Defensive Forwards

You have to love the passion of fans, especially when it comes to their favourite player. A text
message was read as the afternoon show on TSN 1200 was wrapping up (2025 Feb. 25). The
texter said he knew that Ottawa was going to lose their previous game because of all the line
switching that had happened in the game’s first five minutes.

Specifically, he was annoyed that Gaudette had started with Stutzle but was moved off his
line. In the texter’s opinion, Gaudette needed to be paired with Stutzle as Gaudette is “the
best defensive forward on the team.” The host said something about knowing how big a fan
of Gaudette the texter was; you could almost hear him shaking his head in skepticism.

I doubted that Gaudette was Ottawa’s best defensive forward, so I thought I'd look at the
statistics and figure out who was. As I started, I had to admit that I could be wrong and the
texter could be right. The goal of any research like this isn’t to prove that one person’s
opinion is wrong or right; it is to prove what the right answer is.

Forwards Used

To verify that the results for Ottawa were correct, I decided to use all of the forwards in the
league. A key part of the subjective verification that the objective numbers identify the best
defensive forwards is seeing the results for all teams. The league-level information should
provide confidence that the process works.

To qualify for evaluation as a defensive forward, a forward must have played at least 400.0
minutes at 5v5 this season in games played up to February 25, 2025. There were 356 players.

Statistics Used

Only 5v5 data is used. Powerplay data would unfairly make a player look like a defensive
stud, and penalty kill data would make him look like a liability. 3v3 data would make it look
like a basketball game broke out.

By default, Stapled To The Bench uses count statistics instead of rate statistics. Gaudette’s
count of goals against is eleven, while his rate of goals against is 1.29 per 60 minutes of ice
time. It is far more important to use rates instead of counts for this study. Low numbers of
goals against is mostly caused by low ice time, while low rates of goals against is more
descriptive of a player’s defensive abilities.

Goals Against Per 60 Minutes (GA60)

Ten seconds into the analysis, it looks like the texter may have used data to support his
position, as shown in the following table.

Player GAGO

Adam Gaudette 1.29

Michael Amadio 1.43

Claude Giroux 2.2

Drake Batherson 2.30
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I take longer than ten seconds to conclude data, especially when there is doubt in the first
thing I look at. Most fans of the Senators would accept that Amadio and Giroux could be
good defensively, but they’d scoff at the idea of Drake Batherson being one of the best
defensive forwards on the team.

There is a much better statistic to use to determine a forward’s defensive strength.
Expected Goals Against Per 60 Minutes (xGA60)

A player’s defensive play is better measured by expected goals against, which estimates how
many goals should have been scored based on the quantity and quality of shots that were
taken while the player was on the ice.

The forward’s defensive job is to reduce the quality and quantity of shots the opposition
takes. Successful defensive forwards will have low xGA60. The goalie’s job is to stop the
shots the forwards and defensemen haven’t stopped, so the goalie is completely responsible
for GA60. Or, more correctly, the goalie is responsible for the difference between GA60 and
xGA60.

Player xGA6O
Tim Stutzle 2.12
Michael Amadio 2.16
Adam Gaudette 2.18
Nick Cousins 2.22

Based on xGA60 data, Adam Gaudette is the third-best defensive forward on the team,
trailing Stutzle and Michael Amadio. Both GA60 and xGA60 have Gaudette in the top three
of Ottawa’s defensive forwards, yet doubt lingers in my mind, especially because Stutzle is
now shown as Ottawa’s best defensive forward.

Is there more data that can be used?
Defensive Zone Faceoffs (DZF%)

Knowing a player’s role on a team is very important in evaluating his defensive skills.
Defensive players are put on the ice for a lot of defensive zone faceoffs, and that will increase
their xGA60 data. If you lose a faceoff in the defensive zone, your opponents get a shot.

Players who get a lot of offensive zone starts have a natural 150-foot-long defensive buffer.
You may not get a shot if you lose an offensive zone faceoff, but the opposition is also
unlikely to get one immediately.

Forwards were put into one of five groups, based on how frequently they were on the ice for
defensive zone faceoffs (less than 24% of the time, around 28% of the time, around 32%,
around 36% and 40% or more).
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XGA60 by DZF%
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I can guess what you are thinking. The chart shows that players who are on the ice for
defensive zone faceoffs for at least 40% of their faceoffs have the best xGA60 data. Logically,
the line should go from the lower-left corner to the upper-right corner: the more frequently
you are involved in defensive zone faceoffs, the higher your xGA60 should be.

