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ABSTRACT 

The successful identification of talent and the ability to build a solid foundation of 

players are essential elements in developing winning athletic programs (Gee, Marshall, & 

King, 2010). In the Western Hockey League (WHL), players are eligible to be drafted at 

the conclusion of their second year of bantam hockey – the year they turn 15 years old. In 

the Ontario Hockey League (OHL), players are eligible to be selected one year later than 

the WHL – at the conclusion of their first year of midget hockey. The present study 

explored relations between player size, birth date and selection order in the WHL and 

OHL drafts and whether or not selection order predicted future success as a hockey 

player. Players born earlier in the year, and heavier (WHL and OHL) and taller (OHL) 

players were selected earlier in both the WHL and OHL drafts. Players selected earlier in 

their respective drafts were also advantaged over later picks with respect to the future 

success achieved in the game. Players drafted in the OHL were more likely to play at a 

higher level, which may in part be a result of the later draft, compared to the WHL. 

The present findings suggest that current draft procedures are successful in that 

players who are drafted higher tend to achieve higher levels of success. However, it is not 

possible to determine if this is due to potentially successful players not being provided 

with the opportunity to achieve similar success because they were not drafted high or not 

drafted at all. An important implication of the work is to encourage structural changes to 

hockey leagues that will minimize age differences within groupings. Minimally, scouts 

should be made aware of the tendency to perhaps over-emphasize larger players, both 

directly through size and through players born relatively earlier than their competitors, so 

they can consider how such information factors into their own decisions. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

1.1 Introduction  

The successful identification of talent and the ability to build a solid foundation of 

players are essential in developing winning athletic programs (Gee, Marshall, & King, 

2010). In an age of endless public scrutiny, sport organizations are faced with immense 

pressure to be successful (Humura, 2000). Of increasing concern to some sport 

development experts, promising athletes are being identified in childhood to specialize in 

their sports and put in numerous hours of training at a young age (Wiersma, 2000). In 

Canada, this has become commonplace in the hockey world as many youth players are 

now playing year-round to try to gain advantages to compete at the highest levels. Each 

year, amateur hockey scouts spend countless hours, attend hundreds of games, file 

numerous player reports, and log thousands of miles in pursuit of talent who can have an 

impact at the next level –whether it be junior, collegiate, or professional levels of hockey. 

Scouts bring the perspective of the task requirements necessary to be a successful hockey 

player (Renger, 1994). Presumably, these experts are successful in identifying talent as 

they bring a knowledge base and expertise that is unique to their sport. The widespread 

use of scouts in hockey certainly implies a belief in their utility. While there has been a 

recent movement to employ analytics experts in elite sport (popularized with 

Sabermetrics in baseball) – those who use high level statistical skills to determine a 

player’s worth – to build successful teams (Wolfe, Wright, & Smart, 2006), the ability to 

scout effectively is still at the core of identifying and developing talent in hockey. 

In the Western Hockey League (WHL), players are indentified by scouts at a 

young age and are eligible to be drafted at the conclusion of their second year of bantam 
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hockey – the year they turn 15 years old (About the WHL Bantam Draft). In the Ontario 

Hockey League (OHL), players are eligible to be drafted one year later than the WHL – 

at the conclusion of their first year of midget hockey (the year they turn 16 years old) 

(2013 OHL Priority Selection Preview and Media Guide, 2013). Players may be heavily 

scouted from the time they are 13-14 years old and scouts make an evaluation of which 

athletes may be able to compete at their level, and beyond, in the future. When drafting 

players at a relatively young age, predictions necessarily rely on information and 

characteristics that may lack stability, such as physical size. As a result, it may be 

difficult to predict which players will experience the greatest levels of success. Whereas 

individual sports may offer more objectivity when identifying and evaluating talent as 

performance is based solely on the talent of the individual, a team sport like hockey can 

make it somewhat more complicated to identify and assess skill given the combination of 

individual skills of many (up to 20 players on a game roster at a time), and with the game 

strategy developed by the coach to ice the best team possible (Peyer, Pivarnik, 

Eisenmann, & Vorkapich, 2011). 

1.2 Purpose of the Study 

To explore current draft strategies in two prominent Canadian junior hockey 

leagues, the present research assessed several factors that are hypothesized to play a role 

in selection order. Factors were selected for inclusion based on both empirical and 

anecdotal evidence of relevance in hockey player identification. Specifically, three 

research areas were explored:   

1. Factors that may be predictive of selection order in both the WHL and 

OHL drafts, including:  
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a. birth date of athlete within a given year (relative age) 

b. athlete height, and 

c. athlete weight. 

2. Draft selection order as a predictor of future success, as defined by highest 

level of hockey achieved, as a hockey player.  

3. Differences between the WHL and OHL drafts given the differences in age 

when they draft their players (second year of bantam for WHL vs. first 

year of midget for OHL). 

The third major junior league in Canada – the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League 

(QMJHL) – was not used as players in that league are drafted at the same age as players 

in the OHL. 

1.3 Significance of the Study 

Scouting, identifying, and predicting talent are difficult tasks even for the most 

seasoned scouts who operate in sophisticated talent identification systems. With the 

amount of time and money invested in identifying talent, it is important to determine 

whether or not current practices are effective, particularly in a sporting world that is now 

putting more emphasis on alternative ways of evaluating player value such as the use of 

analytics. There is a great deal of pressure attached to the selection of an athlete into an 

athletic program. The error of selecting an athlete who does not meet expectations can 

have long-standing financial, competitive, and credibility ramifications. The aim of this 

study is to explore the current system of drafting WHL and OHL athletes – with a 

particular emphasis on the future hockey success attained by the drafted athletes. 
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Additionally, elite young hockey players devote substantial time to impressing 

scouts and taking the next steps in their hockey careers through their respective junior 

drafts. Whether or not specific athletes are given an advantage based on the factors 

mentioned above (e.g., birth date, height, and weight) is important to identify. Decision-

makers in the sport industry who evaluate and select athletes should be aware of the 

advantages and disadvantages faced by athletes with a distinct emphasis on not de-

selecting athletes out of a sport because they may not be blessed with what are primarily 

ascribed physical characteristics early in their athletic careers. Further, young athletes 

aspiring to move to the next level should be fully aware of whether or not order of 

selection in their junior hockey drafts can have long-term impacts on their career. 
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

2.1 Relative Age Effect 

A substantial volume of research has been conducted on the relative age effect, 

the difference of age between individuals in the same age cohort. Interest in this concept 

is driven by a desire to understand the potential advantages and disadvantages athletes 

within certain age groups will experience based on the timing of their birth date, as well 

as in potential ways to minimize the impact of these differences. The effect is evident in 

many sports and internationally – this is not a phenomenon that is specific to Canadian 

hockey. For example, Barnsley, Thompson, and Legault (1992) analyzed birth dates of 

football (soccer) players outside of North America – players from the 1990 World Cup, 

as well as the 1989 Under 17s and Under 20s World tournaments. Data from all events 

showed that the proportion of players born in the last quarters of the football year was 

significantly smaller when compared to athletes born in the earlier quarters of the year. 

In further research, Nolan and Howell’s (2010) examination of WHL players 

revealed that an active WHL player is more than three times more likely to be born in the 

first quarter of the year than the last. Nolan and Howell (2010) also examined birth dates 

from players in the National Hockey League (NHL), WHL, OHL, and QMJHL during the 

2008-2009 season and the relative age effect was strong in every league; players born in 

the earlier quarters of the year are more prevalent than those born in later quarters. While 

the present research also examined the WHL and OHL, the focus here was on draft 

results rather than participation in the leagues as was the case for Nolan and Howell. 

