow of transitions.

Methods

The procedure carried out in this narra-
tive review followed the following steps:
(i) data identification of significant lit-
erature, (ii) selection, (iii) extraction,
(iv) compilation thematic ideas. The
protocol was not registered prior to the
initiation of the project to avoid tempo-
rary delays in this critical situation.

Data sources

The search was performed by three au-
thors to identify articles published be-
fore 15 November 2023, in two elec-
tronic databases (PubMed and Web of
Science). The authors of this review
were not blinded to journal names or
manuscript authors. The searchwas con-
ducted throughout the full text. The
search strategy combined terms cover-

ing the topics related with transitions in
sports and football phases,moments, and
processes: (“offensive/defensive transi-
tions in football” or “moments in foot-
ball”or“counterattacks”or“transitions in
sports”). Search strategy focused mainly
on football even if nondirect literature
from football was used.

Data selection

After completion of the search by the re-
searchers the articles were downloaded
and stored withMendeley software. Sub-
sequently, one the authors screened (P.E.)
the remaining records to verify the in-
clusion/exclusion criteria using a hierar-
chical approach in two phases. The pa-
pers were excluded when they were not
original and met the following exclusion
criteria: (1) no football- or transitions-
related documents; and (2) not from re-
liable sources or best practices used.

Discussion

Game principles and performance
indicators

Performance analysis allows for the un-
derstanding and prediction of past and
future behavior patterns for teams and/or
individuals, as noted by Carling et al.
(2014) andLago-Peñas et al. (2017). This
can be achieved through various meth-
ods suchas factorial analysis (Fernandez-
Navarro et al., 2016), notational analysis
(Fernandez-Navarro et al., 2016), corre-
spondence analysis (Di Salvo et al., 2007),
or sequential analysis (Lapresa, Arana,
Anguera, Garzón, &BelénGarzón, 2013;
Paulis, Perea, &Hernández, 2008). These
analysesareoftenviewedasbeingofaper-
sonal or team nature because they fo-
cus on performance indicators that team
leaders consider most relevant for their
game and team (Di Salvo et al., 2007).
There have been numerous suggestions
for tactical performance indicators (Fer-
nandez-Navarro et al., 2016; Mackenzie
&Cushion, 2012), as well as tactical met-
rics (Winter & Pfeiffer, 2016) and tacti-
cal patterns (Fernandez-Navarro et al.,
2016). However, their use must be cau-
tious as they can be influenced by other
situational variables (Sampaio & Leite,
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2012) and, as a result, impact the perfor-
mance of the team and their game mode
(Fernandez-Navarro, Fradua, Zubillaga,
& McRobert, 2018).

In addition to these insights, recent
contributions emphasize the growing
interest in sports analytics, particularly
in football (Plakias et al., 2023). The
research by Plakias et al. provided
a structured framework for analysts and
coaches, categorizing distinct playing
styles in European soccer leagues based
on a comprehensive analysis of 88 per-
formance indicators. The focus on build-
up and transitions in the game proves
pivotal, offering valuable insights for
training processes in all four key mo-
ments of the game. Similarly, a recent
study concentrating on defensive playing
styles in professional football identified
17 key performance indicators related
to defensive styles (Ruan et al., 2023).
The findings emphasize the importance
of consciously adjusting defensive styles
for improved performance, suggesting
potential applications in scouting and
match preparation.

Moreover, some authors have high-
lighted the importance of various tech-
nical–tactical–strategic performance in-
dicators in football (M. D. Hughes &
Bartlett, 2002). These indicators can in-
clude a wide range of measures, such
as ball possession (Lago-Peñas & Dellal,
2010), the success of ball possessions in
terms of scoring goals (Lago-Ballesteros,
Lago-Peñas, & Rey, 2012), the character-
istics of offensive play (Pratas, Volosso-
vitch, & Ferreira, 2012), game interrup-
tions (Siegle & Lames, 2012), and corner
kick characteristics (Sainz de Baranda
& Lopez-Riquelme, 2012). Addition-
ally, football performance analysis also
focuses on defensive performance indi-
cators, such as the type and location
of ball recovery (Almeida, Ferreira, &
Volossovitch, 2014), and the time re-
quired toregainpossessionof theball (de-
fensive reaction time) (Vogelbein, Nopp,
& Hökelmann, 2014), among others. It
is evident that these performance indica-
tors are closely linked to different tacti-
cal principles of play. Tactical principles
are defined as a set of game forms that
allow players to find solutions to prob-
lems posed by the opposing team (Gar-

