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aseball’s greatness stems in part from its in-depth

historical record keeping. While our records in

Britain cannot compete with those in the US,
dedicated individuals in this country, such as Mark
Tobin (at http://www.britishbaseballdata.co.uk) and
Josh Chetwynd, have filled in many gaps in results and
standings going back through the years.

When it comes to individual player statistics, however,
a reasonably complete record exists for the National
League South going back to 2003. With these statistics
available, we can ask the following question: What is the
best season that a batter has had in the National League
South over the past 5 years?

To answer this, we could simply look for the highest
single-season batting average. But there are two problems
with this. The first relates to the choice of statistic used
to indicate the best season. The second concerns the
fluctuating standard of competition in the league from

year to year.

CHOOSING THE RIGHT STATISTIC

The main reason why batting average is not the best
measure of a batter’s prowess is that it does not take
into account extra-base power or the ability to draw
a walk. A familiar statistic that does take these factors
into account, though, is OPS, which stands for on-base
average plus slugging average. While OPS may not be the
ultimate measure of how good a season a batter has had,
it is the best choice from the more familiar statistics.
Now that we have selected our key statistic, can we
not just look to see which batter has posted the highest
OPS in a season? Unfortunately, it is not that easy, since
the overall standard of competition has varied from year

to year.

ACCOUNTING FOR THE

STANDARD OF COMPETITION

The fact that Player A led the league with an OPS of
1.350 in one season and Player B led the league with the

same OPS the next season does not mean that they had
equally good years. For instance, there may have been
better pitchers in the league during the season that Player
B put up his figure.

A great deal of time has been spent by baseball
enthusiasts in the US to develop means of adjusting
statistics to take into account the standard of the league
(and other factors such as a player’s home ballpark). One
such approach is to look how a group of players performed
in one season and how the same group of players fared
during the next. The difference in performance can be
quantified and used as a means of adjustment. However,
the relatively small number of games played in the
National League South each season and the high rate of
player turnover make this approach impracticable, so a
different method is needed.

INTRODUCING “DOMINANCE"

Instead of adjusting a season’s statistics to the standard
of the league, we can explore to what extent individuals
have dominated a given season. With this approach,
players are assessed directly against other players,
which means that the standard of the competition — in
other words, how difficult it was to put up good batting
figures in a particular year — is automatically taken into
account.

To illustrate this last point let’s return to the example
above (in which Player A led the league one year with
an OPS of 1.350 and Player B led the league the next
year with the same OPS). If in Player A’s league-leading
season, the next three highest OPS values posted were
1.345, 1.340, and 1.335, while in Player B’s league-
leading season the next best OPS was 1.100, the chances
are that Player B’s season was better than Player A’s,
using the performance of other players as a yardstick for
how difficult it was for batters that season.

To develop this idea into a means of comparing
players, what is needed is some way of turning the quality

of dominance into a quantity. Fortunately, something



Player Team  Season z-Score BA
Simon Pole LW 2005 3.139 .571
Dennis Grubb WB 2004 2.933 478
Roddi Liebenberg BB 2005 2.718 482
Jon Miller BB 2003 2.614 462
Ryan Barwick CP 2007 2.154 .549
John Gillespie BB 2004 2.029 .500
Dean Stoka WB 2004 1.951 409
Cody Cain LW 2005 1.938 423
Brett Tait CP 2007 1.912 .540
Chris Lange WB 2004 1.829 .396
BA = batting average; BB = Bracknell Blazers; CP = Croydon Pirates;
LW = London Warriors; WB = Windsor Bears.

called the z-score can be used for exactly this purpose.
In technical terms, the z-score is the number of standard
deviations that a particular value lies from the mean of a
sample. All you really need to know, though, is that the
higher the z-score the more dominant a player has been.
This approach has been applied to Major League Baseball
by Alex Reisner (http://alexreisner.com/baseball/stats).

RETURNING TO THE QUESTION

Incorporating the above discussion into the question
posed at the start of this piece leads us to reframe our
initial question and now ask: What is the most dominant
season that a batter has had in the National League South
over the past 5 years, based on applying the z-score
“dominance” measure to OPS?

A list of the ten most dominant seasons over that
time period is shown to the left (the batting average
column is included for interest). The z-score calculations
for each season are based on the sample of players with
44 or more plate appearances that year. The number
44 is calculated by applying the National League South
eligibility standard for batting average leaders — a
minimum number of plate appearances of two times the
average number of games played by each team completing
the season (not including forfeits) — to every season and
then selecting the lowest value.

So the answer to the question is Simon Pole for the
London Warriors in 2005.
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To get in touch with the Great Britain Baseball
Scorers Association or to comment on this article,
please send an email to scorers @britishbaseball.org.




