
The term òsabermetricsó ð which is taken from 
òSABRó, the acronym for the Society for American 
Baseball Research ð refers to the use of statistics 

to offer new insight into our understanding of baseball 
and to increase the accuracy of existing ideas about 
the game, often throwing traditional thinking into 
question in the process. Like many areas of research 
that were once a fringe pursuit but are now reaching a 
mainstream audience, sabermetrics has a history that 
is full of fascinating characters and absorbing stories. 
This is something that is not covered in the current 
article, since it is not of relevance to the question posed 
in the title; however, the òFurther readingó section at 
the end of this piece will direct you to material where 
you can learn more about this and other aspects of 
sabermetrics.

TRADITIONAL STATISTICS
VERSUS SABERMETRICS
To illustrate how sabermetrics has thrown traditional 
thinking into question, letõs look at an example. A 
baseball traditionalist might see runs batted in (RBI) 
as an excellent measure of a batterõs talent. After all, 
driving in runs is a good way to help the team win 
games. However, among a pair of players getting equal 
playing time, the less skilled one could quite easily 
end the season with more RBI if, on average, that 
player came to the plate with more runners waiting 
to be driven in. RBI can therefore be described as a 
heavily context-dependent statistic and, as such, can 
be misleading: it contains information on not just 
the ability of the batter to drive in runs but also the 
typical hitting environment that the batter played 
in. Separating talent from the environment, in order 
to get a truer picture of an individualõs ability, is an 
overarching sabermetric goal.

Another major theme of sabermetrics is that a playerõs 
basic role is to help the team score or prevent runs and, 
by extension, win games. Accordingly, player statistics 

that are strongly correlated with a teamõs run-scoring 
or run-preventing ability are deemed particularly 
valuable. Likewise, assessing an individual playerõs 
contribution to the teamõs ability to win games is an 
area that has received a lot of attention. It might appear 
at first glance that a pitcherõs winðloss record would 
therefore fit the sabermetric mould, but this is not the 
case. The reason is that whether a pitcher wins or loses 
a game depends on not only the pitcherõs performance 
but also that of the teamõs offence and defence (as well 
as any relief pitchers). From a sabermetric viewpoint, 
a more valuable pitching statistic would be one that 
better separated personal performance from the 
environment.

WHICH APPROACH SHOULD BE TAKEN?
The die-hard traditionalist might say that baseballõs real 
beauty lies in its history, and fidelity to what has been 
done in the past is therefore essential. So if a pitcherõs 
winðloss record has been well received over many 
decades, then we should continue to see it as a major 
statistic. To counter that, the sabermetrician might 
argue that we can enhance our appreciation of the 
gameõs history through more modern techniques. For 
instance, by adjusting statistics based on the standard of 
competition in a particular season we can hope to more 
fairly compare players from different eras. In this way, 
sabermetrics can enhance the richness of baseballõs 
record keeping. For anyone interested in comparing 
baseball players and teams (and there must be few fans 
who are not), there is a real value in sabermetrics.

It is not necessary to conclude from a sabermetric 
angle that there is no place in the game for statistics 
such as RBI. Instead, it can simply be cautioned 
that RBI is not the best statistic to use in assessing a 
batterõs performance. This middle ground of adding 
sabermetric insight to the game, while maintaining 
traditional statistics but acknowledging their flaws, 
would seem to be a sensible approach to take.
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COULD SABERMETRICS BE APPLIED
TO BASEBALL IN BRITAIN?
The application of sabermetrics has been, to date, 
essentially limited to the Major and Minor Leagues in the 
US. However, having established that there is a definite 
place for sabermetrics in baseball, we can now turn to 
look at whether it could actually be used to enhance our 
understanding of the game in Britain. Below, a number 
of concepts from the sabermetric toolbox are explored. 
The collection of tools is far from an exhaustive list, but 
it nevertheless offers a means of approaching the question 
of whether British baseball can draw on the work that has 
been done in the US.

BATTING ANALYSIS
On-base average plus slugging average
The rationale behind using on-base average plus slugging 
average (OPS) as a measure of batting prowess is that it 
takes into account the ability to draw a walk (or get hit 
by a pitch, if that is a skill), as well as the ability to hit for 
extra bases. As such, it more accurately reflects a batterõs 
contribution to the teamõs run scoring than batting 
average does.

Its simplicity (at least relative to other sabermetric 
statistics) has seen it gain popularity among baseball 
fans and analysts, and it will be reported as standard 
in the British National League from the 2008 season 
onwards. It should be noted that in calculating OPS, on-
base average and slugging average are weighted equally; 
however, since they do not make an equal contribution to 
run scoring, OPS should not be viewed as the optimum 
indicator of a playerõs contribution to the teamõs ability 
to score runs.

Gross production average
As noted above, a problem with OPS is that on-base 
average and slugging average are weighted equally, 
whereas, in truth, they make contributions to run scoring 
of different degrees. Various attempts have been made to 
correct for this, and one accepted technique is known 
as gross production average. The exact formula is 0.45 
times on-base average plus 0.25 times slugging average. 
An additional benefit of gross production average is that 
it is on a scale which is roughly the same as that of batting 
average, so it can be more easily interpreted than OPS.

Since the British baseball environment is not 
necessarily the same as the US environment in which the 
research was conducted, it is possible that the relative 

weights need to be adjusted. That said, it is likely that any 
changes would be minor, and certainly not substantial 
enough to render the statistic less accurate than OPS; 
therefore, it would seem safe to employ the technique as 
it stands. It will not be presented as standard in 2008, but 
it will be piloted as a means of analysing batting statistics 
nonetheless.

