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STATE OF THE GAME

THE TOURNAMENTState
of the

Game
by LYLE PHAIR

For many hockey teams at all age groups, from the youngest 
mites all the way up through the oldest adults, one of the 
highlights of the season is the tournament.

Oddly enough, as much as there is nothing quite like it, 
essentially most of the season is quite like it.  Just in a much 
more drawn out version.

If you really think about it, pretty much every game played 
in youth hockey is a “tournament” game.  The only games that 
really aren’t “tournament” in nature are scrimmage, exhibition 
or non-league games.  All league or playoff games are really 
just part of a longer than usual tournament that results in one 
team officially (or sometimes unofficially) laying claim to the 
championship.  Tournaments are the compressed version of a 
league or playoff.  In fast forward.  Amped up on caffeine.

But what we think of as a true tournament, one that is typically 
held over the course of a weekend, is very much different.  In a 
lot of different ways.  Some good, some not so good.

CHEMISTRY BUILDER
Going to an “early-bird” or “icebreaker” tournament early in 

the season can be a very valuable and worthwhile experience 
for a team.  And not necessarily for what happens on the ice.  
While that is definitely a part of it, the hours spent together away 
from the rink, in the hotel and at the restaurants are beneficial 
to the chemistry of a team that can often yield dividends on the 
ice for the remainder of the season.

And not just for the players. It is a great time for families, who 
will be spending substantial amounts of time with each other 
over the course of the season, to interact and get to know one 
another a little better.  

Of course, sometimes that can not necessarily be a good thing 
because oil and water will never mix no matter how much you 
try, but in most cases everybody gets along.  And the better 
they know one another, the more they do.

From a coaching standpoint, tournaments can be very effective 
opportunities to teach the game.  No matter the age or level of 
play of the players, there is always something to learn.  There is 
always something to teach.  

The advantage that a tournament presents is that there is a 
significant amount of hockey played in a short time, usually at 
least three games in two days, oftentimes more than that.  

Coaches who use that opportunity wisely will reap the rewards 
later on in the season.  Tournament games are filled with teachable 
moments.  As are all games.  The difference is that with more 
games in a shorter time span, you can constantly reinforce those 
messages over and over with a greater likelihood that they will 
be retained by the players.  

Tournaments can provide teams with an opportunity to play 
against different teams that they would never otherwise play.  
It can be nice to get a break from league or local play where you 
might face the same team 3-4 times in a given season.  It can also 
be annoying to drive four hours to a tournament only to find out 
you are playing the same teams that you play all year long.

A LITTLE FREEDOM
For many of the players (and some of the parents) the most 

memorable tournament moments are created at the hotel where 
the team stays.  

Kids of all ages get together in packs and roam the hallways, 
moving from room to room, soaking up the opportunity (especially 
the younger ones) for a little freedom from parental supervision.  

On the flip side, parents sometimes enjoy the same freedom from 
parental responsibilities.  Some of them a little too much at times.  
And they are usually very easy to spot the next morning slinking 
blurry-eyed into the rink at 6:55 for that 7 a.m. game.

Team meals in restaurants also can really help in bringing the 
players and their families together and literally forcing them to 
get to know one another.  There is really nothing like sitting down 
and breaking bread. The dad that likes to sit off by his self during 
a game, away from all of the other parents, has to get into the 
group and has to talk to the rest of them.  At the rink, he may be 
the yeller, or he may move away to get away from the yellers.  But 
at the restaurant, there is nowhere to hide.  Unless of course you 
want to be at the kid table.  

Some tournaments do a wonderful job of creating a fun 
tournament atmosphere in the arena, aside from the games on the 
ice.  Things like raffles and drawings, silent auctions, give-away 
goodie bags for players, pancake breakfasts, free skate sharpening, 
equipment vendors showing the newest products, hospitality/
snack rooms for coaches, the chance to buy pictures of your player 

or team in action, karaoke contests and skills competitions all add 
to the event.

THE NOT SO GOOD
With the good sometimes comes the bad.  And tournaments 

can have more than their share of not so good hockey moments 
for players and families.

Missing school is never a good thing.  Unless you are a kid, and 
even then many kids don’t like to miss school.  More and more it 
seems the tournament format that used to be reserved for Friday 
evening, all day Saturday and most of the day Sunday now bleeds 
into all day Friday, sometimes even requiring a Thursday stay-over.

The tournament business is very competitive and for many the 
philosophy is “more is better”.  Where 3-4 games was once the 
standard (a game Friday evening, two on Saturday and the semis 
and/or finals on Sunday), now tournaments are offering 4-game 
guarantees with teams playing as many as 6 games total if they 
go to the finals.  That necessitates two games on Friday which 
means more school being missed.  Not a good thing.  Throw in 
the fact that players are forced to play 5-6 games in 48-56 hours 
and it only gets worse.

Playing that much hockey in that short of time results in tired 
and banged up players and games are not as well played as they 
could or should be.

As much as good coaches can influence their team positively 
by using the tournament format constructively as a teaching tool, 
they can go the opposite direction by being influenced by the win 
or go home mentality.  It’s not hard to get caught up in that.  The 
parents have spent their money and time to get there and there 
can be the perception of pressure to see it “pay off” for them.  
So coaches coach the scoreboard and players get short-shifted.  
Coaches justify it by thinking “if we win this game, then all of the 
other players get an opportunity to play one more game”.  

The tournament format does not always allow for quality 
refereeing.  Many referees get over-worked with too many games 
in too short of a time period.  Some get tired, some get lazy.  Some 
just make “bad calls” anyway.

Factor in the ultra-competitive, over-caffeinated, sleep-deprived 
and sometimes alcohol-impaired parents who have their sights 
set on the tournament championship and who live and die with 
every call and you can guess what happens next.  A recipe for 
the perfect storm.

Like everything else in the youth hockey experience, tournaments 
are what we make of them.  They can provide a great opportunity 
for coaches and parents to create a positive experience for the 
players.  Or not.