ganta & Pinto, 1994). When properly
applied, these principles enable teams to
control thegameinbothoffensiveandde-
fensive phases. Therefore, performance
analyses that identify the performance
indicators where teams present the most
weaknesses are crucial for teams to gain
a competitive advantage (M. D. Hughes
& Bartlett, 2002). According to Bettega,
Scaglia, Nascimento, Ibáñez, and Galatti
(2021) and Clemente, Martins, Mendes,
and Figueiredo (2014), various tactical
principles have beendeveloped and char-
acterized, including general principles,
operational principles, and fundamental
principles. These principles are summa-
rized and systematized in . Table 1.

Transitions and counterattacks

Transitions and counterattacks have
been identified as crucial moments in
achieving tactical performance in foot-
ball. Various studies, including case
studies of specific teams, analyses of
specific leagues, and transversal studies,
have found that counterattacks are a vi-
tal element in achieving success on the
field. For example, Gonzalez-Rodenas
and colleagues (2015a) found that coun-
terattacks are more effective in creating
scoring opportunities than other types
of attacks, particularly when the op-
posing team is defensively imbalanced.
Additionally, these studies also found
that counterattacks are closely related
to the offensive transition phase. It is
important to note that counterattacks
and transitions are distinct concepts, but
they are closely related. A counterattack
is defined as a “fast direct attack with few
players”, triggered when the ball is won
followed by a “quick pass played over
many opponents” that in the instant of
passing, “one or two players should rush
forward to support the player who re-
ceives the ball in plenty of space” (Lago-
Ballesteros et al., 2012).

Counterattacks and transitions have
been found to be crucial moments in
achieving tactical performance in foot-
ball. Counterattacks are defined as an
attack that begins when the ball is won
in open play, and progresses by exploit-
ingor creating the opposing team’sdefen-
sive imbalance from the beginning to the
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Abstract
Background. Transitions in football are
pivotal moments in the game, carrying
significant tactical and strategic implications.
Despite the lack of a consensus on the exact
definition and duration of transitions, their
importance is evident in the analysis of
football matches. Clear connections exist
between performance indicators, team
play styles, and specific game moments.
The evolution of game analysis, facilitated
by technology employing spatial, optical,
and motion sensors, has heightened the
recognition of transition actions.
Methods. This narrative review synthesizes
perspectives on transitions from various
authors and investigates how these
perspectives have evolved over time.
By utilizing real-time analysis through
advanced technology, the review aims to
offer a comprehensive understanding of
transitions in football.
Results. Counterattacks are identified as
a key outcome emerging from transitions,
affirming existing literature suggesting that
each transition prompts a response from the
opposing team. The review underscores the
need to objectively define the dichotomy of
transitions in terms of the moment of play
and style of play, mitigating overlap and
confusion.
Conclusion. Transitions are complex
phenomena occurring independently
of ball possession. Understanding their
classification,determinants, and outcomes is
crucial for optimizing team performance. By
shedding light on the multifaceted nature of
transitions, this review contributes to a more
nuanced comprehension of this critical
aspect of football strategy.

Keywords
Performance indicators · Style-of-
play · Offensive/defensive processes ·
Counterattack · Game moments

German Journal of Exercise and Sport Research

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12662-024-00951-9


Review

Table 1 Summary and systematizationof the different gameprinciples intogeneral, operational and fundamental according to the gameprocess the
players are in
Game principles

General principles Operational principles Fundamental principles

Defensive Offensive Defensive Offensive

– not to allow numerical
inferiority

– to avoid numerical equality
– to seek to create numerical

superiority

– to avoid opponent finaliza-
tion

– to recover the ball
– to prevent the opponent’s

progression
– to protect the goal
– to reduce the opponent’s

play space

– tomaintain ball possession
– to create offensive actions
– to advance on the oppo-

nent’s field
– to create finalization situa-

tions
– to try to score

– delay
– defensive coverage
– balance
– concentration
– defensive unit

– penetration
– offensive coverage
– depthmobility
– width and length
– the offensive unit