Linear weights
In linear weights, a number of batting statistics are 
weighted according to how much they contribute to 
team run scoring. For instance, a double, on average, 
would contribute more than a single (because there is 
greater opportunity for runners to advance on a double, 
and also because the batter ends up closer to home than 
would be the case off a single), while a strike-out would 
have a negative impact on run scoring.

Empirical calculation of appropriate weights for a 
given league environment is based on the concept of 
run expectancy, which is the expected number of runs 
that will score for any combination of outs and base 
occupancy. To illustrate this, a typical team might score, 
on average, 0.8 runs with bases loaded and two outs, but 
it will obviously score 0 runs with bases loaded and three 
outs. A strike-out is a batting event that would change 
the former situation into the latter, and so striking out 
with bases loaded and two down could be seen as making 
a contribution to run expectancy of ð0.8.

Looking at all possible batting events for all possible 
situations of outs and base occupancy is at the heart of 
deriving appropriate weightings. However, it is unlikely 
that the dataset for British baseball would be large 
enough to permit this approach. It is possible, though, 
that using weightings derived from US data would be at 
least partially informative, if not totally accurate.
 
FIELDING ANALYSIS
Range factor
Fielding average is by far the most well-established 
defensive statistic, but by focusing purely on errors and 
cleanly handled chances, it does not do a particularly good 
job of capturing a fielderõs ability to get to tricky balls (a 
difficult ball that gets past a fielder will rarely be scored 
as an error). The ability to get to such balls ð which has 
a large bearing on the contribution that a fielder makes 
to the team in preventing runs ð is otherwise known as 
òrangeó. A simple statistic that captures this information 
is called òrange factoró, which is a measure of the total 



chances fielded by a player, on average, per nine innings. 
It is calculated by summing the total number of put-outs 
and assists, multiplying this by nine, and then dividing 
it by the number of innings that the fielder has played at 
the position.

The statistic has flaws of its own, but in providing 
additional information it is, at the very least, a useful 
complement to fielding average. It will be presented 
as a standard statistic for the National League from 
2008 onwards.

Zone rating
It is mentioned above that range factor has certain flaws. 
The major problem with the statistic is that some fielders 
will get more balls hit their way than other fielders at the 
same position, even given the same amount of playing 
time. So instead of thinking in terms of balls fielded per 
nine innings, it is possible to consider the proportion of 
balls hit in the fielderõs òzoneó that are converted into 
outs, which is known as a òzone ratingó. The òzoneó 
can be defined for each position as all the batted balls 
that will be handled by a particular fielder for an out at 
least 50% of the time. It is also possible to consider the 
proportion of balls hit outside of a fielderõs zone that are 
converted into outs.

Unfortunately, sophisticated methods for tracking 
batted balls are required to generate the data, and this 
is something that is not available for the British league. 
That said, it would still be possible, in theory, to derive 
crude zone ratings.

PITCHING ANALYSIS
Walks and hits per inning pitched
Walks and hits per inning pitched (WHIP), like OPS, 
has gained popularity outside of sabermetric circles, 
and it can serve as a useful complement to run average 
or earned-run average (ERA). It will be presented 
as a standard statistic for the National League from 
2008 onwards.

Defence-independent pitching statistics
The thinking behind defence-independent pitching 
statistics is that to measure a pitcherõs contribution 
to the team, it is necessary to separate out the effect 
of the defence. Earned-run average is not, strictly 
speaking, a defence-independent pitching statistic, since 
committing errors is only one way in which fielders can 
disadvantage a pitcher.

To be truly defence-independent, a statistic can 
only use those events that that do not typically involve 
fielders, namely home runs given up, strike-outs, bases 
on balls, and hit batters. The strength of this approach 
is boosted by data suggesting that, generally speaking, 
the ability of pitchers to influence whether a ball put 
into play off them goes for a hit is less than traditionally 
thought (that is, there is more room for differentiation 
in those plate appearances that end in a home run or in a 
pitch not being hit into play.)

One such defence-independent fielding statistic is 
calculated as 13 times the number of home runs, plus three 
times the number of walked or hit batters, minus two 
times the number of strike-outs, all divided by the number 
of innings pitched. This can be converted to a number akin 
to ERA through a further simple calculation.

Since the formula above was built for the US 
environment, it is possible that the relative weights could 
need tweaking to better reflect ability among pitchers in 
Britain. Nevertheless, applying this formula, even it is not 
perfect, is better than not having a defence-independent 
tool at all. So, in 2008, its use will be piloted, although 
not as a standard statistic.

GENERAL CONCEPTS
Park-adjusted þgures
The basic idea here is that some players may have played 
more games on baseball fields favouring the hitter 
(or favouring the pitcher) than other players, and so 
correcting for this should create a fairer assessment 
of a playerõs ability. However, to make the corrections 
accurately would probably require a lot more data than 
can be gleaned from the relatively small number of games 
played in the British league.

League-adjusted þgures
These are similar to park-adjusted figures, except the 
correction is being made here for differences in the 
league environment (for instance, hitters find it easier 
in some seasons than in others). Such adjustments can 
allow for fairer comparisons between different seasons 
and even different eras. It is important to attempt some 
means of correcting for league standard in Britain, given 
that it is subject to large fluctuations from one season to 
the next (not least because of varying amounts of inter-
league play across different seasons).

One such approach is to look how a group of players 
performed in one season and how the same group of players 