Results of the Nolan and Howell study reinforced the findings of other studies related to 

the relative age effect in hockey and demonstrated that the effect has stayed consistent 
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over time. Their findings also support the likelihood that the relative age effect will 

continue to be a factor in hockey since no substantive changes have been made to correct 

or compensate for the relative age effect or to compel hockey experts (managers, 

coaches, scouts) to consider the implications of relative age when selecting young players 

for their respective hockey programs. Inaction in addressing this issue is concerning 

given that there is no evidence that players born earlier in the year are able to perform at a 

higher level over the long-term.  

 While there is clear evidence of the existence of the relative age effect, it is 

important to note the response to the Nolan and Howell (2010) study, through relative 

age effect research conducted by Gibbs, Jarvis, and Dufur (2012). In their exploration of 

elite NHL All-Stars and Olympic athletes, Gibbs et al. (2012) surprisingly found a 

relative age effect reversal. In their research, Gibbs et al. (2012) examined: (1) relative 

age effect of two WHL rosters in 2007; (2) distribution of birth months of Canadian first 

round NHL draft picks in 2007, 2008, 2009, and 2010; (3) Canadian hockey players who 

played in the NHL from 2000 to 2009 including collection of information on age of entry 

into the league and exit from it, career length, and birth month; and (4) NHL All-Star 

rosters from 2007, 2008, and 2009 as well as Canadian Olympic rosters from 1998, 2002, 

2006, and 2010. While initial findings for WHL rosters and first round draft picks were 

consistent with other reported effects of relative age (i.e., relative age effect is present in 

hockey), Gibbs et al. (2012) found a relative age effect reversal with Canadian hockey 

players as they reached the most elite levels of hockey. The authors suggested this may 

be a result of the “underdog” hypothesis in which relatively younger players are more 
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challenged and must work harder earlier in their careers than their relatively older 

counterparts (Gibbs et al., 2012). 

When considering the existing research on the relative age effect, it is likely the 

effect will be present in the WHL and OHL drafts. In such cases, one may infer hockey 

players born earlier in the year will hold a distinct advantage in the WHL and OHL 

drafts. However, Baker and Logan (2007) found the opposite relationship between birth 

date and round selected in the National Hockey League (NHL) draft. In an analysis of 

players drafted into the NHL between 2000 and 2005, Baker and Logan (2007) actually 

found younger Canadian athletes were more likely to be drafted in earlier rounds. This, 

too, is somewhat contradictory to other research on relative age in hockey which shows 

players born in earlier quartiles typically hold an advantage when compared to those born 

in later quartiles, thus suggesting the relative age phenomenon is a complex concept with 

many remaining questions (Baker & Logan, 2007).  It may be the case that the origin of 

these differences lies in the timing of the drafts (i.e., the relative age effect is not as 

strong when a draft takes place at a later age), or perhaps the underdog effect is at play in 

that relatively younger players have worked harder to reach high levels of hockey and 

end up using this as an advantage as they have gotten older. 

 While much research has been done on relative age effect for limited points in 

time, research by Addona and Yates (2010) took a more comprehensive approach and 

analyzed data from every player who has played in the NHL (from the start of the NHL 

through the 2008-2009 season), thus allowing for the opportunity to look at the effect 

over time. In breaking down their data, Addona and Yates (2010) focussed primarily on 

Canadian players and found evidence of a strong relative age effect for Canadian born 
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players. Interestingly, the effect has not always been present - their analysis showed this 

effect started for Canadian born players in the early 1950s with no significant effect 

shown for players born prior to 1951 (Addona & Yates, 2010). The authors suggest this is 

due to the rise of the Soviet Union as a hockey powerhouse and the desire of the 

Canadian development system to begin identifying elite players at a younger age to 

contend with other international competitors – perhaps at a time when the relative age 

effect is more prevalent. The concern, as noted by Addona and Yates (2010), is that the 

attempted identification of talent at a young age is intended to strengthen the hockey 

system and discover the best youthful talent; however, this can also lead to hockey ability 

being lost in the system by those who are disadvantaged by the relative age effect. In the 

present study, an analysis of the WHL and OHL drafts was conducted dating back to 

1990 (WHL) and 2000 (OHL). While the findings of Gibbs et al. (2012) and Baker and 

Logan (2007) show an eventual reversal or evening out, it is likely that the research 

proposed here will continue to show a relative age effect in players being drafted into the 

WHL and OHL as any apparent balancing would not take place until hockey players 

reached the most elite levels of play (e.g., NHL All-Star games, Olympic rosters). 

 The relative age effect not only applies to future hockey success, it also appears to 

impact levels of hockey participation. When analyzing birth dates for minor hockey 

players registered in the Edmonton Minor Hockey Association in the 1983-84 season, 

Barnsley and Thompson (1998) found a significant relationship between the number of 

players participating and the quarter in which they were born at the PeeWee, Bantam, 

Midget and Juvenile levels with more players born in the earlier quarters of the year. 

Consistent with the relative age effect and its relation to success, the authors also found a 
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significant relationship between birth quarter and tier level with players born in the first 

half of the year playing at higher tiers in Mite, PeeWee, Bantam, and Midget. Notably, 

the PeeWee and Bantam years could be considered critical years in the development of a 

hockey player as they prepare for their junior hockey drafts. Similarly, work by Boucher 

and Mutimer (1994) provides support for the existence of the relative age effect in elite 

hockey. In reviewing the birth records of the elite players from A (elite novice to bantam) 

and AAA (elite midget) in the 1988-89 season, there was a strong relationship between 

birth date and participation (r = .71 - .99) for each of the age groups studied (Boucher & 

Mutimer, 1994). 

The bulk of the research shows a strong relative age effect in hockey which can 

lead to advantages for relatively older athletes at an age when players are working to 

impress major junior scouts (Musch & Grondin, 2001). Early identification of young 

players can lead to substantial long-term benefits such as exposure to superior coaching 

and enhanced competitive opportunities, which can have long-lasting impacts (Sherar, 

Baxter-Jones, Faulkner, & Russell, 2007). The filtering effect that can take place as a 

result of early selection has been criticized. In a review of talent identification and 

development programs in sport, Vaeyens, Lenoir, Williams, and Philipaerts (2008) point 

out the importance of not de-selecting athletes out of the sport at a young age, but rather, 

creating opportunities for all athletes to develop and reach their maximum potential. 

However, this can be difficult to do as hockey scouts make assessments on young athletes 

based on information available to them at the time of selection. Recognition of the 

varying physical maturity that may accompany a later birth date is crucial because, in 

hockey, as Boucher and Mutimer (1994) discuss, age cut-offs can mean there is close to 



 
 

10 
 

two years of chronological difference within a single age group which may result in a 

large maturational discrepancy. 

 Though it is clear that there are short-term benefits to those born earlier in the 

athletic season, there may also be long-lasting effects beyond the playing career. Schorer, 

Neumann, Cobley, Tietjens and Baker (2011), found that post-athletic careers (coaches, 

referees, and commissioners) may be influenced by the relative age effect as well. 

Accordingly, not only is it possible that young athletes are de-selected out of the sport, 

but they may also be disadvantaged when it comes to a post-athletic career in the sport as 

those athletes who experience success earlier in their careers are more likely to become 

coaches, officials and commissioners (Schorer et al., 2011). 

 Sports can be big business and certainly carry a great deal of emotion, and the 

identification and development of premier athletes is at the core of building successful 

teams. The concern with the presence of the relative age effect is that it may lead to 

missed developmental opportunities, which could be a result of not being selected to 

teams, and further lead to diminished skills (Larouche, Laurencelle, Grondin, & Trudeau, 

2010). As pointed out by Delorme and Raspaud (2009) this may even be considered as a 

form of discrimination when determining entry onto a team or into a sports program. 

