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Analysis



ANALYSIS: GP2 AS THE MAIN FEEDER

SERIES TO FORMULA 1

The dust has settled on the first round of the recently re-branded 

Formula 2 series and we are already fast approaching Round 2 in 

Barcelona, Spain. Amid the stunning performance by Charles Leclerc to 

win the Bahrain sprint race, it posed an intriguing question for me – 

who will make the final giant leap up to Formula 1, and is ‘Formula 2’ 

truly the best proving ground?

Formula 2 was first introduced in 2005, then under the name of ‘GP2’ to serve

as the main feeder series to Formula 1, following much of the F1 calendar, 

but predominantly featuring in Europe. GP2 was the brainchild of F1 supremo

Bernie Ecclestone & Flavio Briatore, with participating teams required to use 

the same engine supplier, tyres and chassis in an effort to highlight driver 

ability over car performance.

As of 2017, the series has been rebranded ‘Formula 2’. However, everything 

is much the same in all but name. Over a standard race weekend, the drivers 

complete a practice and qualifying session, before participating in a ‘feature 

race’ and a ‘sprint race’.

Historically, GP2 has been filled with daring overtakes, stunning drives and 

inexplicable errors. All under the watchful gaze of the F1 paddock.

Following the Formula 1 calendar has provided drivers with the ultimate 

opportunity to showcase their talents, resulting in a select few being promoted

to F1 – to varying degrees of success. This article will analyse the 

performance of GP2 as a feeder series, in regards to providing Formula 1 

with the next generation of talent.



All statistics and information pre Bahrain 2017, regarding both 

GP2/Formula 2 and Formula 1

Current Success of GP2 – Current representation on the Formula 1 grid 

(GP2 Graduates)

Highlighted in Yellow – Graduated from GP2

• 7 of 20 drivers (35%) contracted to Formula 1 teams graduated from GP2 (Hamilton, 

Perez, Vandoorne, Grosjean, Hulkenberg, Palmer, Ericsson)

• 3 of 20 drivers (15%) contracted to Formula 1 teams graduated to F1 prior to the first ever 

GP2 series in 2005 (Raikkonen, Massa, Alonso)

• 10 of 20 drivers (50%) contracted to Formula 1 teams bypassed GP2 when promoted to 

F1 (Bottas, Ricciardo, Verstappen, Vettel, Ocon, Stroll, Sainz, Kyvat, Magnussen, 

Wehrlein)

35% of the 2017 Formula 1 grid graduated from the GP2 series. This in itself 

is a reasonable return, especially considering that three members of the grid 

had already got their F1 careers well under way prior to the creation of the 

GP2 series.



However, 50% of the current F1 grid made their way to the top via different 

routes, bypassing the GP2 series altogether. This in itself is not too 

concerning. However when you look at the ability of the drivers and what they

have, and will achieve in F1, there is a strong case being presented to 

suggest that the GP2 series is not the main feeder series in regards to 

promoting ‘superstar’ drivers. Furthermore, in almost all cases these drivers 

have justified their somewhat quick promotion to Formula 1.

Historical Success of GP2 – Historical representation on the Formula 1 

grid (GP2 Graduates)



• * Sakon Yamamoto, Timo Glock & Romain Grosjean all competed in F1 prior to competing 

in GP2, then continued their F1 careers after GP2.

• ** Giorgio Pantano, Antonio Pizzonia & Gianmaria Bruni all competed in F1 prior to 

competing in GP2, but did not enter an F1 race again after GP2.

• 31 drivers have graduated to Formula 1 from the GP2 series over 12 seasons

• 10 of 31 drivers (32%) have finished on the podium in F1 (Rosberg, Hamilton, Kovalainen,

Glock, Piquet Jnr., Grosjean, Kobayashi, Petrov, Perez, Maldonado)

• 4 of 31 drivers (13%) have won a race in F1 (Rosberg, Hamilton, Kovalainen, Maldonado)

• 2 of 31 drivers (7%) have won the F1 World Drivers Championship (Rosberg, Hamilton)

31 drivers have graduated from GP2 to Formula 1 over the 12 years since its 

inception. This is a good return, with the majority of drivers completing at 

least one season. Furthermore, 32% of these drivers have stood on the 

podium in Formula 1. Aside from Nico Rosberg & Lewis Hamilton, most of 

these have been performances in a midfield team and achieved through 

strong, battling drives.