Bettega et al., 2021; Clemente et al., 2014

Table 2 Gamemoments and styles of play described in football
Gamemoments Style of play

Attack established
Defense established
– Transition attack/defense
– Transition defensive/attack
(Oliveira, 2004)
Set pieces
(Gollan et al., 2018; Hewitt
et al., 2016)

Possession
Set pieces attack
– Counterattacking play
– Transitional play

(Lago-Peñas et al., 2017)

Direct play
– Counterattack
Maintenance
Build up
Sustained threat
Fast tempo
Crossing
High pressure
(Fernandez-Navarro et al., 2018)

end of the play, using a penetrative pass,
dribble, or a combination of both (Fer-
nandez-Navarro et al., 2018; Tenga et al.,
2010). The main objective of counter-
attacks is to exploit the weaknesses and
imbalances of the opposing defense in
order to achieve penetration (Gonzalez-
Rodenas et al., 2016; Lago-Peñas et al.,
2017; Tenga et al., 2010). Counterat-
tacks should be performed as soon as
possible after regaining possession and
progress relatively quickly (Tenga et al.,
2010). Some authors have also suggested
that the speed at which the ball is moved
up the field during a counterattack deter-
mines itsvalue (Fernandez-Navarroetal.,
2018). Counterattack is described as typ-
ically involving moving the ball quickly
in transitional moments trying to out-
number defenders (Hewitt et al., 2016).

Transition periods present both ex-
citing opportunities and vulnerabilities
(Turner & Sayers, 2017) that teams
should aim to exploit in order to achieve
their goals. Theoretically, it is established
that in a transition, the team that takes
possession should try to reach the target
as quickly as possible in order to capital-
ize on space that may have resulted from
the possession shift (Garganta, Maia,

& Basto, 1997). However, there is no
clear consensus in the literature on when
a transition begins and ends. Some au-
thors have suggested that the defensive
moment of the game starts before the
ball is lost, and the offensive moment
begins before the recovery (Maneiro
et al., 2019).

Several studies have found that fast
offensive transitions give the possibil-
ity of a higher conversion rate of shots
per goal than slower attacks (M. Hughes
& Franks, 2005; Yiannakos & Armatas,
2006), which increases the chances of
scoring a goal by transitions than by es-
tablishing an attack. Additionally, the
“counterattacks were characterized not
onlybytheoffensivegametactics, butalso
by the opposing defensive tactics” (Gon-
zalez-Rodenas, Lopez-Bondia, Calabuig,
James, & Aranda, 2015a) and during the
transition periods, the positioning and
behavior of both teams create a tactical
environment in which the final result is
interdependent andmultifactorial (Gon-
zalez-Rodenas et al., 2016).

Fromtheabove, it is clear thatcounter-
attacks result from transitions, and that
these represent a crucial moment in the
development of the game. Therefore, in

this narrative, counterattackswill be con-
sidered as transitions. However, it is im-
portant to note that the term “transition”
has been used inadvertently to explain
two distinct concepts, which can gener-
ate confusion. Someauthors consider the
game to have four moments (Oliveira,
2004) or five moments (Gollan et al.,
2018; Hewitt et al., 2016), where the term
“Transitions” seems todefine twoof these
moments (. Table 2). Regardless of the
author, when referencing and describing
play styles, the terminology “transition/
counterattack play” has always emerged
(Gómez, Mitrotasios, Armatas, & Lago-
Peñas, 2018). Further research is nec-
essary to understand the tactical factors
related to offensive success in counter-
attack possessions in order to improve
the training process of this transitional
moment.