Boucher and Mutimer (1994) argue that there can be long-lasting advantages to those 

young hockey players who are relatively older in the birth year. From an early age, these 

players can benefit greatly from higher levels of competition as well as the associated 

benefits of more ice time and more advanced coaching (Boucher & Mutimer, 1994). 

These advantages may become more pronounced as players age and the discrepancy can 

widen as the relatively older players continue to get greater opportunities for growth and 
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development as an elite athlete. As pointed out by Baker, Horton, Robertson-Wilson, and 

Wall (2003), the relative age effect can mean older athletes who are selected to elite 

teams (or through a draft format) may have enhanced access to the resources and 

coaching necessary to advance their careers. Access to elite coaches can have a profound 

impact on athlete development and the opportunity to train in advanced environments can 

further widen the gap in athletic development. 

One of the more important considerations when addressing the relative age effect 

in sport is the effect on those who are disadvantaged by age. While there can be great 

benefit to those who are relatively older, the opposite effect applies to those who are 

relatively younger. The biggest concern is the potential for drop-out – young athletes 

leaving the sport – when they are overlooked at a young age. While those who are older 

are given opportunities to grow and excel, those who are younger and not as physically 

mature may be overlooked for selection to elite teams, grow frustrated, fall further behind 

over the years, and eventually leave the sport. In sport, this can mean that a pool of late 

bloomers, who may have great potential, leave the sport and are never given the 

opportunity to develop, excel, and reach their highest levels.  

To illustrate the potential effect of relative age on dropping out of sport Delorme, 

Chalabaev, and Raspaud (2011) examined the birth dates of all French basketball players 

who were licensed at the end of the 2005-2006 season, but not licensed for the 2006-2007 

season, thus giving the authors a population of players who dropped out. Among the male 

athletes, those born in the final quarter were more likely to drop out than players born in 

the first and second quarters of the year – there was an underrepresentation of dropouts 

among male players born in the first two quarters of the year and overrepresentation of 
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those born in the last quarter of the year (for 9-10 years old, 11-12 years old, and 13-14 

years old categories and in the first year of the 15-17 years old category). Interestingly, 

the age category in which dropouts were most pronounced for males was the 13-14 year 

old categories (Delorme et al., 2011). If such results can be applied to a hockey 

environment, the high level of dropout at this age is in the formative years just prior to 

their junior hockey draft years and can reinforce the advantages of those born earlier in 

the year.  

2.2 Impact of Height and Weight 

 A hockey player’s size (height and weight) has long been considered an asset 

when identifying talent for hockey teams. In North America, common anecdotal reports 

even suggest that scouts seek to identify large players and hope they develop the 

necessary skills to become impact players, rather than identifying those with high level 

skills with the hope that they will physically grow. While times have changed with 

respect to hockey culture and rule changes may have made high skill levels more 

important, there is still a physical component to the game and size and strength are still 

considered an advantage. In a sport as physical as hockey, it may be presumed that more 

physically mature athletes would hold an advantage over their less developed 

counterparts. Certainly, some of this may be related to the relative age effect whereby 

players born in the same year can still be almost one full year apart in maturation, and 

almost two full years when players are categorized by division (Boucher & Mutimer, 

1994). At a young age, differences in height and weight could be quite pronounced and 

contribute to selection of athletes who rank higher in these areas. 
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 In a study of 14-15 year old hockey players involved in the selection process for a 

provincial hockey team in Saskatchewan (Sherar et al., 2007), biological maturity was a 

predictor of selection and there was preferential treatment for team selection for those 

born in the first half of the year. Sherar et al. (2007) found that players who were taller 

and heavier held an advantage over their less physically developed counterparts. 

Similarly, in a study of elite soccer players, Reilly, Bangsbo, and Franks (2000) 

set out to determine whether or not there are anthropometric and physiological 

characteristics of elite soccer players that could assist in identifying the prerequisites for 

playing soccer at the highest levels. While they found that tall players may be more suited 

to specific positions (goal keeping, central defence, and central attack), they did not find 

any evidence of genetic factors being a factor in identifying elite soccer players (Reilly et 

al., 2000). Given the long held belief that hockey players with “size” are more effective 

players, the second aim of the present study was to conduct the first empirical exploration 

into relations between size and selection order in the drafts into the WHL and OHL.  

In some sports, anthropometric measures may not be predictive of selection to a 

team. For example, Gabbett, Georgieff and Domrow (2007) conducted a study of junior 

volleyball players trying out for a talent-identification volleyball program. While they 

found that some skill sets were predictive of selection to the program (greater passing 

accuracy, and spiking, serving, and passing technique), stature and body mass were not 

predictive of selection to a talent identification program (Gabbett et al., 2007). While the 

sports are different in nature (volleyball versus hockey), this is somewhat surprising in 

that size can certainly be a contributing factor to volleyball success when considering a 

skill such as blocking. Despite these findings by Gabbett et al. (2007), the hypothesis in 
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the proposed research contends that height and weight will be factors that contribute to 

selection order in the WHL and OHL drafts with particular emphasis on height. This is 

due to the longstanding tradition in hockey in which it is anticipated that scouts will 

continue to place a premium on size of the athlete when assessing their ability to impact a 

game physically. As pointed out by Shephard, Lavalée, and Larivière (1978), in 

competition there is the threat of  “...physical collision between small pre-pubertal 

children and young people of the same chronological age who have reached almost 

adults’ proportions” (p. 11). These size discrepancies can most definitely contribute to the 

outcome of youth hockey competitions with larger athletes having an advantage. 

2.3 Predicting Success - Testing, Evaluating, and Drafting 

The identification of elite hockey players is not a simple process. When 

identifying elite athletes prior to selection, Humura (2000) argued the importance of 

using multiple dimensions in athlete selection including: psychological variables, prior 

performance, and physiological data.  There is some evidence that taking such an 

approach may be useful in identifying elite hockey players. For instance, Peyer et al. 

(2011) found a significant correlation between leg press, chin-ups, bench press, and 

repeat sprint performance with the +/- statistic
1
 of a hockey player. While +/- may not be 

the only criteria of success when evaluating elite hockey players, it is a popular method 

for evaluating performance.  

Other sports attempt to rely on more objective measures when selecting players. 

For instance, some sports conduct testing ‘combines’ to assess athletic ability and to look 

                                                           
1
 Each time a player is on the ice for an even strength or shorthanded goal scored for his/her team he/she is 

credited with a plus. If a player is on the ice when the other team scores an even strength or shorthanded 

goal he/she is charged with a minus. Power play goals for are not used in the +/- calculation. An overall +/- 

can be calculated by subtracting the total minuses from the total pluses. 
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for predictors of success in young talent prior to investing in athletes. However, the 

ability of these tests to predict future success has been mixed. Kuzmits and Adams (2008) 

analyzed combine test results and National Football League (NFL) success (as defined by 

draft order, salary received and games played over three years, and position-specific data) 

for players drafted at three different positions – quarterback, running back, and wide 

receiver – and found that the only combine result that was a significant predictor of NFL 

success was sprints for wide receivers.  With three positions and ten combine measures 

examined, only one significant predictor of NFL success clearly indicates the lack of 

predictive power of such testing combines. However, overall combine results - based on 

positions broken down as skill players, big skill players, and linemen - do show 

significant differences in test results when evaluating whether or not a player was drafted 

(Sierer, Battaglini, Mihalik, Shields, & Tomasini, 2008). Intuitively, further research has 

shown that combine results can effectively predict the draft status (i.e., whether or not a 

player was drafted or undrafted) of running backs, defensive backs, and wide receivers 

(McGee & Burkett, 2003). 

