
Growing Acceptance of Sabermetrics in Newspapers: A Look
into How Advanced Statistics Enter the Baseball Parlance

Item Type text; Electronic Thesis

Authors Johnson, Kyle

Citation Johnson, Kyle. (2014). Growing Acceptance of Sabermetrics in
Newspapers: A Look into How Advanced Statistics Enter the
Baseball Parlance (Bachelor's thesis, University of Arizona,
Tucson, USA).

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:03:37

Item License http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/320188

http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/10150/320188




GROWING ACCEPTANCE OF SABERMETRICS IN NEWSPAPERS 1 

Abstract 

Improved technology and a burgeoning interest from the statistical community have resulted in 

an influx of new analytics designed to assess the abilities of Major League Baseball players. 

Over the last decade front offices have taken the lead by implementing these new measures, yet 

acceptance from journalist comes with more complications than simply putting a quality product 

on the field. Beat writers at large daily newspapers must weigh the positives and negatives of 

including new information – information that is more accurate and encompassing than traditional 

statistics, but also more complex and foreign to even avid baseball fans. This study includes both 

qualitative interviews with seven writers and editors across the United States and Canada as well 

as quantitative data analysis of 18 large-circulation newspapers in order to determine just how 

quickly advanced baseball statistics have entered media coverage, as well as why writers are 

doing so and the complications that are holding them back. Through the data, it was found that 

the five researched sabermetrics have spiked in usage over the past three years, yet several issues 

such as spacing and audience comprehension has kept the metrics from fully gaining traction in 

daily baseball beat coverage. 

 Keywords: newspapers, sabermetrics, Major League Baseball, advanced statistics 

Introduction 

 Miguel Cabrera’s on-field performance in his 2012 regular season finale was more than 

forgettable for the Detroit Tigers slugger, as the third basemen went 0-for-2 at the plate and 

watched the final five innings of action from the dugout. The eventual 1-0 victory in Kansas City 

against the Royals was a nice consolation; the already-clinched American League Central 

pennant even better. 
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 Yet overshadowing the significance of a single game, and even causing the Kauffman 

Stadium crowd to twice give the opposing Cabrera a standing ovation on that brisk October 4 

night, was the history the then-29-year-old had secured. 

 Even with his undistinguished final performance, Cabrera became the first player since 

Boston Red Sox left fielder Carl Yastrzemski in 1967 to lead a league in Batting Average (.330), 

Home Runs (44) and Runs Batted In (139), earning the renowned, and elusive, Triple Crown. 

And with the historic feat, surely the American League Most Valuable Player Award would 

follow. 

 However, between the Tigers’ win in Kansas City and the release of the MVP results on 

November 15, a debate started to swell. Voters began questioning the value of the old numbers 

and if they do, in fact, capture the true value of what a player contributes to a team. Columns and 

articles in mainstream publications started floating the name of a young outfielder from the Los 

Angeles of Anaheim. Mike Trout, a rookie, trailed Cabrera in the conventional statistics – BA, 

HR and RBIs – and his Angels missed the playoffs by four games. From a traditional view, 

Cabrera’s victory shouldn’t even be in question.  

 Classic numbers only measure his impact at the plate, though, and Trout brought with 

him speed (a league-high 49 steals) and excellent defense at center field. Journalists started using 

statistics like WAR (Wins Above Replacement) to describe Trout, a metric that tries to 

summarize a player’s overall value to the team, not just their ability at the plate; a statistic where 

Trout (10.9) lead the entire MLB, not just Cabrera (7.3). A schism, whether real or 

manufactured, began to develop between old-school traditionalists and new-school statisticians. 

And with it, the concept of sabermetrics captured a foothold in the national radar. 
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 In the end Cabrera and his tried-and-true statistics won out, by a fairly comfortable 

margin too, as he garnered 22 of the 28 possible first place votes, beating the second-place Trout 

by 82 points (362-81). The final results didn’t have the sort of revolutionary change on baseball 

analytics that some felt was coming, but it still brought to the forefront the steadily growing 

popularity of advanced statistics – and the concerns that accompany them. Sports writers now 

face the dilemma of when and how to start using the more complex, but encompassing, statistics; 

as well as, how to properly navigate through the journalistic principle of effectively 

communicating the most accurate information with an audience, without alienating the readers 

with too much inside baseball jargon in the process. 