To see whether there was any validity that faceoff locations mattered, I added xGF60 to the
chart.

xGF60,xGA60 by DZF%
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The blue line is shaped almost exactly as would be expected, oving from top-left to bottom
right (the opposite of xGA60). The one potentially confusing datum on the xGF60 line is the
top left dot, where offensive output declined.
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Before I created the charts of expected goal data, I expected the two lines would have made
an X-shape. The non-X shape of these two lines is very informative: it tells us that coaches
know the difference between their offensive and defensive players and that most players
with high offensive skills do not have great defensive skills.

Offensive forwards are put on the ice for offensive zone faceoffs but are a defensive liability if
the faceoff is lost. That’s why the xGA60 data is fairly level in all situations, as there are weak
defensive players on the ice for offensive zone faceoffs and good defensive players on the ice
for defensive zone faceoffs.

The leftmost blue dot is lower than expected because the team in their defensive zone will
tend to put their best defensive forwards and best defensive defensemen on the ice. A five-
man defensive unit is slightly more effective than a five-man offensive unit, as defensemen
don’t contribute as much to offense as do forwards.

Incorporating Faceoff Location Data

I estimated an idealized xGA60 value for each of the five groups of players, based on the
xGF60 values and ignoring the drop off at the top left. The statistic is called xGA60Val.

DZF%:
xGA60Val

N

=24 | 28 32 36 | >=40
20 | 238 | 256 | 2.74 | 2.92

[~

To evaluate a player, I compared his xGA60 to his situation’s xGA60Val, producing a
statistic called xGAR60, which stands for “expected goals against reduced per 60 minutes of
ice time (with respect to a player’s role).” Here are the xGAR60 results of the four Ottawa
players with the best xGA60 data. DZFGrp identifies what group a forward is in based on his
DZF%; it has values of 24, 28, 32, 36 and 4o0.

g;t;“; o g‘ﬁﬁ xGA60 I()}fllj xGA60Val | xGAR60
Michael Amadio 1 2.16 40 2.02 0.76
Nick Cousins 2 2.16 40 2.02 0.70
Tim Stutzle ) 212 24 2.20 0.08
Adam Gaudette 10 2.18 24 2.20 0.01

Stutzle and Gaudette have good xGA60 data, but that is an illusion caused by them having
almost twice as many offensive zone faceoffs as defensive zone faceoffs. They are not great
defensive players: they are adequate defensive players (xGAR60 near 0.00). That is why less
than 25% of their faceoffs are in the defensive zone.

I am quite confident that this approach does a good job of positioning players on the
defensive spectrum on their teams.
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Highest and Lowest Ranked Defensive Forwards on Every Team

The following table shows each team’s best and worst defensive players according to
xGARG60. The table entries are sorted by xGAR60 of the best defensive players (left hand side

of the table).

Team |Player XGARGO |Player xXGARGO
COL |Logan O'Connor 1.19 Nathan MacKinnon -0.25
STL |Oskar Sundqvist 1.13 Pavel Buchnevich -0.15
PIT (Blake Lizotte 0.99 |Evgeni Malkin -0.74

WPG |Alex Iafallo 0.97 |Kyle Connor -0.24
PHI [Ryan Poehling 0.02 [Matvei Michkov -0.19
MIN |Marcus Foligno 0.91 |Mats Zuccarello -0.37
BOS |Cole Koepke 0.89 |David Pastrnak -0.30
TOR [Steven Lorentz 0.87 |Max Pacioretty -0.45
DAL |Oskar Biack 0.86 |Roope Hintz -0.15
T.B |Anthony Cirelli 0.80 |Brayden Point -0.32
MTL |Emil Heineman 0.80 |Kirby Dach -0.86
NSH |Cole Smith 0.77 |Steven Stamkos -0.53
OTT |Michael Amadio 0.76 |Adam Gaudette 0.01
VAN |Conor Garland 0.74 Brock Boeser -0.10
CGY |Mikael Backlund 0.63 [Jonathan Huberdeau -0.34
L.A |Phillip Danault 0.62 |Anze Kopitar 0.06
CHI [Ilya Mikheyev 0.61 |Connor Bedard -0.55
FLA ([Sam Reinhart 0.57 |Jesper Bogvist -0.18
N.J [Tomas Tatar 0.55 |Ondrej Palat -0.50
UTA |Kevin Stenlund 0.54 |Dylan Guenther -0.37
EDM |Connor Brown 0.49 |Jeff Skinner -0.40
WSH (Pierre-Luc Dubois 0.46 |Alex Ovechkin -0.84
VGK |Victor Olofsson 0.45 |Ivan Barbashev -0.27
CAR |Jordan Martinook 0.43 |Jack Roslovic -0.41
NYR [Sam Carrick 0.41 |Alexis Lafreniere -0.64
SEA |Yanni Gourde 0.38 |Chandler Stephenson -0.40
DET |Lucas Raymond 0.37 |Patrick Kane -0.26
NYI |Mathew Barzal 0.36 |Brock Nelson 0.02
BUF |Peyton Krebs 0.36 |JJ Peterka -0.51
ANA |Isac Lundestrom 0.33 |Robby Fabbri -0.77
CBJ [Sean Kuraly 0.32 |Adam Fantilli -0.76

