How baseballers in Britain can
enjoy more luck than their
Stateside counterparts
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n Britain, baseball is an amateur game. A lack of

floodlit facilities makes weekday games difficult and

small pitching rotations limit the number of innings
that a team can manage each weekend. So while a Major
League professional could play well over 50 innings of
baseball in any one week, a player in Britain will rarely
rack up more than 14 (two seven-inning games). One
consequence of this difference is that in the race for the
batting title each season, the Major Leaguer must prove
his worth over far more at-bats than the amateur.

A quick look through the statistics over the past
5 years reveals the maximum number of at-bats in a
season by any player to be, on average, 81 in Britainds
National League South and 699 in the Major Leagues.
The potential effect that this difference has on end-of-
season batting averages is explored below.

BASEBALL AS AN EXPERIMENT

To approach this subject, we are going to need to ignore
runs, wins, and championships, and instead consider
baseball from a different angle. Specifically, we will need
to view a baseball season as an experiment carried out
with the sole purpose of establishing which player is the
best at getting hits.

In this experiment, each player has a true talent level,
which is the chance of getting a hit in any one at-bat. The
role of luck in hitting means that a batter with a true
talent level equating to a 30% chance of getting a hit will
not always bat .300, in the same way that a coin will not
always 0bat .5000 over a series of tosses. Therefore, it is
not always the case that the player with the highest true
talent level will win the batting championship, even if
the only thing standing in his way is the play of chance.

By simulating this experiment a large number of times,
we can quantify how often it will give us the right answer
0 that is, how often the best player will end the season
with the highest batting average. The British version will
be a season where the players each have 81 at-bats while
the Major League experiment will comprise 699 at-bats,

and to keep things simple we will include just two players.
In theory, it would be possible to simulate the experiment
with pen, paper, and a device for generating random
numbers; however, spreadsheet software can be used to
play out 100,000 seasons in a matter of seconds.

For our comparison of the British and American
seasons, we will pit a hitter (0Player Ad) with a true talent
of .300, or TT,,,, against batters ranging from TT,  to
TT,,, (0Player Bo), and we will call the value derived
from the simulation for each pair the otruth factor,
which is the likelihood that the better hitter will end up
with the higher batting average. It should be noted that a
playerts true talent is relative to the standard of pitching
0 and, to a lesser extent, fielding o that he will face. A
player with TT, in the Major Leagues would have a
higher true talent level if he were to play in Britain.

The results of the model are shown in Figure 1,

with the difference in truth factors representing the
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Figure 1. A graph to show the chance (or dtruth factor) that the
better player will have a higher batting at the end of the season, where
Player Afs true talent is .300. In the model, the British dseasond is 81 at-
bats, while the Major League dseasond is 699 at-bats.



difference in the ability of the Major League and British
experimentso to give the right answer, or the difference
in the likelihood of the better player to end the season
with the higher batting average.

That the greater number of at-bats in the Major
Leagues leads to a much truer picture of batting talent is
no surprise, but the results are interesting nonetheless.
Firstly, we can see that a hitter with TT,, will almost
always be out-hit by one with TT,  over the course of
the season in our Major League simulation. Similarly, a
player with TT, = will almost always out-hit the player
with TT, . In contrast, in the British simulation the
better hitter in each of these two pairs will come out
on top just over 90% of the time. Secondly, visual
inspection shows that the British and Major League
truth factors differ most when our hitter with TT, A
is compared with one with TT,.. or one with TT
approximately speaking.

It is important to note that the actual truth factors
may be lower than these results suggest, as the British
and Major League models were based on 81 and 699
at-bats, respectively, whereas it is possible to be eligible
for batting titles with considerably fewer at-bats in
each case.
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GETTING LUCKY

Another way to look at the truth factor is by considering
that the closer its value is to 1, the less room there is for
luck. So, there is more scope in Britain for luck to inflate
a hitter@s end-of-season batting average. Equally, there is
more scope for luck to deflate batting averages.