Literature Review 

 The term sabermetrics was first coined in 1977 by baseball analyst and writer Bill James 

in his 12-part, annually released Baseball Abstract series as “the search for objective knowledge 

about baseball” (Grabiner, 2012). The traditional statistics of the time were not properly gauging 

the value of players’ offensive or defensive abilities, in James’ opinion, leading to incorrect 

conclusions and improper evaluations of players. Instead of looking at production in terms of 

hits, strikeouts and the like, James discovered a relationship existed between runs scored and the 

number of wins a team typically accumulates. As author and mathematician David Grabiner 

(2012) explained in The Sabermeteric Manifesto, “there is a clear relationship between a team’s 

runs scored and allowed and its wins and losses … Thus it is reasonable for the goal of a baseball 

statistic to measure a player’s individual contribution to runs or wins”. As important as a RBI or 

pitcher win can mean in a single game scenario, when extrapolated to an entire 162-game season 

the statistics introduce too many variables to be a defining statistic of an individual players 

worth. An elite pitcher at the peak of his game could suffer from poor run support throughout a 
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season, reducing his win total to pedestrian levels, or an effective clutch hitter could be stuck in a 

weak spot in the lineup, lacking consistent plate opportunities with runners on base. Therefore, 

statisticians such as James began to develop methods to better assess a single player’s 

contribution, or value, to the team as a whole. 

 The idea of measuring on-field performance through original and innovative means 

reached a new level of popularity within the mainstream media in 2002 when Oakland Athletics 

general manager Billy Beane tokened the concept of a “moneyball” system. Beane and the rest of 

the Athletics organization were able to lead a team with the third-smallest payroll to 103 wins in 

2002; including an American League record 20-straight wins during the regular season. Author 

Michael Lewis published a well-regarded book Moneyball: The Art of Winning an Unfair Game 

in 2003 about Beane and the Athletics’ success, and it was later adapted into an Oscar-nominated 

film in 2011, grossing more than $75 million domestically (Box Office, 2014). 

 For the most part, sabermetrics don’t deviate from the beaten path already made by 

traditional statistics – they just introduce new ways to measure a player’s production. According 

to Philip Beneventano, Paul D. Berger and Bruce D. Weinberg (2012), baseball analytics 

essentially “use conventional statistics in carefully-chosen combinations to calculate measures 

thought to more accurately gauge a player’s value or relative worth.” Saves, BA and RBIs rely 

on flawed conclusions while Fielding-Independent Pitching, FIP, and Walks Plus Hits per 

Innings Pitched, WHIP, give a more accurate look at the performance of a pitcher or field player. 

Beneventano, Berger and Weinberg (2012) explained “these models can help teams properly 

determine exactly how valuable players are … there is no question that sabermetrics are 

changing the way baseball players and teams are properly valued” (Beneventano, Berger & 

Weinberg, 2012). Despite the common assumption, sabermetric statistics by definition do not 

 



GROWING ACCEPTANCE OF SABERMETRICS IN NEWSPAPERS 5 

necessarily require complex equations. On-Base Plus Slugging percentage, developed by Pete 

Palmer and John Thorn and popularized in their 1984 book The Hidden Game of Baseball 

(Smith, 2010), requires two basic statistics – On-Base Percentage and slugging percentage – and 

some simple addition to calculate. However, OPS gives a more complete view of a batter’s 

impact at the plate than batting average since OPS takes into account walks and also measures a 

player’s ability to earn extra base hits. WHIP adds together the walks and hits a pitcher throws 

either in a game or in a season and then divides the sum by the total innings pitched, evaluating 

just how effective a pitcher is at reducing base runners rather than simply assessing the number 

of base hits he allowed in an appearance. 