S.J |Alexander Wennberg 0.06 |Luke Kunin -0.47
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Highest and Lowest Ranked Defensive Forwards in The League

The data used to rank players on a team, xGAR60, does not work to rank players across the
league. An adjustment must be made for the defensive strength of a player’s team.

I won’t go into the details of those calculations in this article: it’ll save a page. The league-
level ranking statistic is called xGAR60.TA, where “.TA” stands for “team adjusted.” Players
on teams with a low GA60 had their xGAR60 adjusted downward, while players on teams
with high GA60 had their xGAR60 adjusted upward. Players who played on multiple teams
were dropped: I didn’t want to be bothered with the math necessary to calculate their
adjusted xGAR60 across multiple teams. This reduced the number of forwards being
evaluated for league level ranking to 338.

e Team | NHL | DZF |xGAR6o| This table shows the twelve highest and
Rank |Group| TmAdj | ]Jowest-rated players in xGAR60.TA.

Logan O'Connor COL 1 40 1.09

Blake Lizotte PIT 2 40 1.05 The players’ DZF Group confirms that

Emil Heineman MTL 2 36 1.05 the coaches know who their defensive

Oskae g il 1 40 102 | forwards are. The good defensive

doekKvrants Lot 2 28 991 | forwards are on the ice for lots of

Oskar Bick DAL 6 40 0.88 .

Cole Roopls ~ = 0 e defensive zone faceoffs, and those who

Shevisi Lo TOR 7 40 087 are defensive liabilities are kept away

Alex Iafallo WPG 9 40 0.85 from defensive zone faceoffs.

John Beecher BOS 10 40 0.84 .

Morgan Barron WPG o 40 0.84 While it may be hard for casual fans of

David Kampf TOR 12 40 0.83 the game to determine the accuracy of

Jesper Bratt N.J 327 24 -0.50 the list based on the top twelve, the

Jeff Skinner EDM | 328 | 28 051 | bottom of the list will help them out.

Filip Forsberg NSH 328 24 -0.51

Adam Fantilli CBJ 330 24 -0.53 Ovechkin and Malkin are two of the

Jonathan Marchessault | NSH 330 | 24 -0.53 three lowest-ranked defensive forwards

e NOH 332 f" =056 in the league. Stamkos is in the bottom

f;d( Heelovie e i = L twelve. Bryan Rust, who moves as fast

ryan Rust PIT 334 28 -0.61 L

Mats Ziccirello MIN 334 s 01 as any Zamboni, is in the bottom

Evgeni Malkin PIT 336 24 -0.65 twelve. At the very least, one should

Alex Ovechkin WSH 337 24 -0.69 conclude that the process identifies the

Ondrej Palat NJ 338 | 24 073 | least defensive forwards!

I am willing to take the leap and conclude the process does a very good job of quantifying all
forwards defensively, and crown Logan O’Connor as the best defensive forward in the
league. This season. So far.
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Summary

With respect to the texter’s comment that led to this article, it is safe to say that the texter is
not a statistician (not that I am either, by the way). I assume he made an effort to use
statistics, and I appreciate his attempt.

His only problem was a lack of thoroughness. He probably looked at Gaudette’s GA60
number, saw how low it was, remembered that his favourite player was Gaudette, and
finished his research. “Gaudette is Ottawa’s best defensive player because of his GA60! I can
get my text sent before the end of the radio show!!”

That is sometimes what happens when you do your own research: you get incorrect results,
but at least it only took a couple of seconds to do your research.

Through the course of my research, where I admittedly took much more time than I imagine
the texter took, Gaudette went from being Ottawa’s best defensive forward (GA60) to their
third-best defensive forward (xGA60) to their 10th best defensive forward (xGAR60), out of
ten Ottawa forwards that played enough to qualify for evaluation. Gaudette is Ottawa’s least
effective defensive forward.

If the texter and I were characters on Star Trek, I'd be Spock, and the texter would be Dr.
McCoy. Spock is logical and thorough; McCoy is driven by emotion. I can hear the texter in
my mind: “dammit Jim, I'm a texter, not a statistician.”

I don’t know why I imagine him calling me Jim. That’s not my name.
Related Articles

None
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