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INTRODUCTION

It was called the summer of analytics. The growing wave of interest 

in the field reached a tipping point early in 2014, with the successful, 

high-profile prediction of Toronto’s late-season disaster followed 

by the triumph of Justin Williams and the Los Angeles Kings in 

the Stanley Cup Final, all of which prompted a flurry of interest in 

hockey analytics from NHL front offices and mainstream media.

After years of toiling away in anonymity, our hockey analytics 

community had a busy and exciting time that off-season. Of those 

analysts who had their work referenced in Hockey Abstract 2014, these 

eight were subsequently hired by NHL teams: 

NHL FRONT OFFICE HIRING OF  

HOCKEY ANALYTICS OUTSIDERS, 2014

DATE HIRED TEAM ANALYST

July 14 CAR Eric Tulsky

August 5 EDM Tyler Dellow

August 10 FLA Brian Macdonald

August 19 TOR Darryl Metcalf

August 19 TOR Rob Pettapiece

September 29 undisclosed Corey Sznajder

October 11 WSH Timothy Barnes

October 20 SJS Matt Pfeffer
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In addition, Toronto hired Cam Charron on August 19th, an 

undisclosed club hired Dimitri Filipovic on September 29th, and 

New Jersey, perhaps kicking off the entire party, had hired Sunny 

Mehta as its director of hockey analytics on June 12th. 

Of course, hockey statisticians had been hired in the past, but 

what made this special was the fact that teams were choosing out-

siders for those roles. Not exclusively, of course, given the equally 

prominent hiring of analysts like Ian Anderson in Philadelphia and 

Kyle Dubas in Toronto, but bloggers and amateur pundits were cer-

tainly being pursued to a far greater extent than ever before, and 

teams were being far less secretive about it.

Picking up on the fact that this sport was getting ready to join 

baseball and football in publicly acknowledging and tentatively 

embracing these new views, mainstream media quickly followed suit, 

hiring many of the remaining analysts for various websites, newspa-

pers, magazines, and radio shows. Most importantly, the NHL itself 

launched a multi-phase project in the 2014–15 season, introducing a 

flurry of statistics to its website that were innovated exclusively by 

outsiders and bloggers. 

Even in my personal experience, the growing popularity of this 

field has been obvious. Not only did I get this very book deal after 

years of self-publishing, but I was regularly contacted with questions 

by about a dozen NHL organizations and several mainstream media 

organizations. My work was even featured in non-sports magazines 

like Rolling Stone and Forbes.1 After over a decade of silence, interest 

in hockey analysts’ work was growing rapidly.

Since it’s never too early to illustrate a point with a chart (and 

because it’s only fair that I should be the first individual subjected to 

the same type of analysis that will soon be unleashed on all the 

NHL’s players), the following chart shows the interest in my own 

brand of statistical analysis on radio and television, growing from 

1. Steve Lepore, “The NHL’s Numbers Game: The Evolution of Hockey’s Analytics Movement,” The 

Rolling Stone, November 5, 2014, http://www.rollingstone.com/culture/features/the-nhl-numbers-game-

the-evolution-of-hockeys-analytics-movement-20141105; Jim Pagels, “Hockey Analytics Conferences 

Continue Growing, Following Path of Other Sports,” Forbes, April 13, 2015, http://www.forbes.com/sites/

jimpagels/2015/04/13/hockey-analytics-conferences-continue-growing-following-path-of-other-sports/. 
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about 10 appearances per year historically to about 50 in 2014 and 

100 in 2015. 

This same trend is typical of my fellow statistical analysts and 

across other forms of media, including frequent quotes and non- 

traditional statistics appearing in mainstream websites, newspapers, 

and magazines. Like it or not—and you’d presumably be holding 

this book only if you like it—statistical analysis has finally arrived to 

our sport to stay.

A Mixed Blessing

The surging popularity of hockey analytics comes with the good, the 

bad, and the ugly. 

On one hand, it finally provides a platform for the growing 

number of brilliant analysts to share their work and to build on 

each other’s developments, thereby rapidly advancing the field. On 

the flip side, it is challenging for mainstream fans to make sense of 

these new statistics, especially in how they can be applied to real 

hockey situations. For all the fantastic work that’s out there, there 

are also studies that are confusing, incomplete, misleading, or just 
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plain wrong. Add it up, and it can be a frustrating experience for 

those who are otherwise excited to dive into this world and enjoy 

the statistical analysis of our favourite sport as much as baseball fans 

do with theirs.