Other statistics, though, like Ultimate Zone Rating (UZR), Batting Average on Balls in 

Play (BABIP) and the aforementioned WAR require complex formulas and new forms of 

analytic data. UZR, a defensive statistic, breaks the field into 78 zones and then calculates the 64 

playable ones, eliminating things like infield flies and outfield foul balls (Remington, 2010). The 

“out rate and the percentage of balls in that zone that turn into outs” are then calculated to find 

just how effective a player is at defending his position (Remington, 2010). Instead of relying on a 

flawed statistic such as fielding percentage, which ignores a player’s lateral movement and 

ability to reach balls, UZR measures a defender’s ability to cover the entire area of the field he’s 

positioned at, not just the balls hit directly at him. However, UZR requires more complex 

calculations and measurement tools unavailable to a statistician sitting in the press box with a 

clipboard and a pair of binoculars. WAR goes a step further, as UZR is just one part of its overall 

formulation. The statistic is designed to “summarize a player’s total contributions” for his team, 

according to FanGraphs.com, essentially finding how many wins he contributes compared to a 

baseline, or replacement-level, player (FanGraphs, 2014). Simple WAR calculators are available 
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on webpages like Wahoo’s On First, a subsection of Fansided.com, but the true formulas even 

vary among leading statistical sites like FanGraphs.com and Baseball-Reference.com. On 

FanGraphs, a field player’s UZR, Weighted Runs Above Average (wRAA), Ultimate Base 

Running (UBR) and Weighted Stolen Base Runs (wSB) are added together and adjusted for 

positions, such as giving an advantage to a center fielder over a first baseman, and the numbers 

are then converted to a standard that’s gauged against the production of a replacement level 

player (FanGraphs, 2014). The final product is a simple number, such as the 10.9 wins Trout 

contributed himself for the Angels in 2012 compared to a Triple-A level player, but the 

sabermetric comes from a complex and detailed formula. BABIP doesn’t entail the same form of 

intricacy in its calculation, as elementary school level math and numbers – hits, home runs, at-

bats, strikeouts and sacrifice flys – suffice; however, it still requires a detailed explanation in a 

newspaper article since a pitcher’s BABIP is something different than a batter’s BABIP. The 

goal of BABIP is to discover “how many hits a player is getting – or a pitcher is giving up – 

when the ball is put in play” (Remington, 2009). The analytic discovers how lucky a player is 

since a ball in play relies on some chance and “tends to even out over the course of a long 

season,” meaning a BA may be inflated or a pitcher could be getting lucky (Remington, 2009). 

Yet, a high BABIP for a batter could mean a hot streak might eventually cool off while a high 

BABIP for a pitcher means he might be getting unlucky at the moment, with an unusually high 

number of hits falling into play in the gaps. 

Still, both easy-to-understand statistics like OPS and WHIP and more complex ones like 

UZR, WAR and BABIP give a more accurate version of a player’s value than traditional 

statistics. Newspaper journalists, though, must decide if the more complete numbers are worth 
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including in a story if the statistics could potentially alienate and overwhelm readers or take up 

precious inches of space in a column or game recap. 

  Hardly any published academic research has been done on the relationship between 

baseball analytics and their recent use by daily newspaper beat writers; however, the concept of 

literacy issues, audience comprehension and space complications has prevalence is several other 

journalist fields, not just baseball. For example, Greg Marx (2011), an independent researcher, 

used baseball’s acceptance of sabermetrics as anecdotal evidence for how advanced political 

research can be applied to Washington coverage. The journal article focuses mainly on political 

research and statistics, taking the growing popularity of sabermetrics as a given thanks to casual 

observations, such as ESPN.com and general-interest newspaper’s hiring of Baseball Prospectus 

writers and a lengthy article on analytics in April 2010 by columnist and Grantland editor-in-

chief Bill Simmons. Still, according to Marx, sabermetrics have yet to become the norm as the 

new measures “have not succeeded in banishing clichéd reporting or lazy punditry” even though 

they have secured a “place within the media framework for their alternative narratives in a 

remarkably short time” (Marx, 2011, p. 2). Marx discredits the practice of journalists using 

“intangibles,” either for “locker-room chemistry” in sports or a “connection with voters” in 

politics, instead of using “objective measures.” In both politics and sports, though, theoretical 

frameworks and statistical analysis have never been a part of “shoe-leather” reporting – and this 

is seen in science, health and other beats as well (Marx, 2011). 

 Jeanne Fahnestock (1986) said, with few exceptions, journalists are able to translate 

“science speak” to lay readers more elegantly than “the very scientists themselves” (p. 276). 