Offensive and defensive transitions

In today’s football, teams have evolved to
exhibit complex positional, tactical, and
strategic overlaps (. Fig. 1). Recent re-
search suggests that all the concepts out-
lined in . Fig. 1, namely strategies, tac-
tics, principles of play, styles of play, and
key moments of the game, stem from the
coach’s philosophy regarding the team’s
overarching gamemodel (Plakias, 2020).
Additionally, the same author indicates
that consideration should be given to
players’ abilities, the club’s culture, struc-
ture, and objectives, as well as the na-
tional culture of clubs and coaches. Nev-
ertheless, to fully understand the game,
it is important to distinguish between
the concepts of offensive and defensive
transitions. These concepts are crucial to
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Player Decision Making

Game Principles

General Principles

Operational Principles

Fundamental
Principles

Game Moments

Attack Established

Defense Established

Transition Attack/Defense

Transition
Defensive/Attack

Set Pieces

Style of play

Possession
Set pieces attack
Counterattacking play
Transitional play

Direct play
Counterattack
Maintenance
Build up
Sustained Threat
Fast Tempo
Crossing
High Pressure

Offensive Transition
determinants

Speed
Field location
Number of Participants
Number of Passes
Initiated by (Pass or Dribble)
Type of Pass
Skills/actions used
Duration
Live score
Match Status
Zone in which in the offensive
transition ends

Defensive Transition
determinants

Duration
Possession loss zone
Position of players at the start
and end of the defensive
transitions
Defensive organization
Time of the match
Position of defense
Match status
General defensive approach
Outcome of the defensive
transition

Performance Indicators

Situation Variable

Fig. 18 Existing correlations in football. A player’s decisionwill impact their ownperformance aswell as the team’s perfor-
mance. For that reason, players should be aware of the environment inwhich they are involved tomake decisions that are in
the best interest of the team

understanding the dynamics of the game
and how teams approach both attacking
and defending during transitions.

According to Yiannakos and Armatas
(2006), offensive transitions are initiated
when a team gains possession of the ball
and end when the team achieves a pre-
determined outcome, marking the tran-
sition from the defensive to the offensive
phase. This moment of change in ball
possession is considered a crucial aspect
of high-level competitive football (Vin-
cent & Durny, 2017). In contrast, defen-
sive transitions are defined as beginning
when a team loses possession of the ball
and attempts to reposition itself in or-
der to regain control of the ball (Wade,
1996). However, there is still a lack of
consensus on when exactly these tran-
sitions begin and end, and the process
between them. Recent studies have sug-
gested that the “defensive moment of the
game starts before the ball is lost, and
the offensive moment begins before the
recovery” (Maneiro, Rubén et al., 2008;
Maneiro et al., 2019), which further com-
plicates the definition, analysis and char-

acterization of offensive and defensive
transitions. Despite the lack of consen-
sus on the definitions of offensive and
defensive transitions, there is a general
agreement amongauthors on the concept
thatwhenever there is anoffensive transi-
tion, there is an opposing response from
the opposing team in the formof a defen-
sive transition (Casal, Andujar, Losada,
Ardá, & Maneiro, 2016; Vogelbein et al.,
2014; Winter & Pfeiffer, 2016). Further-
more, it is acknowledged that offensive
and defensive transitions according to
their characteristics can still be classified
as they start, the outcome and charac-
terized by determinants observed during
the transitions. Also, offensive and de-
fensive transitions are integral to a team’s
offensive and defensive processes, even if
they can occur independently of posses-
sion of the ball. This classification allows
for more detailed understanding of the
dynamics of the game and how teams
approach both attacking and defending
during transitions.

According to how they start, offensive
transitions can be classified and identi-

fied as “state transition” if the team that
gains possession of the ball manages to
start a play immediately, and as “inter-
phase transition” if the game is forced to
stop due to loss of ball possession or if
any reglementary violation is committed
(D. Barreira&Garganta, 2007; Machado,
Barreira, & Garganta, 2012). The same
authors (2012) define the “state-transi-
tion” and the “interphase transition” as
“the recovery/loss of ball possession hap-
pens, or not, directly, that is, the dynamic
phase of the game is maintained” and
these are valid for both offensive and de-
fensive transition. A defensive transition
can be classified as direct and indirect
(D. Barreira, 2014). For example, a tran-
sition is considered direct “if they started
and ended directly” (C. Casal, Andujar,
Losada, &Ardá, 2010), whichmeans that
the “game flow was preserved, with no
interruption, and the ball was recovered”
(D. Barreira, 2014). The ball is recovered
by an interception by tackle or by inter-
ventionof the goalkeeper in the defensive
phase (D. Barreira, 2014). A transition is
considered indirect if the “game flow was
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broken up due to an opponent’s violation
of the laws of the game or because the ball
leaves the pitch” (D. Barreira, 2014). The
ball is recovery by opponent’s violation
of the laws of the game, by a corner kick,
a goal kick, or adroppedball (D.Barreira,
2014).