However, only four of these drivers have achieved race victory. We all know 

about the successes of Rosberg & Hamilton, the 2005 & 2006 GP2 

champions, and now Formula 1 World Champions. Them aside, only two 

races have been won by GP2 graduates, Heikki Kovalainen (Hungary, 2008) 

& Pastor Maldonado (Spain, 2012), both of which had an element of fortune 

and weren’t to be repeated. It could also be argued that the Formula 1 

careers of Sebastien Buemi, Lucas Di Grassi & Alexander Rossi were cut 

somewhat short based on their achievements in other racing categories.



GP2 Performance – Translates to Formula 1 opportunites?

• 8 of 12 GP2 champions (67%) have successfully graduated to Formula 1 (Rosberg, 

Hamilton, Glock, Hulkenberg, Maldonado, Grosjean, Palmer, Vandoorne)

• 2 of 12 GP2 champions (17%) have won the GP2 and Formula 1 World Championship 

(Rosberg, Hamilton)

Successfully winning the GP2 championship is the most surefire way to get 

yourself noticed by the F1 paddock. As shown above, the majority of drivers 

successfully make the final step into F1 after winning the series title. 

Additionally, it is worth noting that 2016 champion Pierre Gasly is likely to be 

given a chance at Toro Rosso as soon as a seat becomes available.

Giorgio Pantano and Fabio Leimer weren’t granted the opportunity, while 

Davide Valsecchi can consider himself very unlucky. In 2013, Lotus F1 driver 

Kimi Raikkonen vacated his seat for the final two races of the season. 

Valsecchi was the official reserve driver for Lotus F1, but was overlooked for 

the more experienced Heikki Kovalainen, rather unfairly in my opinion.



• 5 of the 10 drivers (50%) with the most victories recorded in GP2 successfully graduated 

to F1 (Vandoorne, Maldonado, Grosjean, Palmer, Glock)

Recording regular victories in GP2 puts drivers in a good position to be 

noticed and promoted by Formula 1 teams. Especially those who have 

achieved a number of victories in a comparatively small number of races, 

such as Vandoorne (11 wins in 44), Grosjean (9 in 58) and Pastor Maldonado 

(10 in 73).

• 1 of the 10 drivers (10%) with the most GP2 race entries successfully graduated to F1 

(Haryanto)

• 1 of the 10 drivers (10%) with the most GP2 race entries has won the GP2 championship 

(Valsecchi)



Participating in a vast number of GP2 races does not put drivers in a good 

position to graduate to F1. Only Rio Haryanto has made the step from the top

10 most experienced GP2 drivers. However, it is worth noting that Joylon 

Palmer (11th – 86 races), Marcus Ericsson (13th – 84 races) and Giedo van 

der Garde (14th – 82 races) all graduated to Formula 1 after lengthy GP2 

careers.

Unfortunately for Haryanto, he was only contracted to back markers Manor 

for 12 races before losing his seat to 2015 GP3 Champion Esteban Ocon. 

Therefore, there is strong evidence to suggest that after a driver competes in 

a number of GP2 campaigns, it is worth considering alternative avenues to 

boost their racing profile.

GP2 rebranded – Formula 2 in 2017

On name alone, success in Formula 2 translates into a final, direct step into 

Formula 1.

The lineup for the 2017 season is a decent one, with a thorough mix of 

experienced drivers and series rookies. At a glance, one driver stands out as 

a Formula 1 star of the future – Charles Leclerc.

Leclerc is a Ferrari academy driver, the 2016 GP3 Champion, and has 

already secured a pole position, a podium and a race win in his first Formula 

2 weekend. The victory coming in the sprint race where he put on an 

overtaking masterclass to convert his unorthodox pit-stop strategy into a 

stunning race win.