However, with this comes the journalist’s responsibility to then disseminate new scientific 

discoveries to the nonprofessional community by “accommodating new knowledge to old 
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assumptions and trying to bridge the enormous gap between the public’s right to know and the 

public’s ability to understand” (Fahnestock, 1986, p. 276). Journalists must weigh the importance 

of giving the audience all the information at their disposal with condensing and simplifying 

information in order to make it understandable for those with no prior knowledge. Yet, Amanda 

Hinnant and María E. Len-Ríos (2009) contemplated the following about reporting health 

information: 

Is it more democratic to provide complex health information that fewer people can 

understand, but that will make those few people better equipped to make decisions? Or is 

it more democratic to have simplified information that more people can understand, but 

that arguably leaves out so much detail as to not be informative enough to have people 

evaluate the information? (p. 92). 

Through qualitative research, Hinnant and Len-Ríos (2009) found journalists try to be 

conversational and avoid complex jargon by substituting simpler terms of the same meaning. As 

is the case for both health and sports reporting, journalists can’t rely on carry-over learning, such 

as the audiences quickly adjusting to sabermetric terms in baseball coverage, because “today’s 

reader is not tomorrow’s reader” (Hinnant & Len-Ríos, 2009, p. 100-101).  

 Even in the social media and Internet commenting world of today’s media, it is still 

impossible for journalists to precisely know who their audience is, forcing the writer to then 

accept that “the public is everybody” and therefore must be assumed that it is “by and large a lay 

public” (Gregory & Miller, 1998). In order to compensate for an undefined audience with 

varying levels of knowledge and expertise, journalists tend to stick with more comfortable 

strategies to appeal to the broadest number of readers (Gregory & Miller, 1998). They found: 
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Science communicators, particularly in the mass media, therefore have a very difficult 

task: what can we infer about the public when our only knowledge of them is, for 

example, that they own a television? The media can know very little about the cognitive 

or intellectual resources of their audiences, and so they use strategies that reach everyone: 

they get attention, arouse interest, and stir emotions – strategies which often require the 

extreme tactics of sensationalism, or what tends to be called, in highbrow circles, “aiming 

for the lowest common denominator” (p. 100). 

While journalists typically try to appeal to the lay audience, there is a disassociation between 

scientists or statisticians and average newspaper readers, referred to as elitism. This wedge 

between the two parties forms with the introduction or use of information not in the common 

parlance (Hinnant & Len-Ríos, 2009). Unfortunately, a journalist’s language can start to slide 

toward elitism as they spend more time familiarizing with their beat and expert sources. For 

example, in health reporting, a “trickle-down effect of jargon” begins to form over time for 

journalists as they lose their “filter” (Hinnant & Len-Ríos, 2009, p. 101). A gradual sense of 

familiarization with terms could cause more advance statistics to enter into baseball coverage, 

even if the audiences isn’t necessarily ready to accept the changing vernacular. 

 Though science and health beats vary in scope and reader demographics from sports 

writing, both forms of journalism deal with the same issues in regard to audience communication 

and comprehension. Reporters must balance between covering beats in the language of their 

sources with writing in a conversational and understandable tone that can be understood by a lay 

audience. The necessity to translate complex information into simple language can result in a 

tendency for sensationalism and maybe even a misleading narrative if done recklessly. Over time 
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the argument against sabermetrics may disappear if journalist, fans or both universally accept the 

statistics in the future; however, hurdles still stand in the way before that point is reached. 

Methodology 

 In order to properly gauge the industries current implementation of advanced statistics, as 

well as the trend over the past 17 Major League Baseball seasons, both qualitative and 

quantitative research were applied. 

Qualitative – Interviews 

 A crucial step in forming a comprehensive overview of the current landscape of baseball 

coverage in traditional print newspaper media is through first-hand accounts from beat writers 

working in the industry. While supplemental quantitative research was also used to investigate 

the relevance of sabermetrics in sports journalism, in-depth interviews with a broad range of 

reporters give both context to the data and insight into why certain decisions are made at each 

tangent organization. Unfortunately, an interview selection process can sometimes lead to bias 

and inaccurate results. Therefore, in hopes of reducing as much bias as possible, an email 

interview request was sent out to every voter for the 2012 American League Most Valuable 

Player Award, as well as introductory emails to University of Arizona alumni currently in the 

news industry, with the hopes of getting in touch with MLB beat writers. 