Regarding the outcome, the offensive
transitions can be claimed as positive or
non-positive. Thus, a positive offensive
transition comprises all those that result
in a scoring situation by shot, a penalty
kick, or a free kick and non-positive if
it ends up as an out pass or intercepted
pass (Turner & Sayers, 2017). Thus, all
situations that allow the team to keep
possession of the ball in a privilege situ-
ation or bring a clear possibility of a goal
are considered positive. Thus, offensive
transitions that result in a corner kick or
a throw-in at the attacking third of the
field should be considered as positive.
Likewise, those that result in offensive
offside should be consider as non-posi-
tive. Contrary to what the vast majority
of authors have defined and shown over
time, Turner & Sayers (2017) clearly in-
dicate “that no significant relationship
was found between transition outcome
and the average transition speed”. These
results are extremely interesting as “this
suggests that positive and non-positive
attacking outcomes occur irrespective of
how fast the team transitioned” (Turner
& Sayers, 2017). This fact seems to open
a valuable perspective for future studies,
which should include motion sensors, in
the sense of understanding which per-
formance indicators best influence the
outcomes of the offensive transitions, but
above all, it paves the way for transitions
not to be linked to performance speed
but rather tactical and decision-making
factors that can be reached by optical
sensors. In defensive transition, the out-
comes have been classified as successful if
there is a “direct recovery of the ball with-
out the intervention of the goalkeeper”
and failure if a “shot or goal by another
team, or interruption of play of any type”
ends the transition (C. Casal et al., 2010).
Similarly, some authors classified as suc-
cessful or unsuccessful based on whether
the team that loses possession manages
to regain it or not (D. Barreira, 2014;
Casal et al., 2016).

Relatively to the determinants or vari-
ables of the offensive transition and how
they affect the successful transition re-
mainsundefined(Turner&Sayers, 2017).
Many authors in their studies consider
only a specific characteristic or determi-
nant of the offensive or defensive tran-
sition, so there is a lack of studies that
analyze the transitions as a whole.

These determinants are difficult to
characterize in isolation as they influ-
ence eachother. The situational variables
must also be considered, although these
refer to external and uncontrollable
aspects by the teams. The situational
variables most often considered are the
match status, match location and quality
of opposition (C. Casal et al., 2010),
to which must be added the playing
venue and the current score line (Fer-
nandez-Navarro et al., 2018; Wade, 1998;
Machado et al., 2012; Barreira & Gar-
ganta, 2007). According to Fernandez-
Navarro et al. (2018), these situation
variables, both “location of the match”
and “quality of the opposition”, “influ-
ence the different styles of play with the
exception of the transition game”, which
in addition to being particularly interest-
ing suggests that further study is needed
to clarify the concept of transition and
understand the tactical factors related to
offensive and defensive success.

In summary, the concepts of transi-
tion, counterattack, and their relation-
ship have been widely discussed in the
literature. Studies have shown that the
number of goals obtained through tran-
sition and counterattacks are significant,
that they are highly effective in creating
scoring opportunities, and that they are
closely linked to the outcomeof the game.
The characteristics and determinants of
offensive and defensive transitions have
been defined, although there is still a lack
of consensus among authors on when
they begin and end and the process be-
tween. Additionally, there is a need for
more research to understand the tactical
factors and decision-making that are re-
lated to offensive anddefensive success in
transitions, in order to improve the train-
ingprocess. Onthat it is also important to
distinguish between the different types of
transitions, such as state transitions, in-
terphase transitions, direct, and indirect,

and the outcomes, such as positive and
non-positive, to make them more train-
able, effective, and successful. Finally,
studies have emphasized the importance
of considering situational variables, such
as match status, location, and quality of
opposition, in the analysis of transitions.
There is a clear need for further studies
to focus on the defensive transitions and
the specific determinants that influence
their success.