There are other ways in which the scope for luck can
be compared between the two leagues. For instance,
another 100,000-season simulation can be performed
of batters with hitting ability ranging from TT, to
TT,,, tofind out the likelihood of each one hitting .400
(see Figure 2). From the results it can be seen that few
players with a hitting ability of less than TT . finish the
simulated Major League season batting .400 or above,
while in the British simulation it is not out of the question
for a player with T, to achieve this feat.

Another way to explore the scope for luck is to
look at the likelihood of a batter with TT,  ending the
season with a batting average above a particular level (see
Figure 3 for the results from a different 100,000-season
simulation). Here we can see that a player with TT, A
in the Major League simulation will very rarely hit over

.350 for the season.
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Figure 2. A graph to show a playerds chance of batting .400 or above over
the whole season, based on his true talent level. In the model, the British
dseasono is 81 at-bats, while the Major League dseasond is 699 at-bats.

WHAT THIS ALL MEANS

In discussing the results of these models, it should first
be noted that they were designed to be illustrative
rather than to yield definitive values. (They are overly
simplistic for the latter purpose, not least because of
the assumption that a batter chance of getting a hit is
the same in every at-bat.)
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Figure 3. A graph to show the chance that a player with a true talent level
of .300 has of achieving a batting average of a certain level or above over
the whole season. In the model, the British dseasond is 81 at-bats, while the
Major League dseasond is 699 at-bats.



More than anything else, the models highlight the
large role that luck can play in batting averages (and,
by extension, other baseball statistics) in the British
season, with relatively few innings being played each
week. An extreme interpretation of this point would be
to say that a batting champion should not be crowned
in Britain as the large scope for luck makes batting
average an insufficiently accurate measure of batting
ability. However, this would ignore the fact that a
batting champion is the player with the highest average,
regardless of how much luck was involved in posting that
figure. If a player needed a hit in his last at-bat of the
season to take the crown, the title would not be withheld
from him if his hit was a lucky one that flew over the
shortstopds head after bouncing up off a divot.

More generally, to deny the meaningfulness of
baseball statistics in Britain based on the large scope for
luck would be defeatist. It is the task of the statistician
to make the best use of the data that are available, rather
than simply rejecting them. That said, it is important to
avoid drawing overly firm conclusions. To illustrate this
point in a single sentence: the home-run champion is the
home-run champion, but it cannot be concluded that he
is definitely the best home-run hitter.

On a related note, it is a common mistake for sports
pundits to draw conclusions from very small sets of data.
For instance, the pundit might say that a certain batter
oownso a particular pitcher, even though the conclusion
Is based on three lifetime at-bats. In Britain, we should
be particularly careful of falling into this trap, as we have
a smaller overall set of data to start with.

FINAL THOUGHTS

Earlier in this article, we decided to ignore runs, wins,
and championships, but it is now necessary to reinstate
these ingredients to illustrate another difference
between the British and American set-ups. The national
finals in Britain are a best-of-three series, whereas the
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Figure 4. A graph to show a teamé chance of winning a series based on its
chance of winning each game. The pnal in Britain is a best-of-three series,
while the World Series involves a maximum of seven games.

World Series is played over a maximum of seven games.
This is another way in which there is more scope for luck
in Britain than in the Major Leagues, as illustrated in
Figure 4. The graph shows how a team@ chance of
winning the series varies with its chance of winning an
individual game. The first thing to note is that the better
team is more likely to triumph in the World Series than
in the British finals.

Next, as it will rarely be the case that the two teams
reaching the finals (either in Britain or in America) will
be totally mismatched, the ends of the two lines can be
ignored. Focusing more on the middle, then, it can be
seen that for closely matched teams there is not much
difference between the American and British formats in
terms of the scope for luck. Where luck may really begin
to play a part is when one team is substantially better than
the other. Whether this opportunity for the underdog is
a good or a bad thing is a matter of opinion.

CONTACT DETAILS
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.