 Through this process, seven reporters or editors stationed across North America 

responded to the request and agreed to participate in an interview. These journalists were Tim 

Britton [Appendix A] from the Providence Journal, David Campbell [Appendix B] from the 

Cleveland Plain Dealer, Bob Elliot [Appendix C] from the Toronto Sun, Ryan Finley [Appendix 

D] from the Arizona Daily Star, Mark Gonzales [Appendix E] from the Chicago Tribune, 

Brendan Kennedy [Appendix F] from the Toronto Star and John Lowe [Appendix G] from the 
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Detroit Free Press. Several others responded by requesting a later date to discuss the topic, yet 

after all seven initial interviews were complete, the information provided had reached saturation, 

and the other sources were not required. 

 The interviews were semi-structured in nature, with each interview featuring several core 

questions, but flowed through the typical digressions of an interview, allowing for additional 

information to be gathered. Once all seven interviews were completed, full transcripts were 

created (see Appendixes A-G). The core questions asked to each participant were: What is your 

use of advanced statistics in daily baseball coverage? What statistics do you prefer to use? Where 

do you think advanced statistics are headed in traditional baseball coverage? And what is the 

benefit for journalists to use sabermetrics and advanced statistics? 

Quantitative – Content Analysis of Daily Newspapers 

 For an article investigating the trends of advanced statistics in baseball, it would seem 

counter-intuitive to base the findings off of purely personal accounts and anecdotes. Therefore, 

utilizing Lexis Nexis, Access World News and Proquest, a content analysis was conducted to 

document the use of sabermetric and advanced statistical terms. The content analysis spanned the 

dates of 1996 to 2012. Newspapers were selected by finding the biggest publications, in terms of 

circulation, within each city with an MLB team. Unfortunately, some newspapers didn’t have 

any archives available to search on any of the three sites and some only had more recent data that 

didn’t stretch back to the starting point of 1996. Still, 18 publications were selected which meet 

the qualifications. These newspapers were the Arizona Republic, the Atlanta Journal-

Constitution, the Baltimore Sun, the Chicago Sun-Times, the Cleveland Plain Dealer, the Denver 

Post, the Los Angeles Times, the New York Daily News, the New York Times, the Philadelphia 

Daily News, the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, the San Jose Mercury News, the St. Louis Post-
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Dispatch, the Tampa Bay Times, the Minneapolis Star Tribune, the Toronto Star, the USA Today 

and the Washington Post. 

 The keywords selected for the content analysis were OPS (On-Base Plus Slugging 

percentage), UZR (Ultimate Zone Rating), WAR (Wins Above Replacement), BABIP (Batting 

Average on Balls in Play) and WHIP (Walks and Hits per Innings Pitched). OPS and WHIP are 

self-explanatory and easy to surmise, while the UZR, WAR and BABIP require more advanced 

metrics for calculation. UZR breaks the field into 78 zones to evaluate a player’s ability to 

defend his position. BABIP determines how “lucky” hitters or pitchers were on base hits that 

have a high probability of being outs. And WAR combines several statistics – from offense, 

defense (including UZR) and base running – to determine how many wins an individual player 

added to his team’s total compared to what a replacement-level player could have contributed.  

 Instead of evaluating the vast amount of analytic tools produced over the years by 

statisticians, these five terms were chosen based off of recommendations from the qualitative 

interviews. The software had its limitations, since searches for “OPS” also brought up results for 

“cops” and other phrases containing “-ops”, while the acronyms WAR and WHIP obviously had 

their own inherent issues. These complications were avoided using full word searches “On-Base 

Plus Slugging,” “Walks plus Hits per Innings Pitched,” “Wins Above Replacement,” etc., though 

shorter acronyms were also used for “UZR” and “BABIP.” Each article was then vetted to ensure 

that the author was indeed using a statistical term. Tables 1-5 display the counts for each 

individual term across each year and by each publication. 

Results 

 Statistical research and personal accounts established a clear and linear trend indicating 

an increase in usage of advanced statistics in newspapers’ daily baseball beat reporting. All five 
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statistics started from zero mentions in 1996 to varying degrees of inclusion in 2012, with sharp 

spikes occurring within the past three to four years.  