Are “moments of play” and
“defensive and offensive
processes” independent?

It is important tonote that thesemoments
ofplayandprocesses arenot independent
fromeachother, as theyarecloselyrelated
and interact with one another. The of-
fensive and defensive processes are con-
stantly changing throughout the game,
and a team’s style of play will influence
the way in which these processes are ex-
ecuted. For example, a team that pri-
oritizes possession-based play will likely
have a different approach to offensive and
defensive transitions compared to a team
that focuseson transitionalplay. Another
example of this relates the team’s strategic
behavior to the process and moment of
the game in which the team finds itself.
A team may have possession of the ball
but still be in a defensive process, such as
when they are trying to defend a lead late
in the game. Conversely, a team may not
have possession of the ball but still be in
an offensive process, such as when they
are pressing high up the field to try and
win the ball back in a dangerous area.
Therefore, it is important to consider not
only ball possession, but also the tactical
and strategic objectives of each team, as
well as the specific moments and phases
of the game, whendefining andanalyzing
offensive and defensive processes.

Considering . Table 2, it seems obvi-
ous that the style of play influences and
evendetermine themoments of the game
as well as the game processes, namely
the relationship between speed, space
(location) and the nature of the actions
(Gómez et al., 2018). Hewitt et al. (2016)
present a definition of style of play which
mentions the importance of the players’
movements and the interaction between
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Fig. 28 Players in different gamemoments inside one gameprocess.The figure illustrates a hypothetical realistic situation
createdtobetterdescribe theoffensive/defensive transitionandhowateamwillbe inadefensive/offensiveprocessandsome
players of the same teamwill be in a different gamemoment from the rest of the team.The thinner black lines represent the
previousmovements of the players. The thick black lines represent themost significantmoves and they come from the fact of
the players wherewell body orientated andhave identified the space to invade previously.The thick orange line represents
the ball movements.Offensive TeamPoint of View—EstablishedDefense toOffensive Transition:a 2.1—Blue Team in Defen-
sive Processwhere it is possible to identify twoplayers in anOffensive Transitionmode as they have identified the space to
invade in case of change possession and they have their body orientation ready to initiate the offensive transition.2.2—Blue
Teamwith possession. The twoprevious players identified in 2.1have advantage on the offensive transition for having the
correct body orientation andhaving previously identified the space to invade.A third player is also part of the transition pro-
cess. 2.3—The ball is possessed by a player identified in 2.1, who invaded the space identified in 2.1.The offensive transition
becomes very promisingwith a 3v3 game situation in the last third of the game. It is possible to identify twoplayers coming
to support (“Transition supporter’s players”) the transition in case the teamdelay the play.2.4—Promising finishwhere it is
possible to identify the support transitionplayers andanewplayer that is currently in aDefensive Transitionmode in case the
team loses possession.bDefensive TeamPoint of View—EstablishedAttack toDefensive Transition:2.1.1—Yellow team in
offensive processwhere it is possible to identify three players in aDefensive Transitionmode as they identified the space to
cover in caseof a changepossession.Theplayershad theirbodyorientation ready to initiateadefensive transitionat any time.
2.1.2—Yellow team lost the possession.The three players previously identified in 2.1.1have the advantage on the defensive
transition for having correct body orientation andhavingpreviously identified the space to cover.The playersmake decisions
accordingwith the team’s style of play/strategy.2.1.3—The yellow team is trying to reorganize their defense line adjusting
their position accordingwith the opponents and the position of the ball. It is possible to identified three other players catch-
ingupontheirdefensivepositions. 2.1.4—Promisingfinish for theblue team.Yellowteamis still reorganizingthemselves. It is
possible to identify threedefenders trying tocatchup theirposition (“transitionhelper’s players”) aswell as twopossibleplay-
ers adapting their position andbody orientation to be in an offensive transitionmode in case the yellow teamagain obtains
the possession. Summary: Is possible to identify players in both teams in adifferent gamemoment thanother players in their
team. Thosewhowere identified are predicting the loss of gain of the possession of the ball
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them and the ball, considering the vari-
ables of speed, time, and space (loca-
tion). Additionally, the situational vari-
ables, such as the match status and loca-
tion, will also have an impact on the way
in which these moments and processes
are executed.

