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Playing with Numbers:

Bill Iames
and Using

Statistics

When vou write a composition how otten do you
reach fora number instead ol a word?
n often
n rarely
tr hardly ever
n never

lfvou said "hardly evel'or"never," line up with the
ou",*h"lting majority of your peers Most high
icnoot engriin studenishunt for evidence in the ta-
iiiliar realit of words, not in the distant land of tig-

bv Bobert Boone

ures. Some will go so far as to say: "You want num-
u"i"U Oo to tn" t"tn alass or the scienqe lab or the
iJ,iprt"t ioo.. But don'i expect that of me in
Enolish class '

Vet writinq incorporates all ot lile s subjecls You
mav. in voualile after high school be asked lo use
numbers in your writ ing as ski l l ful ly as you use
words. A faciiitv for Iigures will be needed in papers
uo-, *rir" iot "orr"g"ilasses in sociology' biology'
;svcholoov. history.l t  you become an accountanl an
i".*u""Jiliutr"r, "obctor' a lawyer' the managel of
a doo track, or practically anything that calls tor com_
i'r-ni"urion, udu ..v *;ite and read reports packed
full ol charts, graphs, and formulas'

l{ vou become a plofessional writer' chances are
vou will need to blend numbers into your manuscrlprs
i;;;;;; th"" vou probablv imasine ll is kue' of
c;uase, that a novelist doesn't have to worry mucn
inorJ u"ing nu.t"r", uul nearly all other writers do'
6t urttf te ulr ious tr i t"rs who contribute toyourdaily
i"*"oup"r, practically everyone must be able to
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communicate with numbers. Among this group are
the sportswriters.

SDortswriters? Numbers? Add those two words te
gether and you come up with BillJames, authorof an
annual stalistical guide called Easebai/ Abstract, as
well as hundrcds ot articles about his favorite sub"
ject baseball.

Unknown a decade ago, today Bill James is the
high priest of baseball statistics. Every young writer
can profit from reading him. lf you are irresistibly
drawn to basebali, you will most certainly savorevery
digit oiJames's writ ing.l fyou are unmoved by pitch-
ers' duels, stand'up doubies, balks, and Texas
Leaguers, you willstill respect Jameg's effod. Even if
you despise every single aspect of the sport, don't
turn these pages in disgust-at least not until you
discover how Bill James, by following a few simple
rules, turns a potentjal weedbed of statistical jargon
into a gloaious garden of delights.

Use Numbers to Explain Yoursell
Anytimeyou need to use numberc toproveorillus-

trate apoint, assume that your audience is skeptical;
therefore you must always answer these two ques-
tions: Why am I using numbers at all, and how do my
numerical calculations work? In the introduction of
each issue of Baseba// Absfract, James answers the
tirst queslion. Here, for example, is the'84 answel

Statisti.r look at gmes by the hudreds, dd wiihout
the details. And that b why evdyone who is a baseb.ll
fd everyone, eeeryore, e@rvafte r@ds the statie
tics. studies the statistics. and believg what he *e in the
statistics. Without th€m, it is impossible to have dy
concept of the €ame, save for medingb$ details float-

You could leave out the numbers, he tells us, butthal
would kill meaninof ul communication.

After arguing that statistics enhance communica-
tion, he then leads us to his varigus numerical
gadoets, explaining howeach works. One ofhis most
usefuldevioes is to measure the true wodh ot a hitter
wjth a "runs produced formula":

Ou goal now becm$ to develop a formula which mea-
sures the number of runs that a play€r has ueat€d for his
team-a formula tltat takes the Nnb€! of hits and
doubl€s dd tiiple an.l hom€ aas ad whatevd els€ dd
€ipre*s them as tus. . . -Basi. it is, simple it is. It has
only fod eleients and requir€s only two 3inple addi-
tio.s. one nultiDlicarion and one dirision. But it ,orks.+=

