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Team Essay #1 – More Than Their Fair Share 

Whenever I see a playoff team with a below-midpoint Return From Play (see chart above), or 
a non-playoff team with an above-midpoint RFP, I think of their goalies. RFP is a measure of 
the Productivity Rating of its players: if it is below average and the team made the playoffs, 
the obvious place to look for what brought the team to the playoffs is in the crease. 

In this case, one goalie was a good part of Minnesota’s 2022-23 success, and it might not be 
the goalie you thought it would be. While Filip Gustavsson played less than Marc-Andre 
Fleury, he was better: Filip gave up 23 fewer goals than expected while Marc-Andre broke 
even.  

Another portion of their 2022-23 success is puck luck. Based on their goals for and goals 
against for the season, Minnesota should have had 98 points instead of 103. By the way, 
statisticians would prefer to use a word like “randomness” instead of the phrase “puck luck”, 
but they both mean the same thing. 

Minnesota got more than their fair share of success this season, thanks to Gustavsson’s good 
play and puck luck, I mean, randomness. 
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Team Essay #2 – Defensive Battles vs. Fire-Wagon Hockey 

Defensive battles are games with final scores of 3-0, 2-1, 2-0 or 1-0. Minnesota had nineteen 
such games and their record was damn good: 12-4-3.  

Fire-wagon hockey is a game in nine or more goals were scored, such as 5-4, 7-6 or 8-5. 
Minnesota had ten such games and were mediocre in them: 3-4-3. 

Minnesota preferred a defensive brand of hockey, and played better when they kept the 
score down. And they played more defensive battles than fire-wagon games, which is what 
they should have done. 

Team Essay #3 – You Have to Play Defense to Win 

There are a lot of dinosaurs who will tell you that a team can’t win if they don’t play great 
defense. The truth is that teams that win are good at offense and defense, not just at defense.  

Minnesota’s 2022-23 regular season is a good example of why offense matters. Minnesota 
gave up 30 fewer goals than they did in 2021-22, and they lost 10 points in the standings. Let 
that sink in: they went from 53-22-7 to 46-25-11 while reducing their goals against by 30. 

The reason their record dropped is that they didn’t just reduce their opponents’ scoring, they 
reduced their own scoring as well: they scored 66 fewer goals. It says here that if you have to 
give up two goals to prevent the other team from scoring one, that is a very bad trade-off. 

Had the Wild reduced their goals for by only 30, keeping level with the reduction in goals 
against, their record would have been around 53-20-9, a very marginal improvement.  

I remember reading something in a Bill James Baseball Abstract that applies to Minnesota’s 
season, but I cannot find the direct quote now. The idea is that general managers construct 
their teams based on how they want to lose games. The Minnesota GM appears to want to 
lose games 2-1, while Edmonton’s GM wants to lose games 5-4. Both have brought in players 
that will produce those results.  

And yes, obviously, both GMs would rather their teams win games 8-0. 


