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One area where we see a lot of scientification is in sports. Michel Lewis 
gives us a good example of that in his book Moneyball, was later made 
into a movie with Brad Pitt in the leading part. Here we had the statis-
tics obsessed sport baseball portrayed as a game where one could gain 
advantages by using analytics. The team Oakland Athletics managed 
to do better than their slim budget would have merited by basing their 
scouting on analytics instead of the common wisdom of the scouts and 
baseball teams. Other teams in the sport followed suit and when the 
richer teams combined analytics with financial muscles it was basically 
game over for the Oakland Athletics. 

Other sports have followed, and more and more data is collected 
during games. In the NBA we now have videodata from games that 
makes it possible to analyze what is going on in the field. So how much 
does proximity between defender and attacking player mean for how 
difficult it is to score a field goal? According to sports analyst Sandy 
Green there is an effect, but the number of defenders in the proximity 
is more important in hindering field goals. 

Wearable technology, like GPS trackers in the clothes of footballers 
makes it possible to analyze how far each player moves during a game 
(usually somewhere between 9000 and 12000 meters) and also how the 

than dump-and-chase play does. In ice hockey 
we still do not have the automated tracking 
systems that we find in for example basketball 
and thus tracking has to be done manually. This 
limits the amount of data available, but RFID 
tagging of puck and sticks has been proposed and 
this would dramatically increase the amount of 
data available for analysis. According to hockey 
analyst Eric Tulsky, the game will be increas-
ingly influenced by quants in the future as more 
data become available. 

As demonstrated in Moneyball and as we see 
in other sports, there is a reluctance in teams 
to go from traditional techniques and intuition 
to data driven sports management. The demand 
for data and analytics is still less than the supply 
of data in many teams, and it takes the success of 
competitors for teams to give in and start using 
the available data. If the data is available for all, 
the gains of using scientification in sports are 
short lived as they are easily copied, but staying 
ahead of the game by developing proprietary 
tracking systems and new analytic models might 
be a sustainable model. Even the best quants are 
still cheaper to hire than Zlatan Ibrahimovic, 
and for the teams that cannot afford the big stars 
this might be one way to compete. 

players and teams move. Other metrics can be used to predict the success 
of teams as sports analyst James Grayson has shown. According to him the 
proportion of shots on goal by a team is a good predictor of how well the 
team will do in the future. With the recent firing of Manchester United 
head coach David Moyes we can use analytics to look into the role of the 
coach in the team and thus get an understanding of how well ManU was 
actually doing under his leadership. 

The difference between the season 11/12, the last for Fergusson, and 
the season 12/13, the first for Moyes, are of course dramatic as the team 
won the championship in 12/13 and are trailing in 6th/7th/8th place in 
the end of this years’ season. This means that the team will miss the 
lucrative Champions League for the first time since 1995. But if we look 
at the statistics that James Grayson claim is a robust predictor of success 
we see that the team did worse already in the 11/12 season. Manchester 
United was only 8th out of 20 teams in the premier league in proportion 
of shots. Grayson thus predicted a decline for the team already in that 
season – which turned out to be a year too early.

So why did they win in the 11/12 season – but perform in line with the 
predictive statistics in 12/13? The team did score a larger percentage of 
their shots in the 11/12 season. According to Grayson Manchester United 
were lucky in that season in a way that was not sustainable. When they 
ran out of luck in the 12/13 season and started performing according to 
the predictive statistics, they came in 7th place in the Premier League.

We have seen a similar trend in ice hockey where things like how the 
puck is taken into the offensive zone and where goals are scored, have had 
an impact on the way the game is played. It turns out that carrying the puck 
into the offensive zone leads to more than twice as many shots and goals 

The field of sports is one of many 
frontiers of ongoing scientification, 
argue Leon Michael Caesarius and 

Jukka Hohenthal. 

MANAGEMENT

n an earlier issue of Mercury (issue 5/6) we 
claimed that scientification is conquering 
the world. Scientification is the use of scien-
tific methods to gather data and test hypoth-

eses in management of organizations, activities 
and our personal lives. We see self-quantifi-
cation through devices like bracelets and 
mobile phones, algorithms helping us find a 
partner in online dating services and other al-
gorithms helping companies personalize their 
marketing toward us. 