When he takes the reader into more bewildering
mathematical regions, James still endeavors to clari-
fy his intentions. Here, for instance, is how he uses
the "runs produced formula":

We de in a position now to dswer with some accuracy
the question oI how many wiN and how |'6y ]d*s e
sult lrom a playe/s singl€s, doubl$, triple. outs nad€,
etc. We dd tlds byr

1) tiguing out how mdy ruro a playe! ha!.ieated

2) txpresing that as a neber of rhs pd gane.

o
I o

,ilxtgry

2a O€chb.r t0a4/walTlNGl



3) Adiurting for th€ nGt idporl.nt illusion, th€ pdk

4) Placins thb in the contdt of the leasue in whi'lt the

irom this, James fashions a formula that ex'
Drosses the playeis oFlensive won/lost percentage
as a.lecimal. Red Sox starWade Boggs. forexample'
would score .778, meaning that "lf every player on a
team could hit the way Wade Boggs hits, and if the
team had an average pitching staff and an average
defense. then that team would win 778% of its
oames." Thus, James not only presenis his formulas
;nd perfo.ms the math operations;he also inteQrets
the results. Without this explanation, much of the
bookwould be utterly meaningless, even to the most
statisticallv sophisticated.

Even when showing otl his most advanced calcu_
lations, James still tries to make himself clear,
though in certain instances, he leaves most ol us
readers scralching our heads:

Questior- What is the advantage of the home field?
Answer: "ll is more like a proportional advantage;
what it is exactly, we still don't know Neither the
straight-line assumption nor the proportional as_
sumption can be pertectly true. .
Oueslion; What effect does a particular ballparK nave
on a Darticular batter's performance?
Arsule/i -lt has alwavs been my leeling lhat the cllqu'
ishness of the Boston Bed Sox, their surliness and
imoatience with the press. . . was the curse of Fen_
wav lthe Red Sox parkl. . . Fenway makes ball play-
ers l;ok like better hitters than they are That inflates
egos. Intlated egos cause resentment "

Queston;Wfrat is the true value of the stolen base?
Answer. "Overrated."

OLlestioni What effect does the American League's
designated hitter rule have on a pitcher's careen
Ansier; The rate of season-to-season turnover of
20Ginninq pitchers is consistently higher in the
America;League than it  is in the National byamaF
gin that certainly appears to be significant-"
ouesfior; What is the etfect of playing at night?
Answetr "Power pitchers are more effective at night,
and control pitchers more ettective in the daytime "

Every once in a while, James cannot resist includ-
ing answers to kivolous questions.
Ftivolous question: How well do players pertorm on
their birthdaYs?
Arswer ln i9831 "The birthday boys did not repeat
their glorious showings of 1982.'
Frivolous question:Whai is the composite record of
the three maior leaguers named "Dick Smith"?
Answer: "ll there are any young men named Dick
Smith outthere who are entertaining notions of aca'
reer in the big leagues, some advice: either e{fect a
name change now or plan a reevaluation of your
cateer goals."

The Reservoi. Estimation Techniqu€ as*sses the
"Estinated Remainine APPro!@te Value" or 'T'ad€

Value" of each player based on two thinss: his age, dd
hi5 ((mt.pprcxidle lalue. Hic age i5.onvertrd into
a "Y rcorc" btlhe lodula (2+ o Ager. Tle Y scorPrnd
the AV de combin€d:

For many,{hetrue pleasureofreading Bil lJames is in
deciphering iust such formulas, which,like profound
poetry, require a large helping of concentration and
pat|ence-
Use Numbers to Answer Irnportant Questions

"l am engaged," James says, "in a searoh for un-
derstanding." To help in this search' he uses num-
bers for the ourpose of answering important(to base
ball fans at leasi) questions such as these:
Queslloni How should fielding be assessed?
Arswei "According to tange index,'which is theto-
tal number of successful plays a detensive player
makes. This is much more meaningful than fielding
percentage."

