
The debate between the importance of special teams versus even-strength play represents one

of hockey analytics' most fundamental questions. Through rigorous statistical analysis of NHL

data spanning multiple seasons, research reveals a striking pattern: while special teams

capture headlines and create memorable moments, even-strength performance emerges as

the overwhelming predictor of team success over a full season. Teams with superior 5-on-5

goal differentials show correlation coefficients of 0.88 with final standings, compared to just 0.25

for power play percentage and 0.04 for penalty kill percentage.

Scatter plot showing strong correlation between 5v5 goal differential and team success in NHL

standings

The Statistical Reality of Special Teams vs Even
Strength Play in Hockey: What Really Drives Team
Success
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Power Play Percentage (PP%) measures a team's efficiency when enjoying a man advantage,

calculated as: (Power Play Goals ÷ Power Play Opportunities) × 100. A typical NHL team

converts roughly 20% of their power play chances, with elite units reaching 25-28% and

struggling teams falling to 12-15%.

Penalty Kill Percentage (PK%) represents defensive efficiency when short-handed: (Penalties

Killed Successfully ÷ Total Penalties) × 100. Most NHL teams operate between 78-85%, with top

units exceeding 87% and poor penalty kills dropping below 76%.

These percentages, while intuitive, can mislead casual observers about their true impact on

team success. A team converting 25% of power plays versus 20% gains just one extra goal per

20 opportunities – meaningful, but far less significant than persistent advantages in even-

strength play.

The mathematical reality underlying special teams' limited impact lies in volume distribution.

During a typical 82-game NHL season, teams play approximately 75-80% of their total ice time

at even strength. This means roughly 3,900-4,100 minutes occur 5-on-5, compared to 300-400

minutes on the power play and similar time short-handed.

Expected Goals (xG) models, which predict goal-scoring probability based on shot quality and

location, consistently demonstrate that individual even-strength goals and power play goals

carry similar intrinsic value. However, the sheer volume of even-strength play means teams

typically score 65-75% of their total goals at 5-on-5, making marginal improvements in even-

strength performance dramatically more impactful than special teams fluctuations.

Understanding Special Teams Metrics: The Foundation

Defining Power Play and Penalty Kill Percentages
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Bar chart comparing correlations of different hockey metrics with team standings success

Statistical analysis reveals the overwhelming importance of 5-on-5 play in determining team

success. The correlation between even-strength goal differential and team points reaches 0.88,

indicating that nearly 78% of the variance in team standings can be explained by 5-on-5

performance alone. This relationship remains remarkably consistent across different NHL eras

and rule changes.

Teams achieving positive even-strength goal differentials of +0.3 goals per 60 minutes typically

finish with 95+ points, while those suffering -0.3 differentials often miss the playoffs entirely. The

mathematical precision of this relationship stems from even-strength play's volume and

consistency – unlike special teams, which depend on penalty frequency and opponent behavior,

5-on-5 play provides a stable, large sample size for evaluation.

Power play percentage shows moderate correlation with team success (r = 0.25), primarily

because efficient units can capitalize on the 3-4 power play opportunities most teams receive

per game. However, this correlation weakens considerably when controlling for even-strength

performance, suggesting that teams with strong 5-on-5 play often demonstrate similar

systematic advantages on the power play.

The Correlation Analysis: What Actually Predicts Success

Even Strength Performance as the Dominant Factor
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Special Teams: Limited but Measurable Impact
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Penalty kill percentage exhibits the weakest correlation with team success (r = 0.04),

challenging the conventional wisdom that "good penalty killing wins championships". While elite

penalty killing prevents easy goals against, the statistical impact pales compared to consistent

even-strength defensive play.

PDO, calculated as team save percentage plus shooting percentage, provides insight into

potentially unsustainable performance. This metric typically regresses toward 100.0 over large

samples, with teams maintaining PDO values above 101.5 or below 98.5 rarely sustaining such

performance long-term.

Special teams PDO shows even greater volatility than even-strength PDO, as the smaller sample

sizes of power play and penalty kill opportunities create wider statistical fluctuations. Teams

experiencing exceptionally high special teams PDO often see dramatic regression the following

season, while even-strength PDO demonstrates greater year-to-year stability.

Analysis of year-to-year performance reveals special teams statistics' inherent instability

compared to even-strength metrics.

Power play percentage shows standard deviation of 3.05 percentage points within individual

teams across seasons, while penalty kill percentage varies by 1.88 points. In contrast, even-

strength goal differential maintains remarkable stability with standard deviation of just 0.070

goals per 60 minutes.

This variance has profound implications for team construction and evaluation. Organizations

building around special teams excellence risk significant performance swings due to factors

largely beyond their control – referee tendencies, injury timing, and random shooting/save

percentage fluctuations. Teams emphasizing even-strength depth create more predictable,

sustainable success.