Fortunately, that’s where Hockey Abstract comes in. Inspired by 

Baseball Abstract, which was written by Bill James from 1977 through 

1988, this book is the third in a series that is intended to introduce 

modern statistical hockey analysis, along with its proper applications 

and limitations.

One of the great blessings of the surging popularity is that this 

book will be available, for the first time, on the shelves of leading 

book retailers, thanks to the tremendous support of our new pub-

lisher, ECW Press. 

On the down side, the realities of the publishing business mean 

that we have to skip a season and that the data, examples, and ref-

erences within are going to be a year old. Fortunately, this is not an 

annual yearbook whose usefulness expires with every new season. 

Much like James’s famous works in baseball, Hockey Abstract is more 

about how to examine the sport and not about the actual num-

bers themselves. Our approach, along with most of our findings, is 

intended to be timeless. 

For those readers who want up-to-date data, there will be an 

electronic download on the Hockey Abstract website.2 This digital 

supplement will also include the James-inspired team essays, which 

leverage our considerable experience with Hockey Prospectus and 

McKeen’s magazine. The website itself also includes plenty of addi-

tional data along with some online tools, almost all of which we are 

pleased to present to everyone at no charge.

On behalf of all three authors, we deeply appreciate those who 

supported the previous two self-published books, which were avail-

able only on Amazon (and still are), and we are very excited about 

how this new deal can help us deliver an even better product and 

reach a brand-new audience, much as Bill James first did in 1982.

2. Hockey Abstract, http://www.hockeyabstract.com.
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The Inspiration of Bill James

Despite the audacity of this book’s title, I’m not hockey’s Bill James. 

I’m not even sure there is one, but I’m hoping that someday there 

will be a young man or woman who is being inspired by this book. 

James was my inspiration. Extremely well-worn copies of Baseball 

Abstract were among the only books I ever pulled off the shelf in 

my youth. Like James, I naturally viewed the game (and the world) 

through a statistical lens, and I loved breaking down and organizing 

every element of that sport in an objective fashion. I quickly applied 

many of the ideas he wrote about to hockey, including quality starts 

and league translations. I strove to emulate his style in my early years 

until developing the confidence to blend in more of my own.

That’s why this is not a book that’s about what we know about 

hockey but rather what we don’t know. Most topics begin with a ques-

tion, which is then explored without any preconception of what the 

answer should be. Virtually everything I have ever done in this field 

began with the words “I don’t know.” Consequently, this isn’t a book 

about hockey stats; rather, it’s a book about hockey that uses stats. 

There are those who say that hockey analytics just aren’t there yet, 

and that is a fair criticism. We certainly haven’t caught up to baseball, 

a sport that, over its 30-year head start, has established what works 

and what doesn’t (and to what extent), built a track record of proven 

results, and figured out how best to express these concepts and/or tie 

them to traditional analysis. It will take time to do that in our favou-

rite sport, and books like these are an important part of that journey.

Philosophically, our view is that statistical hockey analysis is at 

its best when serving as a sober second thought to confirm or chal-

lenge what has been observed through traditional analysis and when 

being used to find players, teams, or situations that might have been 

missed and deserve a closer look. As such, there will always be new 

questions to answer, including some where the numbers can play 

only a secondary role.

There will also always be new hockey statistics. Just as in baseball, 

there are different kinds of stats with many different purposes. In gen-

eral, they can be classified based on how well they describe what has 
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occurred and how well they predict what will happen in the future. 

Some metrics are only meant for the former, while others include the 

latter component to some extent or another; we lean toward the latter. 

Like James, we try to validate our findings using as many different 

statistics and perspectives as possible, not just our own and not just 

the most mature ones or those currently held in the greatest esteem.