And the rest? Oliver Rowland looks like a real charger, but often gets caught 

ruining his tyres, such is the nature of his hard racing. But after winning the 

2015 Formula Renault 3.5 series and on the back of an impressive debut 



year, he could well be competing for the F2 championship. Moreover, a role in

the Renault F1 Team as a development driver will further support his cause.

There have been flashes from the likes of Norman Nato, Artem Markelov & 

Jordan King, but they’ll need an exceptional year to attract the attention of the

F1 paddock. Gustav Malja & Luca Ghiotto may surprise a few this year, but 

ultimately need the same. Unfortunately, Antonio Fuoco looks like he has 

been leapfrogged by Leclerc and Giovinazzi at Ferrari, so will need a mega 

year to keep them interested, otherwise he may follow the same fate as 

discarded Marceillo.

Finally, looking firmly into the future, Louis Deletraz was 2nd in both the 

Formula Renault 2.0 (2015) & 3.5 series’ (2016) in recent years. Once he is 

up to speed in F2, he will be one to watch, perhaps for the 2018 campaign. 

The same is true for Nyck DeVries & Sergio Sette Camara.

Summary

GP2 has ultimately delivered. While I think Bernie and Flavio would have 

liked more of the lion’s share of the young driver market, drivers like Lewis 

Hamilton & Nico Rosberg have reached the very top via the ‘GP2 route’. 

While the likes of Perez, Hulkenberg, Grosjean, Kovalainen & Glock have all 

had very respectable and successful F1 careers too. Vandoorne & Giovinazzi 

will hopefully be adding themselves to the list in the future. However, it is fair 

to say that as long as the very best young drivers reach Formula 1, the 

pathway they took is largely irrelevant.

To be honest, regardless of the success of the series, I have thoroughly 

enjoyed the wheel-to-wheel racing that these young drivers give us. The 

unfortunate events surrounding Billy Monger only strengthen my appreciation 

for these young speedsters, who give it absolutely everything every weekend,



at all levels, showing grit, determination and sheer bravery in the most testing

of circumstances. Young drivers are always ready. They are always prepared 

to step in. They are always there when called upon. Young drivers form the 

backbone of motor racing and each and every one of them deserves a shot at

reaching Formula 1.



ANALYSIS: Wehrlein, Ocon & the 

Mercedes Driver Development 

Programme

The Mercedes Driver Development Programme took a self-inflicted, but 

somewhat temporary blow over the winter. Junior drivers Pascal 

Wehrlein & Esteban Ocon were overlooked for Williams driver Valtteri 

Bottas, to replace retiring F1 champion Nico Rosberg in the silver 

arrows. A decision that has already been justified, with Bottas winning 

the Russian GP. However, with an unstable drivers market looming for 

the 2018 grid and beyond, can Wehrlein or Ocon make the final step in 

the same way that Verstappen, Ricciardo & Vettel have done at Red 

Bull?

Pascal Wehrlein, 22

• DTM Champion - Youngest in history aged 20 (2015)

• 2nd Formula 3 Euro Series (2012)

A couple of seasons ago, everything suggested that Pascal Wehrlein was a 

Mercedes driver in waiting. It was simply going to be a case of stepping in for 

Nico Rosberg, or Lewis Hamilton, when either driver had ultimately parted 

company with the Mercedes team.

  Wehrlein racing in DTM in 2015



As part of the Mercedes young driver programme, Wehrlein was groomed for 

the big seat. From racking up the miles in the Mercedes simulator, to 

representing the team in his history-making DTM campaign, to test driving the

Mercedes and Force India F1 cars, Wehrlein was taking all the major steps to

Formula 1's most prized seat.