In hockey, somewhat surprisingly, given the attention and resources put into 

combine testing, pre-draft combine results have not been as effective in predicting draft 

status. In a study of the NHL draft years from 2001, 2002, and 2003, in which draft status 

was used as the performance indicator, no measure of off-ice NHL combine testing 

predicted ice hockey playing ability in elite athletes (Vescovi, Murray, Fiala, & 

VanHeest, 2006). This finding suggests that other factors may be more important in the 

selection of a hockey player such as on-ice hockey skills, psychological variables, or 

future development potential (Vescovi et al., 2006). Thus, while additional efforts have 
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been made to identify talent, no clear method has been established as particularly 

effective. Despite the implementation of testing combines, then, it seems likely that 

scouts will not allow such combine results to override their current reliance on on-ice 

capability when identifying players of interest. 

While the WHL is currently in the midst of introducing testing combines (WHL 

Prospect Combines), current major junior scouts do not appear to conduct sophisticated 

pre-draft physical or psychological testing. However, given the results of Vescovi et al.’s 

(2006) study, it is unlikely that testing results would greatly impact scout decision 

making processes and they would continue to base their player recommendations 

primarily on on-ice performance. Because widespread methods of testing are not 

available to assist with draft selection in hockey, it is important to explore how successful 

current selections are in predicting future hockey success with the aim of making 

improvements. A further aim of the present study was to examine the degree to which 

player size and relative age are used in talent identification and how effective selection 

order is in predicting success.  

Of note, in a 2012 study conducted by Burgess, Naughton, and Hopkins, among 

other items, they assessed draft selection order and its relationship to career success in the 

Australian Football League. Players who were selected earlier ended up playing 42% 

more games than their counterparts selected after them in the draft (Burgess et al., 2012). 

The authors hypothesized that lower ranked teams (selecting earlier in the draft) may 

have faced more urgent needs and drafted players who were ready to compete with their 

programs immediately (Burgess et al., 2012). Nonetheless, earlier selection in Australian 

football was moderately related to career success – a concept that has a strong possibility 
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of being similar in the junior hockey drafts (WHL and OHL), which is explored in the 

present work.  

2.4 The Present Study 

Understanding the factors that may impact order of selection in junior hockey 

drafts is important because it will bring awareness to the variables that may give young 

players an advantage, while also serving notice that young players may also 

inappropriately be missed (or de-selected) at a young age through systemic 

underrepresentation in hockey drafts. In such cases where disadvantaged players are 

missed at an early age, scouts may miss out on later bloomers who could be effective 

players. Additionally, understanding how effective scouts are at identifying players at a 

young age – as assessed by the highest level of hockey achieved (including whether or 

not they ever play in the league they were selected to) – will provide a glimpse into 

whether or not current drafting practices are effective. The comparison of the WHL to the 

OHL draft, in which players are drafted at different ages, will also provide valuable 

insight into which process is more effective at identifying players who will compete at 

the highest levels. If there is a significant relationship between selection order and highest 

level of hockey achieved, this would suggest that scouts are successful in drafting hockey 

players at a young age. Although not directly addressed with the current data, it is 

interesting to question whether or not scouts are effective at predicting who the most 

naturally successful athletes will be or if the athletes drafted (in particular the higher draft 

picks) are given preferential treatment; provided more opportunities to succeed, exposed 

to expert levels of coaching, and given the resources to reach the highest levels of 

hockey. 
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Chapter 3 - Methods 

3.1 Sample 

Western Hockey League (WHL). The first WHL Bantam Draft with accessible 

data was from 1990 and featured two rounds with a total of 23 players drafted. In 

comparison, the 2013 WHL Bantam draft featured 12 rounds with 240 picks. In this 

study, all available bantam drafts from 1990 to 2014 (24 years) were included in various 

analyses. While the order of selection is available for each year, the amount of other 

notable data was somewhat limited.  For example, height and weight of athletes was not 

published until 2010 so analyses related to height and weight are based on a smaller 

population. The same is true for date of birth as these data were not published until 2011. 

All players eligible for the WHL draft must fall into the appropriate age category and be 

from one of the four western Canadian provinces (British Columbia, Alberta, 

Saskatchewan, and Manitoba) or one of the designated WHL draft states: Alaska, 

Arizona, California, Colorado, Hawaii, Idaho, Kansas, Minnesota, Montana, Nebraska, 

Nevada, New Mexico, North Dakota, Oklahoma, Oregon, South Dakota, Texas, Utah, 

Washington and Wyoming (About the WHL Bantam Draft).   

Ontario Hockey League (OHL). At the time of data collection, the available 

OHL draft data began in 2000 (although there are some data posted dating back to 1991, 

these data were not organized in a usable way for this study). Since 2000, there have been 

15 rounds each year with approximately 300 selections per year. Birth date data for the 

OHL were available for each year analyzed (since 2000). Height and weight for the OHL 

were available beginning in 2003. All draft eligible players in the OHL must fall into the 

appropriate age category, and be from Ontario or one of the designated OHL priority 
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selection states: Michigan, Pennsylvania and New York, and other designated U.S. states 

east of the Mississippi River (Understanding the CHL’s Major Junior Draft Process). 

3.2 Procedures 

Data collection occurred primarily from three online sources: (1) WHL draft 

results available from the WHL website (www.whl.ca), (2) OHL priority selection results 

available from the OHL website (www.ontariohockeyleague.com) and (3) the Internet 

Hockey Database (www.hockeydb.com). The online draft results typically include player 

selected, order of selection, team selected to, position (for most players), and hometown.  

A coding scale was developed to rank highest level of hockey achieved. Coding 

was cut off at any league considered to be below the Canadian Hockey League (CHL) or 

collegiate levels. Data available for lower leagues (e.g., tier 1 Junior A, Junior B) were 

unreliable and in some cases not readily available, due in part to the absence of electronic 

records from the mid-to-late 1990s. A league hierarchy was established using the 

hierarchy in the Internet Hockey Database as a guide. While there are no shortages of 

opinions related to quality of leagues, broad categories were utilized to categorize the 

various leagues encountered in the research. In a broad sense, leagues were coded as 

follows (see Appendix A for full listing of league categorization): 

1- National Hockey League 

2- Elite North American / Elite European 

3- Minor Pro North America / Minor Pro Europe 

4- Major Junior 

5- Collegiate 

6- None of the above levels achieved 
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Each player was researched to determine the highest level of hockey attained. For 

the purposes of this study, a minimum number of games played was required at any given 

level for a player to be considered as “achieving” that level of hockey.  For example, if a 

player played 10 games in the NHL, and played 200 games in the American Hockey 

League (AHL), he was considered to have achieved the AHL level. This standard was 

established because a player could simply be “called up” a level on a short-term basis due 

to an emergency or player shortages (e.g., injury) and play only a few games. Thus, a 

substantive number of games were required for a player to be considered to have attained 

that level.  

The standard in the NHL to be considered a team member and qualify to have 

one’s name engraved on the Stanley Cup is to play in 41 regular season games (50% 

of the season). As a result, this 50% standard was used as follows: 

 Where available, the number of regular season games from each league in their 

most recent year was used to calculate an average number of games for each of 

the league categories mentioned above, 

 Using the 50% standard as used by the NHL, the total for each category was 

divided in half, giving the number of games required for each category, 

 A total of the number of games played at the highest level was used to determine 

if a player met the games played threshold for that category, 

Since there is a significant variance in average number of games played from 

North American elite to European elite, these were coded as the same level (2), but the 

study looked exclusively at games played in either Europe or North America elite leagues 

using the average established in the appropriate league. At times when a player would 
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have some games in both Europe and North America at this level (but did not reach the 

games played required for either), a blended average was computed for the European and 

North American leagues.  

