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By The Numbers: Do OHL rookies have an effect on year-end statistics? (and birth 

months and fights) 

This study looked at the year-end seasonal standings of the 20 teams in the Ontario 

Hockey League (OHL) from 2004/2005 to 2011/2012. A variety of year-end statistics were 

analysed for each season, each team, and collectively for all teams. The source of the data 

was the OHL’s official website (www.ontariohockeyleague.com/). 

I looked at a number of year-end statistics, number of rookies on a team, penalties 

in minutes, points, goals for, goals against, wins, losses, and securing a playoff spot. The 

latter six stats are measuring, essentially, the same thing, namely which teams did well. 

They are simply different ways of answering the question: What teams are the best in any 

particular year? 

Additionally, I looked at the phenomenon of players’ birth months, the majority of 

which occur in the first few months of the year, and the correlations of the number of fights 

to various year-end statistics (statistics from www.dropyourgloves.com/).  

The statistical technique used in this study is correlation, which generates an index 

that reflects the relationship between two variables. Strictly speaking, the article’s title is 

not correct. Correlation coefficients can tell us if there is relationship between two variables, 

not “if” one causes the other. So, not cause and effect. With deeper analysis we might be 

able to answer that question of cause and effect. A significant correlation indicates 

“something” is going on, there is a relationship between variables. An example of two stats 

that we might look at: Do the number of year-end points change with the number of rookies 

on a team. To illustrate correlation, using the example of the number of wins and points we 

get a correlation index of 0.927, a very strong relationship (1.0 is a perfect correlation). Of 

course points are related to wins, so we are not surprised. 

So, what are the findings of this study? What I found is an indication that, indeed, 

there are some significant correlations of the number of rookies on a team and various 

year-end statistics.  
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Two analyses were done. The first analysis combined the statistics for all teams over 

all eight seasons. This produced no significant correlations at that level of aggregation. 

Next, each season was analysed. The 04/05 and 09/10 seasons had no significant 

correlations at all. Three seasons, 07/08, 10/11, and 11/12, did have moderate and strong  

correlations. The number of rookies was negatively correlated with points, goals for, wins, 

and securing a play-off position: The more rookies on a team, the lower these other 

numbers. For example, as the number of rookies increased, points decreased and it was 

less likely a play-off position would be secured. Remember, this is the general trend for all 

teams (collectively), within a season, not for any one team. Several other seasons showed 

similar negative, moderate correlations. (See Table 1) 

The 08/09 season showed a moderate, negative correlation between the number of 

rookies and penalty minutes: the more rookies, the lower the penalty minutes. The 

correlation was -0.460 using the number of rookies on a team, and -0.444 using the 

percentage. The 08/09 season is the only one for which penalty minutes was correlated with 

any variable. This might just be a chance occurrence. Or there was something unique about 

that year. 

The following table summarises the findings by season. 

 

Table 1: Seasonal correlations between number or percentage of rookies 

and selected year-end variables (1) 

 Season 

 04-05 05-06 06-07 07-08 08-09 09-10 10-11 11-12 

Points    -M/-S   -S -S 

Goals for   -M -M/-S   -M -S 

Play-off position  -M -M -M   -M -M 

Wins    -M/-S   -S -S 

Penalty minutes     -M    
M = moderate correlation    S = strong correlation 

M/S = indicates correlation strength differed depending whether 
+ = positive correlation   - = negative correlation 

“number” or “percentage” of rookies was used 
Note: (1) Only variables with a significant correlation are shown here.  
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This study also looked at team-by-team year-end statistics. Of the 20 teams, only 

seven have significant (negative) correlations of rookies with other variables, although they 

all were “strong” or “very strong”. Five correlations were with points, five with wins, two 

with goals for, and one with gaining a play-off position. Of these seven teams, two made 

the play offs eight times, two made it seven, one made it six times, and one made it four 

times. Despite the negative relationship of rookies to a number of variables, these teams 

are doing well, still making it to the play offs.  

Players new to teams and to the league can be seen as a possible disruption to the 

status quo. Players get used to their team mates, playing styles, abilities, and specific skills; 

the team is unified. Rookies are playing at a higher level than previously, challenging 

themselves and coaches to find the “flow” necessary for success.i Coaches tap into the skills 

of their players, work to enhance their individual skills, and the overall effectiveness of the 

team. It is both art and science.  

In summary, we can state that there is not overwhelming evidence to suggest 

rookies and year-end statistics are well correlated, at least not with a big-picture view. 