 As can be seen in Tables 1-5, the empirical data for all five categories researched – On-

base Plus Slugging percentage, Ultimate Zone Rating, Walks and Hits per Innings Pitched, 

Batting Average on Balls In Play and Wins Above Replacement – showed a nearly consistent 

increase from 1996 to 2012, with only a few dips present for certain statistics, specifically UZR.  

 OPS, which was cited as the most popular and regularly used analytic by all seven 

interview subjects, received more than double the hits in the 17-year span (1,689 mentions) than 

the combined totals of WAR (249), WHIP (174), BABIP (148) and UZR (120). OPS also had the 

first appearance of any statistics, showing up in a list of the top 10 career On-Base plus Slugging 

percentages for catchers in a Los Angeles Times article on June 8, 1997. This mention edged out 

WHIP (2002) by more than five years and UZR (2004) by nearly seven. Yet, even with the early 

usage and overall quantity, OPS didn’t eclipse 100 hits in a single year until 2006. The analytic 

then saw a sharp increase from 2009 (153 mentions) to 2010 (237) to 2011 (328). The 

journalists’ observations mirrored these statistical findings, as they too described a dramatic 

increase of OPS in recent years. David Campbell, sports editor at the Cleveland Plain Dealer, 

said: 

[OPS] is the one stat I’ve seen that’s really exploded onto the scene the last five to 10 

years that didn’t used to be quoted very much in the mainstream media before. But what I 

think happened is that the media found out that baseball people were using [it]. 

While the results demonstrated a consistent influx in OPS usage over-time, increasing by at least 

seven hits every single year after 2001, the data also underestimates the more recent 

implementation of the term. Because of a limitation in the search function, only On-base Plus 
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Slugging could be used to accurately find results. However, this ignores a large portion of 

mentions, according to personal anecdotes. For example, Tim Britton of the Providence Journal 

only used the phrase “On-base Plus Slugging” during his first few articles as the Red Sox beat 

writer in 2011 before changing to just “OPS” for the vast majority of his articles. He said: 

I was reading one of my friends who writes for a different paper, and whenever he uses 

OPS, he puts On-base Plus Slugging. I’m like, ‘Oh man, I’m really glad I’m past that 

point that I don’t have to do that all the time.’ I feel like our readers for the most part 

understand. When you watch ESPN and they introduce batters now, it’s not just average, 

home runs and RBIs the way it used to be; they put OPS in there or they’ll mention it on 

the side. It is a step that it’s becoming more commonly used throughout the game. 

Even with only capturing full-text uses and ignoring the acronym, which would only further 

increase the usage rate in recent years, OPS has shown a significant increase in almost all 

markets. A few outliers do exist, though, such as the Denver Post, which never surpassed the 

three hits it reached in 2012. 

Chicago Tribune beat writer Mark Gonzales said a major reason for the increase stems 

from the habits of the teams themselves, echoing the thoughts of Campbell:  

I covered the White Sox for eight and a half years and they switched me over to the Cubs 

in early August. I heard the phrase On-Base Plus Slugging percentage more in the first 

three days that I was on the Cubs than my 22 and a half previous years covering three 

other organizations — the San Francisco Giants, the Arizona Diamondbacks and White 

Sox. 

While some writers still continue to use the longhand form of OPS, the stat can still stand on its 

own without an introductory paragraph, which separates it from others like UZR, BABIP and 
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WAR. These sabermetrics, which rely on long, complex formulas and specific data, require 

much more detailed descriptions. In order to use UZR in an article, it would be important to 

describe how the statistic is found (breaking the field into distinct defensive zones), what the 

statistic tells (how effect a player is at defending his position) and an example of what a good 

UZR rate would be in order to give the statistic proper context. 

  OPS doesn’t require such a detailed introduction, as it simply adds together On-base 

Percentage and Slugging Percentage, two statistics which have been a part of baseball for 

decades. Toronto Blue Jays beat writer Bob Elliott started using OPS in 2001 for the Toronto 

Sun and stopped including the introductory paragraph in 2006, though OPS is the only advanced 

metric he uses. “I didn’t like having to use the explanatory paragraph every time [for OPS] when 

you only get X amount of space,” Elliott said. “That’s a graph you could put to better use.” 