While the number of draft rounds available in the WHL in some years goes up to 

15 (most commonly 12 rounds), only rounds 1-10 were used in the present research. 

After the 10
th

 round, there is a substantive drop in the number of players selected (many 

teams do not select players after the 10
th

 round). In the OHL, draft rounds have gone up 

to round 20 in select years (most commonly 15 rounds), but due to a substantial drop in 

number of players after round 15, only the first 15 rounds were used in the analyses. 

When analyzing the relationship between order of selection and highest level of hockey 

achieved, the only data used were those which gave an athlete a minimum of ten years of 

competition from the year drafted for the WHL and nine years from the date drafted for 

the OHL. Without providing this minimum, there would not be adequate time for a player 

to work his way up the hockey ladder once drafted at either 15 (WHL) or 16 (OHL) years 

of age. 

 To explore how draft selections are made and the potential implications for these 

selections later on a player’s career, regression analyses were performed to address four 

primary research questions (Figure 1):  

1. Do height and weight impact order of selection in the WHL and OHL drafts? 

2. Does date of birth impact selection order in the WHL and OHL drafts (i.e., 

relative age effect)? 

3. Is there a relationship between overall selection order in the WHL and OHL drafts 

and highest level of hockey achieved?  
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4. Using level of hockey achieved as an indicator, is one league (WHL vs. OHL) 

more successful when selecting players who are separated by one year in age? 
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Figure 1. Focus of research areas, aims, and research questions 

  WHL Bantam Draft 

and 

OHL Priority 

Selection 

 

  

     

     

Research Area: 

Factors that may be 

predictive of selection 

order  

 

 Research Area: 

Draft selection order 

as a predictor of 

future hockey success 

 

 Research Area: 

Compare the WHL 

and OHL drafts 

 

     

     

Aim:  

To examine the 

degree to which 

player size and 

relative age are used 

in talent identification 

 Aim:  
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effectiveness of the 

current system of 
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OHL athletes 

 Aim:  
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drafts  

     

     

Research Question: 

Do date of birth, 
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 Research Question: 

Is there a relationship 

between overall 

selection order and 

highest level of 

hockey achieved? 
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Chapter 4 - Results 

In conducting the regression analyses to answer the proposed research questions, 

inferential statistics were not utilized. From the selected years, the data collected were 

population data rather than a sample. In others words, it provided a full and complete 

picture using all of the data reported for the years studied. As argued by Gibbs, Shafer, 

and Dufur (2015), as a result of having complete data, inferential statistics are 

inappropriate. Thus, although regression analyses were used, only descriptive data related 

to these analyses are reported. A correlation matrix including all variables is presented in 

Table 1. 

Table 1. Correlation Matrix 

WHL Round Highest Level Height Weight Birth Quarter 

 

Highest Level 

 

.36 - - - - 

Height 

 

.07 a - - - 

Weight 

 

-.11 a .62 - - 

Birth Quarter .08 a -.09 -.07 - 

OHL 

 

     

Highest Level 

 

.44 - - - - 

Height 

 

-.19 .001 - - - 

Weight 

 

-.20 .002 .58 - - 

Birth Quarter .06 -.07 -.06 -.07 - 
a – Height, weight and birth date data were not available for the years of data analysis for the 

WHL highest level achieved. 

Round of selection: Do player height, weight, and birth date impact selection order 

in the WHL and OHL drafts? 
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Two multiple regression analyses were conducted to explore the relationship 

between weight, height, birth quarter and round selected; one for each of the WHL 

Bantam Draft and OHL Priority Selection. Table 2 shows the regression coefficients for 

the WHL. Independent variables were entered in two blocks. First, weight and height (see 

Figures 2 and 3) were entered in Block 1 (R
2
 = .01). Heavier players were selected earlier 

in the draft than lighter players, while no clear pattern emerged in relation to height. In 

Block 2, weight, height, and birth quarter were entered (R
2
 = .01). The addition of the 

birth quarter variable provided support for the relative age effect, with an apparent linear 

decrease in the number of players selected as the quarter increased.  

Table 2. WHL Height, Weight, and Birth Quarter Predicting Round of Selection 

  Standardized Coefficients 

Block  R
2 

ΔR
2 

Beta 

1 Height  

.01 .01 

.02 

 Weight -.11 

2 Height 

.01 .01 

.02 

 Weight -.10 

 Birth Quarter .07 
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Figure 2. Height (inches) by round selected 

 

Figure 3. Weight (pounds) by round selected 

 

Table 3 shows the regression coefficients for the OHL. Again, independent 

variables were entered in two blocks. In the first block, both heavier and taller players 

were selected earlier in the draft (R
2
 = .05). In block 2, weight, height, and birth quarter 

were entered. Similar to the WHL results, OHL players born earlier in the year were 

more likely to be selected earlier than those born later in the year (R
2
 = .05). 
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Table 3. OHL Height, Weight, and Birth Quarter Predicting Round of Selection 

  Standardized Coefficients 

Block  R
2 

ΔR
2 

Beta 

1 Height  

.05 .05 

-.12 

 Weight -.13 

2 Height 

.05 .002 

-.12 

 Weight -.13 

 Birth Quarter .04 

 

Interestingly, as can be seen in Table 4, when the birth quarter of all drafted 

athletes was examined, without consideration of draft order, almost four times as many of 

these athletes were born in the first two quarters of the calendar year than the latter two 

quarters of the year. Based on the available birth date data in the WHL, of all players 

selected, 642 were selected in the first two quarters with only 221 born in the last two 

quarters of the year. The trend with the OHL was similar with 3,277 athletes born in the 

first two quarters and only 1,186 born in the last two quarters of the year. These totals are 

in stark contrast to what one would expect to see in the Canadian population – a much 

more even birth distribution over the four quarters (Statistics Canada, 2013). 
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Table 4. Birth Quarter (proportions) and Average Round Selected 

 WHL OHL 

Quartile N M SD N M SD 

1 375 (.43) 5.29 2.92 1886 (.42) 7.65 4.31 

2 267 (.31) 5.43 2.82 1391 (.31) 8.10 4.30 

3 130 (.15) 5.30 2.81 742 (.17) 8.41 4.23 

4 91 (.11) 6.30 2.55 444 (.10) 8.17 4.53 

Total 863   4463   

 

Highest level achieved: Is there a relationship between overall selection order in the 

WHL and OHL drafts and highest level of hockey achieved?  

Two linear regression analyses were conducted to explore the relationship 

between round selected in each of the WHL Bantam Draft and OHL Priority Selection 

and highest level of hockey achieved. Tables 5 (WHL) and 6 (OHL) show the regression 

coefficients for each league. Players selected earlier in the draft experienced higher levels 

of success in their hockey careers (see Figure 4). The R
2
 for each league was .13 (WHL) 

and .19 (OHL). The correlation between round selected and highest level of hockey 

achieved was .36 for the WHL and .44 for the OHL. Tables 7 and 8 show descriptive data 

for all explored variables as a function of selection round.  