Certainly, some seasons stand out. A look at Table 1 indicates that, maybe, there is 

“something” going on, at least enough to take a closer look. Is there something different 

about the rookies, in the seasons with more correlations? Not necessarily characteristics of 

the rookies themselves, but factors such as amount of ice time, number of games played, 

and average penalty minutes, for example.  

As an aside to the above research, I initially set out to explore the phenomenon that 

the majority of players have birthdays in the first few months of the year, January to March. 

This was first discovered by Canadian psychologist Roger Barnsley in the mid 1980s 

(actually his wife first noticed it while they were attending a Major Junior A game). This 

finding was popularised by Malcolm Gladwell in his book Outliers: Story of success. OHL 

players do, indeed, follow this pattern. Barnsley’s research had determined that in “any elite 

group of hockey players” (emphasis in original), generally 40% will be born between 
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January to March, 30% between April to June, 20% between July to September, and 10% 

between October to December.ii During the 2011-2012 season, OHL players’ birthdates were 

a close match to Barnsley’s findings, exceeding the first quarter prediction by 5.2 

percentage points (45.2% compared with 40%), see Figure 1. Figure 2 illustrates this for  

 

 

each month and cumulatively for the year. At the three and one-half month’s point, 50% of 

all players have had their birthday. If players were equally distributed throughout the year, 

reflecting normal births per month, we would expect the 50% point to be reached about the 

middle of June to the middle of July. For an explanation of this phenomenon, see Gladwell’s 

book. 

Figure 1: OHL players’ birthdays and cumulative percentage 
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 This study looked at the correlation between the numbers of fights during regular 

season and various statistics. Overall, there were no significant correlations collectively for 

all teams over the eight seasons from 2004-2005 to 2011-2012. Looking at each team, 

though, shows a slightly different picture. Seven of the twenty teams showed significant 

correlations with a number of year-end statistics (points, goals for, goals against, wins, 

losses, a playoff position, and penalty minutes). Four teams showed only one or two 

correlations, and three teams showed four or five. The strength of the correlations ranged 

from strong (n=12) to very strong (n=8).  

 Most correlations had negative impacts on the teams. Essentially, the more fights, 

the lower the year-end points, fewer wins/more losses, and lower goals for/higher goals 

against. Remember, this is for eight of twenty teams only. And all of them made the play 

offs at least six times (out of eight seasons). The other twelve teams did not show similar 

correlations.  

 Interestingly, two teams (each making the play offs eight times) seemed to benefit 

from more fights: more fights correlated with more points, more goals for, more wins/fewer 
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Figure 2: OHL players’ birthdays grouped by quarters 



“Without data, you are just another person with an opinion.”© 

© 2013 David I.M Clark, MA, BES, BA(H), MAd(Diploma), BEd(in progress) 

Advantage Research and Consulting + SurveyGreyBruce.ca   519-270-2116 (c) 

losses. This finding seems to go against common wisdom, and points to the need to dig 

deeper for an explanation. 

 A look at the variables by season showed no surprises, with the only year-end 

statistic correlated with fights was penalty minutes. Correlations were mostly strong or very 

strong, although the last three seasons (ending 2011-2012) were moderate, and the 

statistic dropped from 0.833 to 0.583, since the 2008-2009 season.  Figure 3 illustrates the 

changes in select statistics since the 2004-2005 season. (The dashed lines show the 

trends.) Generally, the mean number of fights and goals for have modest fluctuations, 

whereas mean penalty minutes have dropped from 1352 (2004-2005) to 1107.8 (2011-

2012).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In summary, none of what we looked at here “proves” that something, like fights or 

the number of rookies, causes a change in another statistic such as year-end points or 

penalty minutes. Correlations identify areas that could be looked at a little closer, to see if 

something is going on that could be changed for the better (e.g., more goals). 

Figure 3: Means for fights, penalty minutes, and goals 
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Figure 3: Selected variables 
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Notes 

The terms moderate, strong, and very strong are “rule of thumb” indicators. The 

table below defines the terms in relation to correlation coefficients. 

Size of correlation Correlation general interpretation 

.8 to 1.0 

.6 to .8 

.4 to .6 

.2 to .4 

.0 to .2 

Very strong 

Strong 

Moderate 

Weak 

Very weak or none 

  Table adapted from N.J. Salkind (2008) 
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i Flow is a concept identified by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and outlined in his books 

Flow (1990) and Creativity (1996). Briefly, flow is “optimal experience…when things 

were going well as an almost automatic, effortless, yet highly focused state of 

consciousness” (Creativity, p. 110). 

 
ii From M. Gladwell. p. 23. 