    Wehrlein racing for Manor in 2016

However, things have gone off-course. Unfortunately, Rosberg's retirement 

was too early for Wehrlein, as he was overlooked by the team in favour of the

more experienced Valtteri Bottas. Pascal did have a reasonably impressive 

first season with Manor, scoring their only point with a 10th place in Austria, 

but he had no experience of fighting for wins & podiums. Furthermore, he 

didn't exactly blow away teammate Rio Haryanto and was then matched for 

pace by Esteban Ocon, despite the Frenchman joining the team part way 

through the season.

Being overlooked at Mercedes was not such a setback. Especially at the age 

of 22. However, Wehrlein was also leapfrogged by fellow Mercedes junior 

driver and former teammate, Esteban Ocon. The ever impressive Force India 

F1 team were offered Wehrlein, but chose to promote Ocon, with some 

sources citing Wehrlein's attitude as a key factor. With Force India being a 

highly efficient and close-knit team, this could indeed have been a 

determining factor.



2017 - Sauber F1 Team

The events of 2016 and the winter that followed meant Wehrlein needed to 

bounce back with a strong 2017 campaign. However, after securing a seat at 

Sauber, he suffered another setback before the season even began. While 

racing at the Race of Champions event in Miami, Wehrlein suffered an 

accident which resulted in him missing the first two races of the F1 season.

@PWehrlein on Twitter after Race of Champions accident

Again, his attitude was questioned. But the speculation soon faded after the 

extent of his injuries were released on his Twitter page. His F1 return suffered

additional pressures after an impressive showing by his stand in, Antonio 

Giovinazzi. Wehrlein returned in Bahrain and progressed into Q2 in qualifying

and then secured 11th place for Sauber in the race, beating teammate 

Marcus Ericsson. In Spain, Wehrlein scored crucial points for Sauber with an 

impressive drive to a career best 8th place.



Esteban Ocon, 20

• GP3 Champion (2015)

• FIA European Formula 3 Champion (2014)

Esteban Ocon was signed to the Mercedes Development Programme after an

impressive career in the junior categories, which culminated in the 2015 GP3 

championship. Mercedes are not the only F1 team to have requested his 

services, as Ocon has also worked with Lotus F1, Renault F1, Manor and 

Force India, all before the age of 20.

   Ocon racing for Manor in 2016

During the 2016 F1 season, Esteban was drafted in to replace Rio Haryanto 

and partner Wehrlein at back markers Manor. This put him in direct 

competition with Wehrlein, with the two ending up being somewhat 

reasonably matched, despite Ocon joining the team later in the season. 

Neither driver made major headlines though, aside from their coming together

in the season finale at Abu Dhabi, where both drivers blamed each other.

However, a key feature of Ocon's race craft is his consistency. On his way to 

claiming the GP3 championship in 2015, the Frenchman claimed just one 

victory, which he achieved at the opening race of the season. He did manage 

to string together an incredible run of podiums however, securing nine second

places back to back.



Esteban Ocon: Race Results in GP3 2015

Ocon transferred his consistency into his F1 career, delivering reliably for 

Manor F1 in the second half of the season by successfully finishing every 

race. However, he did not manage to score any points, despite an impressive 

showing in the chaotic Brazilian GP. Overall, he did do enough to impress 

though and was rewarded with a drive at Force India for the 2017 campaign.

2017 - Sahara Force India F1 Team

After missing out on the Mercedes race seat, Ocon set himself a personal 

target of scoring points in every race in the 2017 season for Force India. As of

Spain he has been true to his word, scoring points in all of the first five races, 

with a career best of 5th place in Spain.

In the Pink: Esteban Ocon racing in the Force India 2017

While this in itself is impressive, he has also been performing well in the 

shadow of his highly rated teammate, Sergio Perez. Once again, consistency 

has been his strongest attribute this season, resulting in valuable constructors

points for his team in F1's intense midfield battle.



Analysis

Pascal Wehrlein, Rio Haryanto & Esteban Ocon at Manor F1: Race

Results 2016 

Pascal Wehrlein (Sauber) & Esteban Ocon (Force India): Race Results

2017

Driver Profiles: Pascal Wehrlein & Esteban Ocon

A note on George Russell, 19

• 3rd FIA European Formula 3 Championship (2016)

• BRDC Formula 4 Champion (2014)



Englishman George Russell, is the latest driver to be signed to the 

development programme, after impressing in the junior categories. In 2017 he

will be driving in the GP3 series for ART and will be aiming to follow in the 

footsteps of previous winners Charles Leclerc (2016) & Esteban Ocon (2015).