Table 5. WHL Round Selected Predicting Highest Level Achieved 

 Standardized Coefficients 

 R
2 

ΔR
2 

Beta 

Round of Selection  .13 .13 .36 
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Table 6. OHL Round Selected Predicting Highest Level Achieved 

 Standardized Coefficients 

 R
2 

ΔR
2 

Beta 

Round of Selection  .19 .19 .44 

 

Table 7. Means (standard deviations) for birth quarter, height (inches), weight (lbs), and 

highest level achieved by round selected - WHL 

Round Height Weight Birth Quarter Highest Level 

1 70.96 (2.40) 163.26 (15.40) 1.74 (0.88) 2.81 (1.45) 

2 71.15 (2.06) 165.42 (15.79) 1.74 (0.86) 3.82 (1.56) 

3 71.10 (2.30) 162.23 (19.35) 1.91 (0.96) 4.12 (1.54) 

4 70.93 (2.20) 161.45 (18.14) 1.88 (0.99) 4.44 (1.52) 

5 70.89 (2.23) 158.36 (24.00) 2.07 (1.04) 4.47 (1.62) 

6 71.09 (2.42) 160.11 (16.07) 2.06 (1.10) 4.54 (1.60) 

7 70.35 (2.43) 157.06 (18.47) 1.95 (0.98) 4.88 (1.44) 

8 70.54 (2.34) 156.52 (26.78) 1.90 (0.98) 4.96 (1.46) 

9 70.64 (2.53) 160.01 (16.20) 2.12 (1.13) 4.89 (1.53) 

10 70.80 (2.89) 157.54 (25.20) 1.92 (1.04) 5.02 (1.44) 
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Table 8. Means (standard deviations) for birth quarter, height (inches), weight (lbs), and 

highest level achieved by round selected - OHL 

Round Height Weight Birth Quarter Highest Level 

1 72.31 (2.05) 178.23 (15.53) 1.81 (1.02) 2.25 (1.19) 

2 72.25 (2.02) 176.98 (16.17) 1.88 (0.98) 3.14 (1.27) 

3 71.99 (2.07) 174.23 (15.03) 1.95 (1.00) 3.51 (1.60) 

4 71.97 (2.10) 174.84 (16.70) 1.88 (0.97) 3.85 (1.43) 

5 71.87 (2.09) 173.82 (15.88) 1.95 (1.02) 4.09 (1.56) 

6 71.87 (2.18) 173.41 (18.43) 1.93 (1.02) 4.05 (1.67) 

7 71.99 (2.02) 172.31 (14.91) 1.85 (0.91) 4.40 (1.44) 

8 71.82 (2.17) 171.95 (15.76) 1.96 (0.98) 4.46 (1.59) 

9 71.69 (2.22) 172.46 (16.26) 2.00 (0.95) 4.44 (1.57) 

10 71.49 (2.16) 170.95 (16.97) 1.89 (0.96) 4.78 (1.44) 

11 71.30 (2.04) 170.00 (17.79) 1.96 (0.98) 4.69 (1.52) 

12 71.30 (2.33) 170.32 (18.70) 1.92 (1.00) 5.07 (1.35) 

13 71.00 (2.40) 167.19 (17.74) 2.00 (1.03) 4.98 (1.30) 

14 71.25 (2.30) 168.29 (17.89) 2.09 (1.04) 5.04 (1.41) 

15 70.73 (2.16) 164.65 (15.49) 2.11 (0.99) 5.02 (1.44) 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

31 
 

Figure 4. Highest level achieved by round selected 

 

Note: NHL = National Hockey League; Elite Pro = Elite North American / Elite European; Minor Pro = Minor Pro North America / 

Minor Pro Europe; M.J. = Major Junior; College = Collegiate Level; N/A = no level achieved 

Comparing WHL and OHL: Is one league more successful when selecting players 

who are separated by one year in age? 

 To compare highest level achieved across the two leagues, with drafts one year 

apart, the first 200 players drafted in the years 2000-2005 (to ensure a minimum of 10 

years to develop) were compared to evaluate highest level of hockey achieved (see Table 

9). Players drafted in the WHL achieved lower average levels (M = 4.35, SD = 1.62), than 

players drafted in the OHL (M = 3.85, SD = 1.65). The R
2
 was .02. 

Table 9. Highest Level Achieved Across Leagues (WHL and OHL) 

 Standardized Coefficients 

 R
2 

ΔR
2 

Beta 

League .02 .02 -.15 
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Chapter 5 - Discussion 

The present study sought to explore factors that contribute to selection order in 

the WHL Bantam Draft and OHL Priority Selection and relations to level of hockey 

achieved. Specifically, the study explored the relative age effect and the impact of weight 

and height on draft selection order, relations between draft selection order and level of 

hockey achieved, and compared the WHL and OHL drafts. Findings of the present study 

are generally consistent with prior literature indicating that larger players born earlier in 

the year are likely to be drafted earlier and that earlier drafted players experience higher 

levels of hockey success.  

For both the WHL and OHL drafts, the present findings were largely consistent 

with previous research on relative age. For both leagues, players born in the first quarter 

and first half of the year were more likely to be selected than those born in later quarters. 

Results across leagues were remarkably consistent. Of the analyzed birth date 

information, close to half of the players in both the WHL (43%) and OHL (42%) were 

born in the first quarter, while only a tenth were born in the last quarter (11% and 10% 

for the WHL and OHL, respectively). Similarly, 74% of the selected players were born in 

the first half of the year in the WHL and 73% in the OHL. In both leagues, as the birth 

quarter increased, the number of players selected decreased. Thus, those born later in the 

year are at a disadvantage when it comes to round of selection.  

The above pattern contrasts with the distribution of birth quarters in the general 

Canadian population. According to Statistics Canada (2013), birth dates from 2007 to 

2011 were much more evenly distributed across the quarters than what was seen in the 

results of this study; over the five year period provided by Statistics Canada, the 
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percentages of birth by quarter were 23.75% (quarter 1), 25.31% (quarter 2), 26.50% 

(quarter 3), and 24.44% (quarter 4). 

These findings are consistent with existing relative age effect research. In one 

study of active WHL players in particular, Nolan and Howell (2010) found that a WHL 

player is more than three times more likely to be born in the first quarter of the year than 

the last. The authors also examined birth dates from active players in the NHL, WHL, 

OHL, and QMJHL during the 2008-2009 season and, similar to the results of this study, 

the relative age effect was strong in every league (Nolan & Howell, 2010).  

The long held notion that “bigger” hockey players are more appealing to scouts 

than their smaller counterparts is somewhat supported by the results of the research. In 

both leagues, players who were heavier were selected earlier in the draft. Height, 

however, only appeared to be related to selection order in the OHL and not the WHL. 

This difference between leagues could be related to the OHL Priority Selection taking 

place one year later than the WHL draft and is worthy of further investigation.   

One of the core questions of this study was to determine if there is a relationship 

between overall selection order in the WHL and OHL drafts and highest level of hockey 

achieved. In other words, are those players who are selected earlier in their respective 

drafts more likely to reach a higher level of hockey than those who are selected later in 

the draft? For both the WHL and OHL, the results showed that those athletes who were 

selected in earlier rounds when they were 15 and 16 were more likely to achieve higher 

levels of hockey in their careers. For example, 15 year olds who were selected in the first 

round of the WHL draft typically achieved between elite professional hockey and minor 

professional hockey. In contrast, those who were selected in the 10
th

 round of the WHL 
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draft typically reached a collegiate level of hockey. Results for the OHL, where they draft 

one year later, were quite similar: those selected in the first round reached close to elite 

professional hockey and those who were drafted in the 10
th

 round typically reached a 

collegiate hockey level. 

While players who are drafted earlier as minor hockey players achieve higher 

levels of hockey, it is impossible to determine the direction of the effect. It could be that 

scouts are very effective at their jobs and are able to identify the players who are most 

likely to succeed.  It is equally plausible that players who are drafted higher may achieve 

higher levels as a result of escalating commitment by the teams that draft them – the 

commitment to early identification decisions. There are several examples from everyday 

life (Brockner, 1992) that predict that an initial investment (in this case, draft selection) 

may lead to a persistent commitment to the initial decision. The concept of escalating 

commitment is demonstrated by decision makers persisting with negative or failing 

courses of action (Brockner, 1992). This concept could be a factor in providing greater 

opportunities to higher draft picks. Decision makers may be faced with a failing course of 

action, but continue to sink resources into their projects as they strive to attain their goals, 

including time, money, and even their self-identities (Brockner, 1992). In short, drafted 

players may receive more opportunities to develop simply because the scouts, coaches, 

and managers who drafted them feel a strong commitment to their draft decision. As a 

result, players may be put in more situations to achieve success and may be given greater 

resources to achieve success as well. 