Given our mainstream audience, we also considered a third prop-

erty of hockey statistics—their complexity. Metrics that are straight-

forward, are accessible, and make intuitive sense are going to be far 

more useful in the long run than those that are slightly more accurate 

but require a master’s in statistics to understand or require someone 

else’s explanation and interpretation. While this medium does allow 

us the space to provide such explanations and interpretations, it 

makes more sense to include the more straightforward versions as 

well and ultimately let the readers reach their own conclusions.

If there’s one overall guiding philosophy, then it’s to share our pas-

sion by having fun. Too frequently, statistical analysis is used to criti-

cize and tear down teams, players, or other people’s work—and James 

himself was certainly no exception. While it’s perfectly reasonable to 

challenge a particular view or specific players, it’s not really what 

makes this world the most fun nor the most useful. For us, the passion 

comes from exploring creative new ideas and perspectives and finding 

ways to better understand various players, teams, and situations. 

Ultimately, that’s what magnifies our appreciation of this great sport. 
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A Third Book

It is highly rewarding to have you as an audience for our work. Both 

new and old readers may already be wondering what to expect from 

this third book. Basically, the first book was a primer that laid some 

foundations, the 2014 offering built on those principles to break new 

ground, and this third one brings it all together. 

Most notably, each of the authors chose one important and ambi-

tious topic, or “big chapter,” that blends several concepts together. 

While previous books are certainly a useful companion to this new 

research, absolutely no previous knowledge is necessary—everything 

is explained.

Specifically, Tom wrote the definitive guide to individual posses-

sion statistics, Iain laid out how the careers of young prospects can 

be projected using their junior statistics, and I built a model of how 

to use statistical analysis to build a team in the salary cap era.

The next four chapters revolve around the classic bar-stool “who 

is the best” arguments that we so love. In the past, we’ve used statis-

tics to find the best goalie, best defensive player, best playmaker, best 

goal scorer, best penalty-killer, best power-play specialist, and even 

the best coach and most undervalued player. This year we’re hunting 

for the best faceoff specialist, best shot-blocker, best hitter, and best 

puck stopper. 

We also like to include a sprinkle of history in every edition; this 

year we’re taking an updated look at the 20 most lopsided trades in 

history.

A new book is a great opportunity to build on the past and to 

create a better product. As always, we gratefully review our reader 

feedback and strive to bring forward the best elements from the pre-

vious editions, integrate new ideas, and ultimately provide a familiar 

but superior overall experience.

With that in mind, those who enjoyed the previous two books 

can look forward to seeing the same basic philosophy and structure 

and all their favourite elements that made past editions fun to read, 

including the following:
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• There is absolutely nothing within but all-new and original 

material.

• This is a meaty book that can be jumped into anywhere.  

Hockey Abstract includes a detailed table of contents and  

glossary.

• There are plenty of illustrations, examples, anecdotes, charts, 

and graphs to break things up, to help explain how a result was 

arrived at, and to translate those results into meaningful and 

timeless points.

• This book features the spirited collaboration of three authors 

who have worked together for over a decade and who seam-

lessly complement each other’s work. According to readers, not 

only does this provide a nice mix,3 but it avoids the perception 

that this perspective comes from a single gatekeeper.4

• There is a wealth of interesting little discoveries and insights. 

For example, in the 2014 edition, readers enjoyed learning how 

scoring is up 15% in the second period because of the long 

change, that penalties are down 17% in the third period because 

refs are reluctant to call penalties, and that backup goalies have 

their stats negatively affected by getting the lion’s share of 

back-to-back road games.

• New statistics. The 2014 edition introduced home-plate save 

percentage and “dirty rat” penalty minutes, and this edition 

presents new faceoff, goaltending, and shot-blocking statistics.

• There are still some careful challenges of controversial topics, 

which were a key attraction of the 2014 edition, including 

who should be in the Hall of Fame, a plunge into the shot-

quality debate, questioning if enforcers are necessary, the blown 

Ottawa Senators prediction from the inaugural edition, and 

the goalie one-stat argument. 

3. John Fischer, “Book Review: Rob Vollman’s Hockey Abstract 2014,” In Lou We Trust (blog), September 7, 

2014, http://www.inlouwetrust.com/2014/9/7/6112495/book-review-rob-vollman-hockey-abstract-2014.