Just A Thought - The Red Bull Junior Team

Red Bull Racing have an enviable record of successfully promoting their 

young drivers. Sebastian Vettel won four World Drivers Championships for 

Red Bull Racing, after graduating from their junior Formula 1 team, Toro 

Rosso. Current Red Bull drivers Daniel Ricciardo & Max Verstappen followed 

the same path. They too are highly rated race winners.

Red Bulls policy of promoting drivers quickly didn't quite come off for Daniil 

Kyvat, who was promoted to the first team, before being dropped back down 

to Toro Rosso in favour of Max Verstappen. However, no one can argue that 

this policy of quick promotions has paid dividends for Red Bull, and that 

initially racing for Toro Rosso has provided drivers with the ideal platform to 

learn and enhance their race craft.

Based on the success of this model, it must be worth considering a second 

team, or a 'B' team for Mercedes. After all, at the end of 2016, two Mercedes 

junior drivers were racing for a team that ran with Mercedes engines. Running

a Junior F1 team allows the parent team to assess drivers' performance 

against one another, whilst also allowing the drivers themselves to gain 

valuable F1 experience. I'm not a fan of 'A' & 'B' teams, but you can see the 

benefits of it.



2018 and beyond

Mercedes will have a range of options heading into 2018. With Lewis 

Hamilton contracted, and Valtteri Bottas impressing, it might actually be a 

simple case of same again next year.

However, nothing is ever that simple in F1. With Sebastian Vettel & Fernando 

Alonso potentially available, Mercedes may decide to go ahead with an all-

star line up. Alternatively, Hamilton may have his head turned by driving the 

iconic Ferrari and leave the Mercedes team. Likewise, Bottas may not be kept

on.

With a number of potential openings, Wehrlein & Ocon will both be looking to 

impress over 2017 in an effort to secure themselves a front running race seat 

in the future. As of now (May, 2017), Esteban Ocon has got himself ahead of 

Pascal Wehrlein and is looking like a real talent for the future as he continues 

to put in strong race performances. Should a seat indeed become available at

Mercedes, they could do well to promote their first junior driver and take the 

plunge with Ocon. He is young, he is fast, he's reliable and he's a team 

player. It might just pay-off.



Driver Profiles



DRIVER PROFILE: ANTONIO GIOVINAZZI

Antonio Giovinazzi is very much in line for a seat on the grid next season, 

with Haas & Sauber both very real options. But could he go one step further 

and jump straight into a seat at Ferrari?

Current Ferrari driver Kimi Raikkonen has just become a father for the second

time and his contract expires at the end of this year. His performances are still

good, but it may well signal the end of his second stint at the Scuderia. While 

there are plenty of talented suitors for the coveted seat, Sergio Perez & 

Carlos Sainz chief among them, there is a strong argument being made for 

current Ferrari reserve driver Antonio Giovinazzi. 

Giovinazzi was made Ferrari third driver at the end of an impressive GP2 

campaign in 2016. However, he got an unexpected call to replace injured 

Pascal Wehrlein at Sauber for the beginning of the 2017 F1 season. He 

quickly earned the title of ‘super-sub’ after a very strong race performance in 

Australia, despite having a limited amount of testing, and even less time in 

the car during practice. He stayed on for the second race in China but 

unfortunately crashed in both qualifying and the race on the same corner.



While his errors in China did undo some of his brilliant work, he still left a 

lasting impression on the F1 grid. This month it has been announced that 

Giovinazzi will be handed seven practice session slots for Haas F1 at 

upcoming race events. If Ferrari had a a hand in this, it’s big news. Teams 

such as Ferrari would not usually go to the effort or indeed meet the potential 

financial cost of finding seat time for a young driver unless they had an 

ulterior motive.