The persistent belief that "special teams win championships" lacks statistical support when

examined rigorously. Analysis of Stanley Cup champions reveals no significant correlation

between special teams ranking and championship success. Only two Stanley Cup champions in

recent decades – the 1974-75 Philadelphia Flyers and 2006-07 Anaheim Ducks – led the league

in any major special teams category.

Modern Stanley Cup winners average 0.36 fights per game compared to 0.42 for non-playoff

teams, demonstrating no statistical difference. This contradicts another common misconception

linking physical intimidation, penalty frequency, and championship success. The data suggests
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Advanced Metrics and Hidden Factors

PDO: The Luck Indicator
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The Variance Problem: Special Teams Instability

Common Misconceptions and Statistical Realities

"Special Teams Win Championships": Myth vs Reality
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championship teams succeed through systematic even-strength advantages rather than special

teams dominance or physical intimidation.

Playoff hockey's unique characteristics – increased penalty calling inconsistency, heightened

defensive focus, and shorter series sample sizes – actually diminish special teams' relative

importance compared to regular season play. Teams advancing deep into playoffs typically

demonstrate superior even-strength depth, allowing them to maintain performance when star

players face increased attention or injury.

The 2019 St. Louis Blues exemplify this principle, winning the Stanley Cup despite mediocre

special teams rankings by dominating even-strength play throughout their playoff run. Their 5-

on-5 goal differential improvement from January through June demonstrated the sustainable

excellence that special teams success cannot provide.

Several NHL teams demonstrate the limitations of special teams excellence without

corresponding even-strength strength. Teams ranking in the top-5 for power play percentage

while maintaining negative even-strength goal differentials typically finish outside playoff

contention. These organizations create exciting offensive highlights but lack the systematic

advantages necessary for consistent success.

The phenomenon occurs because opponents can limit special teams exposure through

disciplined play, but cannot avoid 75-80% of game action occurring at even strength. Teams

dependent on power play success for scoring become predictable and vulnerable when referees

reduce penalty calling or opponents adjust tactically.

Conversely, teams achieving positive even-strength goal differentials of +0.2 or better rarely

miss playoffs, regardless of special teams performance. These organizations demonstrate

systematic advantages – superior depth, coaching systems, or talent evaluation – that manifest

consistently across all game situations.

The correlation between even-strength and special teams success (r = 0.65) suggests that

teams excelling 5-on-5 often translate those same systematic advantages to man-advantage

situations. However, the reverse rarely occurs – special teams excellence without even-strength

foundation proves unsustainable over full seasons.
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Real-World Examples: Teams That Prove the Rule

The High-Power Play, Weak Even Strength Trap
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Understanding special teams' statistical limitations should inform team-building philosophy and

resource allocation. Organizations investing disproportionate salary cap space in power play

specialists or penalty killing specialists often sacrifice even-strength depth that correlates more

strongly with sustained success.

Expected Goals models increasingly demonstrate that shot suppression and generation at even

strength provide more predictive value than special teams conversion rates. Teams emphasizing

5-on-5 puck possession, shot quality, and defensive zone coverage create foundational

advantages that translate across all game situations.

Coaching staffs should allocate practice time and systematic focus proportional to statistical

impact. While special teams require attention and preparation, the 75-80% of game action

occurring at even strength deserves corresponding emphasis in system development and player

evaluation.

Modern analytics suggest that teams improving even-strength shot differential by just +2 shots

per 60 minutes gain approximately 3-4 points in standings over a full season – equivalent to elite

special teams performance but achieved through more controllable, sustainable methods.

The statistical evidence overwhelmingly demonstrates that even-strength performance, not

special teams excellence, serves as the primary driver of NHL team success. While power

plays and penalty kills create dramatic moments and highlight-reel plays, their mathematical

impact pales beside the systematic advantages teams create through superior 5-on-5 play.

Hockey fans should evaluate teams through the lens of even-strength sustainability rather than

special teams fluctuation. Organizations building depth, system coherence, and talent evaluation

around 5-on-5 excellence create the foundation for sustained success, while those chasing

special teams rankings often experience unpredictable performance swings driven by factors

largely beyond their control.

The modern NHL's analytical evolution reveals hockey's fundamental truth: games are won

through consistent advantages in the sport's most common game state, not through exceptional

performance in its rarest situations. As the sport continues evolving tactically and statistically,

this principle will likely become even more pronounced, making even-strength evaluation the

cornerstone of successful team construction and evaluation.

Understanding these statistical realities allows fans to appreciate hockey's true complexity while

focusing attention on the metrics that actually predict sustained success. Special teams remain

entertaining and strategically important, but they represent hockey's garnish rather than its main

course.

Practical Implications for Team Evaluation

Resource Allocation and Roster Construction
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Coaching and System Implementation
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Conclusion: Reframing Hockey's Strategic Priorities
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