Similarly, another possibility to consider if hockey players who are drafted higher 

experience more success is the sunk cost phenomenon. In Staw and Hoang’s (1995) study 
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on sunk costs in the National Basketball Association, they concluded that teams played 

their most expensive players (highest draft picks) more and held onto them for longer 

than the players they spent fewer resources in obtaining (lower draft picks), even when 

performance was controlled for (Staw & Hoang, 1995). This phenomenon could also be 

present in junior hockey drafts whereby teams give their higher draft picks (the ones they 

have invested more in) more opportunities to succeed in the long-term. 

Further, escalation bias should be considered when evaluating the order of draft 

picks and the opportunities high draft picks are given to succeed. Schoorman (1988) 

studied performance appraisals in the workplace and found that supervisors who 

participate in a hiring decision and agree with the decision made to hire an individual are 

more likely to positively report on performance appraisals. Conversely, Schoorman 

(1988) found the opposite was true for those supervisors who participated in a hiring 

process, but did not agree with the hiring decision – they negatively reported on 

performance appraisals. Comparisons could be made to those organizations and team 

management who draft players – invested individuals may positively bias player ratings 

when they are being evaluated and provide them greater opportunity to experience 

success. 

Of course, in addition to the variables explored in the present study, there are 

several other variables that could, and likely do, contribute to long term success – not just 

how high players are drafted when they are 15 or 16 year olds. In order to understand the 

factors that influence or predict long term success, one must look at a more holistic 

picture. Such factors would likely include the development system a player was brought 

up in, access to high level coaches, position, personal connections, work ethic, genetics, 
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and an investment made by parents/caregivers (e.g., ice time, travel teams, coaching, 

personal training, etc.).  

The final question to be answered with this research was whether or not one 

league was associated with a higher level hockey achieved amongst drafted hockey 

players. Results showed that drafted OHL players reached higher levels of hockey than 

those players drafted into the WHL. This is possibly due to the fact that players in the 

OHL are drafted one year later than the WHL and have one additional year to develop 

prior to being drafted. In the OHL, scouts have an opportunity to evaluate players who 

are one year older and more mature, so a more accurate assessment of what they can 

bring to a team is possible. For this reason, the WHL may want to consider delaying its 

draft by one year to coincide with the OHL. Additionally, even though relative age was 

apparent in both leagues, delaying by one year may assist in moving towards a more 

balanced relative age advantage/disadvantage. Again, the relative age effect was present 

in both leagues, but as Baker and Logan (2007) found, there was actually a reversal of 

relative age for NHL hockey players born between 2000 and 2005 with those who were 

relatively younger actually being drafted higher. Delaying by one year may help to move 

players closer to parity in birth quarter. 

5.1 Limitations 

Although a comparison of the WHL and OHL was targeted for the present 

research given the relatively similar populations from which the draftees were drawn 

(primarily Canadian youth), there are still several possibly important differences between 

players from the two leagues. For instance, place of birth, the minor hockey systems the 

players developed in, proximity to large scale media, and style of play in the leagues are 
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all noted differences between the two leagues. A second consideration is the different 

sample size for some of the variables between the WHL and OHL. Historically, the OHL 

has done a much better job of collecting the data that were used in this research including 

birth date, height, and weight. As a result, the number of drafted athletes from the OHL 

with data on these variables was much higher than the WHL. 

Finally, there were some methodological decisions that were made that must be 

considered. Due to the different age at which players are drafted in the two leagues, when 

comparing the success of the WHL and OHL drafting practices, this study could have 

either compared the same years for each league (which ensured that the same people were 

doing the drafting and the same cohort was assessed), or ensured that the same number of 

years post-draft were analyzed. This study utilized the first option and explored 

consistent cohorts, but there is a small likelihood that some players during one of the five 

draft years included may not have had the same amount of time to develop, which could 

have influenced results. Importantly, player data for this analysis were collected for 9-10 

years post-draft, thus providing ample time to develop, even for the small number of 

players whose data were only available for 9 years. 

A second set of methodological decisions had to be made about ranking different 

levels of hockey. When developing a hierarchy of hockey levels, this study essentially 

followed the hierarchy already established by the Internet Hockey Database with some 

minor modifications. While some of the established levels were obvious, some could 

certainly be debated.  Of note, this study ranked major junior hockey over collegiate 

hockey. While NHL draft statistics (NHL Draft Historical Draft Summary) show that 

major junior players are drafted to the NHL at a higher rate than those from the collegiate 
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level (50% from major junior and 11% from the collegiate level between 1969 and 2013), 

some may suggest the highest levels of collegiate hockey (NCAA Division I) are at least 

on par with major junior hockey. Additionally, the range of collegiate hockey included in 

this study varied from NCAA Division I to NCAA Division III and Canadian 

Interuniversity Sport. While all are quality levels of hockey, more players from NCAA 

Division I move on to higher levels in the game than the other levels. There are also some 

fundamental differences in the athlete development model when comparing NCAA 

Division I to CIS hockey. Similar debates could also be had for the large number of 

minor professional hockey leagues – both in Europe and North America. Some leagues 

are widely considered better than others. Nonetheless, the categories used in this study 

remained broad and representative of general levels of hockey achieved. 

5.2 Future Directions 

Future research could be expanded to include the QMJHL to see if the results are 

consistent with selection across the three major junior leagues across Canada. It would 

also be interesting to see if players who are drafted earlier are given access to more 

opportunities/resources immediately after being selected which could contribute to their 

longer term success. This latter type of exploration would require in-depth interviews 

with coaches, players, and other personnel to examine personal experiences. 

As suggested in the discussion, the list of variables used in this study to predict 

draft order – birth date, height, and weight – is certainly not an exhaustive list of 

variables that may relate to draft success. Other research has considered the size of 

community the player is from, which has provided interesting patterns (Baker & Logan, 

2007). Additionally, this study did not include any level of psychological assessment for 
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the drafted players. Specific psychological make-up of players may also be a major factor 

in where a young athlete is drafted and the subsequent success (or failures) they achieve 

in the game.  

The WHL recently moved to hosting player combines in which hockey specific 

skills are assessed and ranked against other players in the same age class. In a few years, 

it would be interesting to access combine data and analyze it to see how reflective 

individual hockey skills are of draft order and future success. To date, there has only been 

one full year of combine testing, but the data collected could certainly be a powerful tool 

in expanding this, or similar, research. 

Future research may also want to expand the meaning of success. In this research, 

hockey success was based solely on the level of hockey achieved (based on a pre-

determined hierarchy). Certainly, within each league one could easily argue there are 

varying measures of success – whether it be number of games played, goals scored, 

assists, total points, championships won, captaincy, hall of fame recognition, selection to 

national teams, selection to all-star teams, and major awards. Broadening the measures of 

success is likely to enhance predictive ability. 

5.3 Implications 

 The present findings suggest that current draft procedures are successful in that 

players who are drafted earlier tend to achieve higher levels of success. However, it is not 

possible to determine if potentially successful players are not provided with the 

opportunity to achieve similar success because they were not drafted high or not drafted 

at all. The difficulty with this area of research is that unless measures are taken to 

minimize the impact of non-talent related factors, like birth date, on selection order, it is 
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not possible to assess the potential cost of the influence of such factors on decisions. If 

we assume that some young players are unfairly disadvantaged through the influence of 

the relative age effect in drafting, an important implication of the work is to encourage 

structural changes to hockey leagues that will minimize age differences within groupings. 