Overall, while these moments of
play and processes can be defined and
analyzed separately, they must be con-
sidered in relation to one another to
fully understand the dynamics of the
game. Although the connection be-
tween a moment of the game and the
offensive/defensive process of the game
seems simple, it is crucial to define it
and show its limits. Thus, the defensive
process is constituted when a team does
not have possession of the ball and has
as principle to delay or make unfeasible
the offensive game of the opposition
(Wade, 1996). The offensive process is
constituted when a team obtains the pos-
session of the ball and has as principle
to attack the opponent team with the
intention of obtaining goals (Gonzalez-
Rodenas et al., 2015b).

In the sameway that when a team is in
anoffensive transitionthere isanopposite
response from the opposing team in the
form of a defensive transition, it seems
logical that while one team is in an offen-
sive process the other is in a defensive
process (. Fig. 2). However, and con-
sidering the increasing impact of tactical
performance indicatorsongameanalysis,
it seems to be limiting that the definition
ofoffensive anddefensive gameprocesses
is based on the variable “to have or not”
ball possession.

In the realm of competitive sports,
the potential for a change in status dur-
ing game moments is a crucial aspect
that teams must take into consideration
in their preparation and tactics. The rel-
ative position of the ball and the key
positioning of players in both defensive
and offensive processes are determining
factors in whether a team is in a defen-
sive posture while in possession of the
ball or in an offensive posture while not
in possession. It is important to note
that transition moments are inherently
risky, as the attacking team must main-
tain possession in order to avoid vul-
nerability to counterattack (Gollan et al.,

2018). Therefore, it is imperative that all
stakeholders know what their team con-
figures as a positive outcome for these
moments.

Previous research has also demon-
strated that teams ranked higher in com-
petitions tend toexhibit anoffensive tran-
sition style characterized by physical at-
tributes that lend themselves to strength
during these moments, in contrast to
teams ranked lower (Gollan et al., 2018).
Thishighlights theneed for specific train-
ingtoaddress thesemoments inthegame.
Furthermore, Gollan et al. (2018) notes
that “a transition game style is character-
ized by relative dominance in both offen-
sive and defensive transition moments”.

The literature on team sports perfor-
mance suggests that behaviors occurring
“off-the-ball” may be of huge significance
to influence a team performance (Santos,
Lago-Peñas, &García-García, 2017; Tay-
lor,Mellalieu, James, &Barter, 2010; Tay-
lor, Mellalieu, James, & Shearer, 2008).
These behaviors include runs, both of-
fensive and defensive, tactical behaviors,
and positioning that occur away from the
ball and can be influenced by situational
variables (Taylor et al., 2008). The aim
of these behaviors is trying to predict
future actions of the game and this way
take advantage for their teams. In this
way, and being the behaviors adopted
by the players based on the game plan
established through a preplanned strat-
egy, which also includes variations and
tactical adjustments in response to an
opponent’s response (Gollan et al., 2018;
Memmert, Lemmink, & Sampaio, 2017),
it seems overt to corroborate the idea
that strategies and tactics are crucial fac-
tors to determine the outcome of a foot-
ballmatch (Yiannakos&Armatas, 2006),
which will reflect the importance of the
player positioning of the ball.

This suggest that the best teams in
possession, in addition of being in the
offensive process, prepare the moment
of defensive transition as if predicting or
anticipating the moment of loss of pos-
session. Likewise, the best teams in the
defensive process anticipate the offensive
transition through tactical and positional
changes of their players. The team will
then be in a better position to start an

offensive transition with better chances
of success.

Therefore, it is logical to conclude
that the objective of strategies is achieved
through the application of specific tactics
(Carling, C., Williams, A. M., & Reilly,
2005) and that tactical performance in-
dicators are key considerations for the
analysis and training of the game (Gon-
zalez-Rodenasetal., 2015b;M.D.Hughes
& Bartlett, 2002).