1^]',*.!l'"nu
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DorLt Attach a Number to Everything
As the two f rivolous questions suggest, James has

an eye for the absurd, an unlikely characteristic for
one so enamored of mathematical figuring. He holds,
for example, a special affection for names, such as
Soike Owen (of the Seattle Marinefs): "lt seems a
shame to waste such a good baseball nickname on
somebody who is going to be out ofthe league in two
vears." James' infatualion with names sometimes
results in lists such as the l'all-wedding t6am" made
up ot names of real playerc such as McBride, Church,
Parsons, Usher, Rice, and "Shot'Gun" Shuba."l don't cheer for numbers," James comments in _
the'84 Abst/act, and he means it. Jusl because num,l
bers can tell us so much about a subiect like base,
ball, they cannot lell us everylhing. A true statistician
like Bill James recognizes the territory impregnable
to f iguring.
Speak Clearly

When you read Baseba//AbslEct, you haveinvited
BillJames into your house. Be prepared, because he
willchat, rant, and amuse. He will never falsely tlatter
you, overwhelm you, orboreyou. But he wil lbethere,
talking into your ear. Talking, talking, talking. Few
wtilers about anysubjecfachieve such adirect, clear,
and honest voice.

This voice can be chatty at times, as in the inkc
duction 1o the '84 Abskacl:

Has it bem a year already? l(s cood to *e you; lool.jn'
good. Had a pretty Sood $aon, didn t w€? A *ason
most dislineuished by th€ €melgmce of at ledt three
playeF as sttr\ of indelqminr t€ but .on5iderable masni-
tude. Looking foru&d to another one.

I'v€ had a sood yed, too; I hope th€ book bff the
mrks of it. S€veral things ee differ{t this year thd
they have b€en in th€ past. I'v€ hifed an assistdt, Iim

Bake' you'lI b€ *eing his Dane ed ilili.ls throushout
the book. I bought a small home computer; it 6n't write
dd it.et think, bui it has itsuses. Got a dog. too. A

Buithis cheedulvoice can rise toablustedng blast
as it does in his argument that Dan Quisenberry, not
Lamarr Hoyt, should have won the Cy Young Award
for the best pitcher in the American Leaguel

Shocking? Appalin& disgrsting, or pe.haps only ridic-
ulols. That a whole et of votere could have rea.hed thai
corclusion is bewildering, bizde beyond desiption.
How could it happen? Whal on edth could have beo
eoing.on in their heads? By what re.koning did they

Usually, though, James'voice is simp'y candid and
direct. Here he sums up the conclusion of the 1983
season:

The post*ason play w6 tdrible, the wo6t in yea.
With a .ouple oI eeeptions, the games were boring,
one-thfrst victories airnost devoid of gile dd ta-ke. And
none of the fou petfut races dounted to anything.
And he can be humorous. as in his Sporl artic le ag

sessing managers:
I look at it this way: figaing out how to driye a cd is far
nore .ompl€x than figurinS out wh€n to bunt and whcn
to hit-ed-M; dybody who is too stupid to mafrge a
baseball team is never going to get to the pdk 10 begin

He then moves into a metaphorical voice, for
humor, butalso asan aid to communication. Herehe
is again talking about managers:

The real value of strategy is to the fds; it's tun. So if a
manager wants 10 be populd, th€ r€comended fare is a
bunt for breakfdt. snack on stoi€n bases, i6sue two in-
tentional walk, wdm up a reliever dd use a defensive
substitute for lmch. Dine heartily on pitchouts dd
drawn-in infield, take two Pin.h hitters md retire gdly
with a suicide squecz€. Mrl(e liberal ue, in oths words,
of th€ ftnl m€nn of strategic stuck food.
Just because you are using numbers does not

mean that you cannot write clearly, forcefully, and
with wit. James seizes oua attention by using a dis'
armingly direct style. He wants to be read. He not
only tries to reach his audience by explaining his
statistics: he also writes in unmuddied orose.
Admit Failwes

Like any serious scientist, James is such a willing
slave to figuresthat when they don't work out, rather
than rationalize. he will unashamedly admit error. In
the introduction to the most tecent Baseball Ab-
stacl, he calmly states that three of his formulas
from vears oast have been "discarded." He acknowf
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edges that his "method by which lhe players are
rated hasalso been reevaluated and tuned up in light
of new knowledge that has been developed."