 The simple nature of On-base Plus Slugging also contributes to its quick rise in 

prominence. Simple addition can derive the statistic; addition that can be calculated by almost 

any fan with calculator and the required basic numbers available. OPS also has seniority on the 

more complex sabermetrics, as OPS first gained traction in baseball’s common parlance in 1984 

after being introduced by Pete Palmer and John Thorn in their book The Hidden Game of 

Baseball (Smith, 2010). 

 On the opposite end of the spectrum lies more complex statistics like UZR. While most 

interview subjects agreed with the concept of UZR, few implemented it in their coverage; a 

result consistent with the data found through the quantitative research. UZR had the fewest hits 

(120) of the five statistics, and while it saw huge spike over the last four years, jumping from six 

total mentions between 1996 and 2008 to 114 over the final four seasons, its peak was actually in 

2010 (41). UZR, and to a lesser extend WHIP, were the only statistics to diverge from a linear 
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progression during the years researched. Still, the recent increase in use of UZR, especially by 

the Washington Post (30 total mentions), indicates a growing acceptance of the statistic, though 

its implementation is lagging behind the others. 

UZR seems to fall into the category of personal information meant to inform the beat 

reporter rather than the audience, at least for Brendan Kennedy of the Toronto Star. Kennedy 

said advanced statistics are a necessity for the job, yet he rarely includes them in a story. He felt 

sabermetrics fall into a similar category as police, court or scientific jargon, which is only 

comprehendible for someone well acquainted with the field. “It’s more so that I use 

(sabermetrics) to kind of verify what I’m seeing with my eye or to challenge what I’m seeing 

with my eye,” he said. Even though Kennedy uses sabermetrics mainly for his own benefit, he 

still feels advanced statistics fulfill an essential role in the current baseball environment. “For me 

it was just an absolutely necessary tool for the job,” Kennedy said. “I don’t know how you could 

do the job today without using that kind of information. It just seems to me that it would be 

impossible.” 

The original variation of UZR was created by Mitch Lichtman around 20 years ago and 

was inspired by similar work with defensive metrics in the early 1990s by STATS Inc., yet UZR 

is just now starting to gain popularity among mainstream journalists (personal communication, 

2014). The sabermetric is meant to give a clearer picture of a defender’s effectiveness than the 

more conventional statistic fielding percentage, which only calculates the balls a player actually 

fields. The concept of UZR resonates for Campbell after growing watching Hall of Fame 

infielder Ryne Sandberg play for the Cubs. He said: 
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People would always rave about what a great infielder he was, and my whole thing was 

that he didn’t get to that many balls that somebody else might of. So I think a stat like 

(UZR) might be of use, it just hasn’t yet stepped out away from the other stats.” 

Despite Campbell’s acceptance of the statistic’s concept, no one at the Cleveland Plain Dealer 

uses UZR in their coverage; and neither does Elliot, Ryan Finley nor John Lowe. Even those 

who occasionally reference the stat, like Kennedy, or frequently use it, like Britton, acknowledge 

fundamental problems holding UZR back from becoming mainstream. Finley, the sports editor at 

the Arizona Daily Star explained: 

To add in something like UZR when you’re talking about how good a player is 

defensively, it’s not in the lexicon enough yet that you can explain it without confusing 

people. That’s really one of the big challenges going forward – trying to make these 

things so commonplace that they don’t require explanation. 

Finley felt that UZR will eventually take its place as the most used defensive metric, somewhat 

similar to the way OPS became a major hitting statistic; however, the Arizona Daily Star does 

not use the statistic in its coverage. The Tucson paper takes its lead from the Associated Press 

since it doesn’t employ a beat writer to cover the Phoenix-based Arizona Diamondbacks. 

Campbell held similar views, saying that UZR needs to “organically” enter average baseball 

discussion before it can seriously be used in everyday reporting. Gonzales added: 

At my side you have to explain it in simplest terms for the reader. Not trying to talk down 

to them, but sometimes if you get too technical, it bogs the reader down and gives them 

the decision not to read your story. 
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Without UZR gaining enough traction, even more progressive writers like Britton have to 

include a descriptive sentence to clearly communicate the significance of the statistic and what it 

actually measures. 