There is also another key factor heavily supporting Giovinazzi’s cause. Italian 

Heritage. For a team like Ferrari, patriotism is everything, the atmosphere 

every year at Monza is testament to that. An Italian driver racing for Ferrari 

would be simply be huge. It could be argued that Ferrari are in need of an 

Italian driver too, as their last Italians were Giancarlo Fisichella and Luca 

Badoer in 2009, who were temporary stand-ins for the sidelined Felipe 

Massa. Before that? Nicola Larini in 1994. Their last Italian F1 Champion? 

Alberto Ascari – way back in 1953.

Antonio Giovinazzi in GP2 (2016)

In 2016, Giovinazzi showed the F1 paddock his racing pedigree with a 

brilliant GP2 campaign, finishing 2nd in the standings behind Pierre Gasly.

Giovinazzi had a poor start to say the least. At the season opener in Spain, 

driving for new team Prema Racing, he finished a lowly 18th place. In the 

sprint race that followed he suffered a high speed crash on the back straight 

(video below).



Round 2 in Monaco also resulted in zero points, as he finished 11th & 18th in 

both races. After such a disappointing start it is difficult to imagine that he 

would eventually challenge for the championship, finishing just eight points 

behind champion Pierre Gasly.

It doesn’t take fancy analysis to pinpoint the turnaround. Round 3, Baku, 

Azerbaijan. In what was truly a bonkers GP2 weekend, Giovinazzi negotiated 

the multiple crashes, incidents, safety cars and the chaotic Matsushitsa-style 

safety car restarts to win both races in extraordinary fashion.

Giovinazzi went on to win races in Belgium, Italy & Malaysia, whilst also 

securing podiums in the UK, Hungary and Italy (completing a double podium 

for his home race weekend).

The Italian took the championship battle to the last round of the season, but 

ultimately lost out to Prema teammate Pierre Gasly. Considering Gasly had 

already had a full season of GP2 racing under his belt prior to 2016, coupled 

with his backing from Red Bull Racing, the advantage was certainly in the 

Frenchmen’s favour from the outset. Nevertheless, Giovinazzi impressed 

many in the F1 paddock, demonstrating supreme speed, brilliant race craft 

and the ability to battle it out at the front. Check out this move on Sergey 

Sirotkin in Malaysia!

Falling into place at Ferrari?

If Raikkonen does indeed leave Ferrari, then one of the most iconic seats in 

racing will be available. Aside from ‘box office’ moves by any of the big 

names, it is likely to be an opportunity for a ‘midfield’ runner. Ex-ferrari 

academy driver Sergio Perez has been linked with the move for a while, but 

he is also being courted by Renault F1. Likewise, the ever impressive Carlos 

Sainz would be an option, but Red Bull may block the move, or similarly, he 



too could be an option for Renault. Outside of F1, Ferrari academy driver 

Charles Leclerc could well win the GP3 & GP2 championships, but could still 

find himself behind Giovinazzi in the Ferrari pecking order. All things 

considered, Giovinazzi is becoming a real option for the Scuderia.

So what does 2018 hold for Giovinazzi? Haas? Sauber? Ferrari? Someone 

else? Or will he make the grade at all? Start a discussion on Twitter or add a 

comment below.

How will he perform in F1? GP2 has a habit of promoting good F1 drivers, but

many of those who make the step also fall away after a season or two. Check

out my piece on GP2 as a feeder series: Analysis: GP2 as the main feeder 

series to Formula 1 and weigh up his chances against historical records. 

Based on recent performances, it is likely he will find himself on the 

successful side of history in years to come

https://kickoffthecoverage.wordpress.com/2017/05/05/analysis-gp2/
https://kickoffthecoverage.wordpress.com/2017/05/05/analysis-gp2/


Career In

Numbers



JENSON BUTTON: A CAREER IN

NUMBERS

Resolute, Constant, Gentleman, Champion.      

What a career, wishing him all the best on his 

F1 return!
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