In some instances, "new knowledge" dictated a
change, while in other cases hisown "shortcomings"
make a change necessary: "Several people," he ox.
plains while discussing a formula, "pointed out to
me, and somebody finally got it lh.ough to me, that
this does not quite make sense." He even points to
ihe limitallons of his own method: "Diffsront men,
analyzing the same questions with different meth-
ods, can and do reach the same conclusions."
Toward the end of his '84 8_aseba/ AOstuact, he
analyzes the failure of his "World Series Evaluation
System.'' He calls this chaptec "Why Did tho System
Have a Bad Year in 1982?"
Identily with Numbers

James has a special leeling for numbers. He de.
scribes it to Michael Lenehai in an Atlantic Monthly
article.

To trre, al of the numberc de iust like words. They aI
ned sbethins. TIEy defire sllls. They dEw limits.
The uique thing about beb.ll st tbtica is that, be
caue of the distence of st.ndrrds, th€y hav€ this sbile
and divs* ability to convey imses. . . . Igs quite true.
that they do it perheps ina.crately, rh.t they do it id' Iperhctly, but noaethel€ss; tley do it.

Wfite Auny
'1. Consider this stalement: "Numbers don't mea-
sure what really counts." Do you agree or disagree?
Wfite a column, in newspaper editodal format, ex-
plaining your position- Use examples trom yourown
experience, observation, and reading, Include a clear
thesis statement and make your paragnphs support
the main idea. (Did you notice lhat this question is
similar in many ways to the English Achievement
Test Writing Sample?
2. Read an articlethat bases ilsconclusionson num-
bers. Analfze the authors use ot statistics.
. What is the authortrying to prove?
I What roledo numbers play in this proo?
. What if numbers had been completely omitted?
. Does the aulhor suggest any limjtations to the use
of numbers?

WalTlNGl / D.€FLr l9t4

. What would happen if you took the opposite point
o f  v iew?  Wou ld  numbers  be  ava i l ab le  to
prove this position? Where mightyou find lhese num-
bers?
. Could the numbers have prodlced other conalu-
sions?
3. Interuiew a writer who uses numb€rs rcgulaiy in
his/herjob. Beport your findings, using either a ques-
lion/answer format or the traditional expository form.
. When does this author use numbers?
. Where does he/she find ihese numbers?
. Has he/she developed any specific statistical
ski l ls?
4: Analyze some "pu@" statistics and try to come up
with o.iginal conclusion$. Baseball fans, run to the
Baseball Encyclopedia. Others, read lnfptmation
P/ease or any of the otheralmanacs. Or, you mighttry
the July 1984 issue of Consumer Beporls, whiah has
an article lloaded with numbers) about fast'food
cnalns,
5. Consider these questions:
. How many gallons of milk have you consumed in
your Iifetime?
. How many miles have you walked?
. How many hour$ have you slept?
. How many bites have you taken?
. How manytimes have yau yawned?
. How hany houls have you Studied?
. How many houls have you dode nothing?
How would you go about getling answers to these
questions? Compare your sglutions with those of
yourclasomates.
6. Bill Jalrle-s studbs a world where numbers figure
everywhere; yet even ba$eball (as he would be the
first to admit) isn't totally susceptible to numerical
analysis. What is your favorite activity? To what ex-
tent do statistics help answer the important ques-
tions rclated to this activity? Write a personal r€-
soonse to this ouestion. !
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