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Being a fan of Ottawa, I was wondering the other day about who were best players to ever 
play for the Senators. Being a sports data wonk, I wanted to use numbers, rather than 
opinions, to answer the question (PR-Score, GxPts: see the first two related articles). 

There are four Best Player articles, one for each NHL division. The first part of each article, 
from here to the divisional Best Players tables, will be identical in each article. The Best 
Players tables will be presented without extra commentary, but the Summary section may 
have a little something extra.  

Methodology 

What did I mean by best player? I was interested in individual seasons rather than a span of 
seasons. At the start, I wanted to know which player had the best single season for Ottawa. I 
could do this very easily using PR-Score: the answer for the Senators is Erik Karlsson in his 
2015 season, and it isn’t close.  

I immediately wanted to complicate my life. What about best forward? Wait, how about the 
three best forwards, two best defensemen and a goalie?  

For Edmonton, the top three seasons for forwards come from the legal team of McDavid, 
McDavid and McDavid. I wanted to see three different forwards. This made the data 
structure a little more complicated, but it was nothing I couldn’t handle. 

By the way, any player who was traded mid-season had absolutely no chance of qualifying as 
one of the best three players for either of the teams he played for.  

As I’m using PR-Score for skaters, and GxPts for Goalies, I can only go as far back as the 
2007-08 season (with apologies to Wayne Gretzky and Guy LaFleur).  

In the next section I will explain the “Best Players table”. 

Description of the Best Players Table 

The example Best Players table shown below is Pittsburgh’s “second team”: their fourth to 
sixth best forwards, their third and four best defensemen and their second-best goalie. 
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The top five data lines are show forwards (yellow shading) and defensemen (green shading). 
The sixth data line is for a goalie (blue shading). While goalies have the same number of data 
columns as forwards, the data in those columns are different. 

For the skaters, I show four NHL statistics: time on ice (minutes) per game played, goals, 
assists and points. For seasons that played fewer than 82 games (2012, 2019 and 2020) I 
show extrapolated data, as that puts all player data on the same scale.  

“Lg Rank” is league rank: if the players were sorted by Productivity Rating from best to 
worst, Jake Guentzel’s 2018 season would be the 248th best season amongst the forwards.  

Unit Score is the total Productivity Score of the three forwards or two defensemen, while 
Unit Rank is the rank (1 would be best) of those productivity scores. Pittsburgh’s second-best 
set of forwards had a total PR-Score of 26.4, which would place them 45th, while the 
defensemen have a total PR-Score of 17.4 placing them 50th. In the actual tables the Unit 
Ranks will range from 1 to 32. I’m showing the second-best group from Pittsburgh, and there 
are 64 best and second-best groups in the league. 

Goalie data shows games played, total time on ice, goals against (GA) and expected goals 
against (xGA). SvAA60 is the amount of saves a goalie made above average per 60 minutes 
of play. Jarry gave up 6 goals fewer than an average goalie would have (138 GA, 144 xGA), 
and that worked out to 0.10 saves above average per 60 minutes.  

GxPts is the rating system for goalies, representing the number of standing points a team 
should expect with a goalie in nets, playing the amount of time a goalie played. Unit Rank 
shows how a goalie ranks among the other best goalies. It will range from 1 to 32 when 
considering the best goalies for each team – Jarry ranks 51st among the top 64 goalies. 

Teams will be presented from least impressive to most impressive, based on a formula I 
cannot describe well as I barely understand it myself.  

One thing I noticed on compiling the data for this article is the lopsided seasonal 
distribution of the best players. An unexpectedly large number of them come from either the 
first four seasons (2007 through 2010) and the last four seasons (2020 to 2023).  

 

The 2011 to 2019 group should have had 100 skaters instead of 67 skaters. I can think of no 
statistical or methodological reason for this to have happened. 
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Atlantic Division – Best Players Tables 
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Summary 

New Jersey has the lowest-rated defensemen in the league by this approach, which doesn’t 
seem right given the team has had a good reputation defensively. On examining the team 
data more closely, the Devils haven’t been great on defense: they play low-scoring games. 
And the reason they play low-scoring games is that they don’t score. 

Measuring a team’s defense using goals against per 60 minutes since 2007-08, the Devils 
rank 9th of 32 teams at 2.73. On offense they rank 31st (2.59), and they also rank 31st in total 
score per game (5.32).  

I actually think that the Devils have been well served by their defensemen in the “rich data” 
era. The defensemen are being evaluated using Productivity Rating (PR), and scoring is a 
significant part of PR. The problem for the Devils is that their defensemen just don’t score. 

It is an aspect of PR that I have struggled with for years: defensive players rate lower than 
offensive players. During the development of PR, I would look at groups of closely rated 
players to see if the ratings were reasonable. Let’s do that with Andy Greene’s 2013 season.  

 

The table does no show all of the data used for PR-Score, of course. Greene’s season is 
grouped with some offensive defensemen (Suter, Forsling, Keith and Josi) and one defensive 
defenseman (Slavin). Keith and Josi would have had higher PR-Scores if they had played 
more games, but they also would have been birds if they had beaks and feathers. PR uses the 
data a player has, not the data he might have had. 

Related Articles 

Introduction to Productivity Rating 

Goalie Expected Points 

Teams Best Players – Atlantic Division 

Teams Best Players – Central Division 

Teams Best Players – Pacific Division 

 