Limitations

Although the review was not carried out
in a systematic manner, it nevertheless
offers useful information once the nar-
rative review was conducted with scien-
tific rigor. Potential limitations include
selection bias due to subjective inclusion
criteria and the possibility of excluding
relevant studies. While providing valu-
able insights, readers should approach
the results with caution and be aware of
potential biases in the narrative review.
Acknowledging the potential impact of
subjective inclusion criteria, the paper
highlights the risk of selection bias. This
subjectivity introduces a limitation as it
may affect the representativeness and ob-
jectivity of the evidence considered in the
review. The deliberate choice of a nar-
rative methodology for critical decision-
making is acknowledged. However, the
paper recognizes the challenges associ-
ated with this approach, particularly in
terms of conceptualizations of perfor-
mance indicators, offensive anddefensive
transitions, game moments, and princi-
ples of the game. This highlights the need
for careful interpretation due to poten-
tial ambiguity and inconsistencies in data
interpretation. The decision not to limit
the timeframe for the search, aiming to
includecritical olderdata, isnoted. How-
ever, the paper acknowledges the poten-
tial downside of this strategy: the inad-
vertent inclusion of outdated evidence.
This limitation emphasizes the impor-
tance of considering the relevance and
applicability of findings in the context
of the evolving nature of research. Con-
fining the search to PubMed and Web
of Science is acknowledged as a limi-
tation. This decision may result in the
omission of studies from other sources
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or the grey literature. The potential ex-
clusion of relevant research beyond these
databases limits the comprehensiveness
of the evidence base and may impact the
generalizability of the review’s findings.

In summary, the paper’s strengths in
scientific rigor are juxtaposed with these
acknowledged limitations, emphasizing
the importance of a nuanced and criti-
cal approach to interpreting the results.
These considerations pave theway for fu-
ture research to address and build upon
these limitations for a more comprehen-
sive understanding of the subject matter.

Conclusion

Transition moments in football play
a crucial role in determining the out-
come of a match. Studies have shown
that a significant portion of goals scored
in major tournaments and leagues are
achieved through transitions and set
pieces.

Furthermore, it has been found that
teams that excel in transition moments,
both offensive and defensive, tend to per-
formbetter inmatches. However, despite
the importance of these moments, there
is still a lack of consensus on the defi-
nition and characterization of offensive
and defensive transitions. Additionally,
more research is needed to understand
theperformance indicators that influence
the outcome of these transitions and how
teams can effectively train for them.

Although the transition can be clas-
sified according to a wide range of con-
ditions and characteristics, the need to
objectify the beginning of the offensive/
defensive transition seems evident, as
some authors have recently questioned
the moment in which it begins. Like-
wise, the end of transitions is not truly
established, namely when they originate
an established attack, whichmakes it dif-
ficult to perceive the end of the defense/
attack and attack/defense transition mo-
ment with the established Attack/Defend
moment. It is imperative that the termi-
nology around the concept “Transitions”
be distinctive and clarified to be able to
immediately identify which of the con-
cepts isbeing talkedabout, since the same
reference has been used to identify a mo-
ment of play and a style of play.

One area of future research could
be the examination of the relationship
between transition moments and team
strategies and tactics. Strategies and tac-
tics play a crucial role in determining the
outcome of a match, and it would be in-
teresting to study how teams specifically
prepare for transition moments in rela-
tion to their overall game plan. Another
area of interest could be the study of the
impact of situational variables, such as
match status and quality of opposition,
on transition moments. Understanding
how these variables influence transition
moments could provide valuable insights
for teams and coaches in their match
preparation.

Finally, it would be valuable to con-
duct more research that analyzes tran-
sition moments as a whole, considering
various determinants and performance
indicators. Technology will play a cru-
cial role in the study of these variables
through motion and optical sensors that
allow finding spatial patterns of move-
ment. This would provide a more com-
prehensive understanding of how transi-
tionmomentsaffect a team’sperformance
and help teams develop more effective
strategies and tactics for these crucial
moments in the game. As the game of
football continues to evolve, it is crucial
that we have a deeper understanding of
the factors that influence the outcome of
matches, including transition moments.
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