For example, rather than grouping 9 and 10-year old children together, establishing 

groups that include only a one-year range should reduce the impact of the relative age 

effect. At the very least, scouts should be made aware of the tendency to perhaps over-

emphasize larger players, both directly through size and through players born relatively 

earlier than their competitors, so they can consider how such information factors into 

their own decisions. This may help avoid the de-selecting of athletes out of the sport at a 

young age. As discussed by Vaeyens and colleagues (2008), this could help to create an 

environment where all athletes are given the opportunity to develop and reach their full 

potential, but, more importantly, it could create an environment where they do not 

become discouraged and drop out of the sport. 

5.4 Conclusion  

 Evaluating, selecting, and developing athletes in any sport can be a highly 

complex and unpredictable endeavour. The present study found that current drafting 

practices in the WHL and OHL show biases similar to those found in prior literature. 

Players born earlier in the year held an advantage when it came to selection in both the 

WHL and OHL drafts and higher weight also appeared to be an advantage in both 

leagues. Height, however, only appeared to be a factor in the OHL Priority Selection. 

Players selected earlier in their respective drafts were also advantaged over later picks 

with respect to the future success achieved in the game. In a direct comparison of 
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leagues, the OHL was more successful in moving players to a higher level, which may 

be, at least in part, a result of the draft taking place one year later. 

With an over representation of players who are born earlier in the year at the 

minor hockey levels and, as shown here, with players selected in both the WHL and 

OHL, national governing bodies for hockey may want to re-evaluate their age categories. 

In Canada, the current gap could see players who are just shy of two years apart 

competing against one another in key developmental years. The risk is the possibility of 

relatively younger players leaving the game before they have had a chance to mature. 

Coaches, scouts, managers, and administrators all have a responsibility to safeguard 

against de-selecting young players before they have an opportunity to reach their full 

potential. 
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Appendix A 

Level/League 
League 

Games 
Average 50% 

 MAJOR LEAGUE   82 41 

 National Hockey League (1917-2014) 82     

 

  
League 

Games 
Average 50% 

 ELITE PROFESSIONAL   51.83 25.91 Blended N.A./Eur. 

North American Elite   79 39.5 

 American Hockey League 76     

 International Hockey League (1945-2001) 82     

 European Elite   48.43 24.2 

 1.Bundesliga (Germany) (1958-1994) 44     

 Alpenligue (1998-2000) 30     

 Austrian League (1977-2013) 54     

 Belarusian Extraleague (2008-2009)  52     

 British Elite Ice Hockey League (2003-2014) 64     

 British Ice Hockey Superleague (1996-2003) 32     

 Czech Republic League (1993-2014) 52     

 Deutsche Eishockey League (Germany) (1994-2014) 52     

 Finland SM-liiga (1975-2014) 60     

 International Eishockey League (1999-2000) 28     

 Italy Serie A (1952-2014) 42     

 Kontinental Hockey League (2008-2014) 54     

 Norway Elite League (1990-2014) 45     

 Russian Elite League (1961-2008) 57     

 Slovakian Extraleague (1993-2013) 56     

 Swedish Hockey League (1975-2014) 55     

 Switzerland National League A (1979-2014) 50     

 
 

   
 

 
   

 

  
League 

Games 
Average 50% 

 MINOR PROFESSIONAL   49.73 24.86 Blended N.A./Eur. 

North American Minor Professional   52.56 26.3 

 All American Hockey League (2008-2011) 24     

 Atlantic Coast Hockey League (2002-2003) 60     

 Central Hockey League (1992-2014) 66     

 Colonial Hockey League (1991-1997)  74     

 Eastern Professional Hockey League (2008-2009) 50     

 ECHL (1988-2014) 72     

 Federal Hockey League (2010-2014) 57     

 International Hockey League (2007-2010) 76     

 Ligue Nord-Americaine de Hockey (2004-2013) 40     
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Mid Atlantic Hockey League (2007-2008) 32     

 South East Hockey League (2003-2004) 56     

 Southern Professional Hockey League (2004-2014) 56     

 United Hockey League (1991-2007) 76     

 West Coast Hockey League (1995-2003) 72     

 Western Professional Hockey League (1996-2001) 71     

 World Hockey Association 2 (2003-2004) 59     

 European Non-Elite   43.13 21.6 

 British Hockey League (1980-1996) 52     

 British National League (1996-2005) 38     

 DEL-2 (Germany) (1999-2014) 48     

 Denmark (1988-2013) 40     

 English League (1998-2005) 32     

 English Premier League (2005-2008) 40     

 Finland - Division 1 (1975-2000) 48     

 Finland - Mestis League (2000-2011) 45     

 France (1980-2010) 26     

 German Regional League (1985-2004) 34     

 Germany -- 1st League (1994-1999) 58     

 Germany -- 2.Bundesliga (1958-1994) 44     

 Germany -- 2.Bundesliga (1999-2013) 48     

 Germany -- 2nd League (1994-1999) 48     

 Germany -- Bundesliga (1998-1999) 58     

 Germany -- Oberliga (1979-2014) 44     

 Italy Serie A2 (1998-2013) 14     

 Netherlands (1970-2013) 30     

 Russia - Vysshaya League (2010-2013) 52     

 Russian First League (1978-2010) 48     

 Sweden 1st Division (1999-2014) 52     

 Switzerland National League B (1981-2013) 50     

 

  
League 

Games 
Average 50% 

 MAJOR JUNIOR   69.33 34.7 

 Ontario Hockey League (1892-2014) 68     

 Quebec Major Junior Hockey League (1969-2014) 68     

 Western Hockey League (1968-2014) 72     

 

  
League 

Games 
Average 50% 

 COLLEGE/UNIVERSITY   22.04 11 

 Alberta College Athletic Conference (1968-2013) 28     

 Atlantic University Sport (1974-2013) 28     

 CIS - Canada West Universities Athletic Assn (1967-

2014) 

28     

 CIS - Ontario University Athletic Association (1977-

2014) 

28     
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NCAA - Atlantic Hockey Association (2003-2014) 27     

 NCAA - Big 10 - Div. 1 (2013-2014) 20     

 NCAA - Central Collegiate Hockey Assn. - Div. 1 

(1971-2013) 

28     

 NCAA - College Hockey America - Div. 1 (1999-

2010) 

37     

 NCAA – Eastern Collegiate Athletic Conference 

(ECAC)- Div. 1 (1964-2014) 

22     

 NCAA - ECAC East (1985-2014) 18     

 NCAA - ECAC Northeast (1971-2014) 14     

 NCAA - ECAC West (1985-2014) 15     

 NCAA - Hockey East - Div. 1 (1984-2014) 20     

 NCAA – Metro Atlantic Athletic Conference 

(MAAC) - Div. 1 (1998-2003) 

37     

 NCAA – Massachusetts State Collegiate Athletic 

Conference (MASCAC) (2009-2014) 

18     

 NCAA - Midwest Collegiate Hockey Association 

(1998-2013) 

20     

 NCAA - Minnesota Intercollegiate Athletic Conf. 

(1972-2014) 

16     

 NCAA – New England Small College Athletic 

Conference (NESCAC) (1999-2014) 

18     

 NCAA - Northeast 10 (2009-2014) 11     

 NCAA - Northern Collegiate Hockey Association 

(1980-2014) 

18     

 NCAA – State University of New York Athletic 

Conference (SUNYAC) (1992-2014) 

16     

 NCAA - Western Collegiate Hockey Assn. - Div. 1 

(1959-2014) 

28     

 NCAA - Wisconsin Intercollegiate Athletic Conf. 

(2013-2014) 

12     
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