4. J.J. from Kansas, “Book Review: Rob Vollman’s Hockey Abstract 2014,” Winging It in Motown (blog), 

August 19, 2014, http://www.wingingitinmotown.com/2014/8/19/6043393/book-review-rob-vollmans-

hockey-abstract-2014.
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• The well-received Q&A chapter, which closes the book, will 

cover any remaining ground and provide any required updates 

to previous works.

• Finally, the warmest praise these books have received was all 

about being so much fun to read. This is not a hostile attack 

on teams, colleagues, or the mainstream, nor is it some kind 

of contest about proving who is clever. Our work is at its best 

when our deep love for what we do shines through.

Naturally, not all the responses to the previous editions were pos-

itive, and we have tried to acknowledge what can be improved with 

equal gratitude. For example, we tried to fill in more gaps this year, 

specifically related to how factors such as quality of competition, 

quality of teammates, and zone starts can affect possession numbers. 

Each of these concepts takes more of a centre stage in Tom’s chapter 

on possession statistics. 

Perhaps the toughest criticism I’ve seen was from a reader who 

felt that our last book was “hard work, but may as well be free.”5 

In fairness, I partly understand his viewpoint and how things have 

changed since Bill James and Baseball Abstract. With all the great 

free content available online, and with free access to great statistical 

databases like Behind the Net, why buy a book? 

First of all, don’t diminish the value of staying on top of the 

cutting-edge research and hard-to-find data all in one place. Some 

fans don’t get the opportunity to hear more than the perspectives 

of a handful of the most prominent and/or local statistical analysts, 

which is why being kept up to date on the work of well over 50 dif-

ferent experts (and future front office managers) is, on its own, well 

worth the cover price. 

Even for those who enjoy these free online articles as much as we 

do, they don’t frequently allow the writer to go into any particular 

detail or to really explore where the underlying data and concepts 

came from, along with their proper application and limitations. Years 

5. John Fischer, “Book Review: Rob Vollman’s Hockey Abstract 2014,” In Lou We Trust (blog), September 7, 

2014, http://www.inlouwetrust.com/2014/9/7/6112495/book-review-rob-vollman-hockey-abstract-2014.
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ago, I remember exchanging messages with one particularly bright 

young man with an almost insatiable curiosity about stats like goals 

versus threshold (GVT). Several of us responded to his questions as 

best we could through emails, tweets, and links to articles, but until 

a book like this was complete, there was no single source that could 

quench his thirst. By then he had fallen back on the numbers he 

already knew and understood and had gone silent. 

This may not exactly sound like a Shakespearean tragedy, but I 

was once a young man like that, and I don’t like to think about all 

the joy I’d have missed out on if I hadn’t found Bill James’s books 

to help fuel my passion. For us authors, there is no greater joy than 

when we connect with someone who was in some way motivated or 

inspired by our work, and we can’t wait to see what they contribute 

to our beloved sport. That’s exactly why we do this.

Finally, we want more books like these, not just our own. Call us 

old-fashioned, but we like to walk into a bookstore and physically 

flip through the pages of statistical books the same way baseball 

fans can. There’s not a lot of fame or money in this, but the sup-

port Hockey Abstract has enjoyed will soon make it possible for other 

writers and publishers to get involved, which brings me to the final 

sentiment we’d like to share before getting started.

A Special Thank You

The purpose of this introduction was to give everyone an idea of 

why we wrote this book and what to expect, along with an overview 

of our general approach to and philosophy analytics. But the most 

important words on these opening pages are to thank you for reading. 

Writing these books has been a tremendously challenging, joyful, 

and rewarding experience thanks in large part to the tremendous 

support of our readers. That response really makes a big difference, 

both in the quality of our work and to all of us personally. While we 

do get a surge of enthusiasm every time we work with a front office 

or get attention from the mainstream media, our greatest passion is 

with our fellow fans.
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That’s why we have used some of the proceeds to help organize, 

promote, and attend grassroots hockey analytics conferences. These 

fan-held events have already been hosted in Edmonton, Calgary, 

Pittsburgh, Ottawa, Washington, Rochester, and Boston, with more 

to hopefully follow in the future. We really hope to meet you at an 

upcoming event, thank you for reading our ideas, and hear your ideas.

From one group of fans to another, thank you and please enjoy.