 The organic introduction of an advanced statistic into the baseball lexicon was 

continually brought up as the necessary step for a statistics acceptance into the mainstream. Yet, 

as Campbell explained, the statistic sometimes needs people to push it forward before it can 

finally gain traction. Wins Above Replacement (WAR) showed just how quickly this could 

happen. 

 WAR’s first appearance in the researched publications came in 2005, being used three 

times by the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette and five times in total. Yet entering the 2010 season, only 

18 articles total from the 18 newspapers included the term Wins Above Replacement; at least 

until 2010, when the advanced statistic took off with an unprecedented spike. The New York 

Times alone had almost as many hits (17) as the previous 14 years combined. The 2010 total (42) 

nearly doubled the next year, ballooning to 80 before hitting a high of 109 uses in 2012. The 

rapid increase wasn’t felt at every publication, especially since more than 29.7 percent of the 

uses (74) over the past 17 years came from the New York Times; however, every single 

publication had at least one independently written article implementing the phrase “Wins Above 

Replacement” in its baseball coverage. Predictably, the high usage-rate coincided with the 

surging AL MVP debate between Cabrera and Trout, as Kennedy explained: 

I think you’re seeing [advanced statistics] in more mainstream discussions over awards 

and MVP, especially last year, obviously. I think it only makes sense that it’ll become 

more common parlance amongst fans. You can just see it over the last few years, it’s 

become part of the mainstream conversation and that’s only going to increase. 
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One concern creeping up with sabermetrics, especially for Lowe, is that beat writers can become 

too reliant on statistics. With an analytic like WAR that, in its nature, tries to encompass the 

overall value of a player, the journalist’s worries intensify. In an extreme scenario, baseball 

writers could be pushed out of their job as gatekeepers and analysts, seemingly being replaced by 

sabermetrics, blogs and team press releases. None of the participants expressed a fear over this 

doomsday scenario, but Lowe warned that an overreliance could water down certain aspects of 

the game – “Why not just declare that the MVP is the WAR Player of the Year? Why have a 

vote?” – and distort the true value of certain players. Lowe said: 

My great quote about statistics, is that somebody said, ‘We use statistics like a drunk uses 

a lamppost — for support, not illumination. In other words, you take the observation and 

see if there is a statistic that defines what you’re seeing. You do not take the statistics and 

say, “I don’t care what you see; this must be true.” 

The eye test is the best determinant of a player, he added, as statistics ignore the intangible 

qualities of a player. A common argument made against analytics is they tempt journalists to 

ignore what they see with their eyes, and this blind adherence to statistics can cause a writer to 

miss out key qualities of players, such as leadership and composure. Yet others like Britton 

counter that the eye test isn’t a perfect measure, either. A journalist’s observations are important, 

but over a 162 game season, not even the most dedicated baseball enthusiast can watch every 

pitch of every game. Britton explained: 

I think the eye test is a little skewed because you’re not watching everything,” Britton 

said. “If you watch one good series that Miguel Cabrera had or one bad series – like if 

you saw him in September when he was hurt – you’d be like, “his numbers clearly don’t 

stack up.” 
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BABIP is one of the many analytics that try to adjust for the fallacies associated with simple 

observation and the eye test. By adjusting for “luck,” either good or bad, BABIP exists to predict 

how a player’s numbers will regress or progress to his median level over time. BABIP saw 

similar, but more modest, results to WAR as it tripled in usage from 2008 (4 mentions) to 2009 

(12) and nearly doubled from 2010 (22) to 2011 (43). It reached its peak in 2012 with 51 

mentions. However, the low totals produce a less reliable example of BABIP’s growth, 

especially since the abundance of usage came from the New York Times (16) and New York Daily 

News (15), which accounted for 60.8 percent of the hits in 2012. 

 Walks Plus Hits Per Innings Pitched (WHIP) saw the second most sporadic results of any 

statistic behind UZR, dipping in 2005 (-3) and 2012 (-4) from the previous years. However, 

WHIP fell into the same trap as OPS, requiring only the longhand to be searched in the 

databases. In general the statistic saw a mostly linear increase – from two hits in 2003 to 17 in 

2009 to 32 in 2012. WHIP has also seen an added bump of relevancy from the phenomenon of 

fantasy sports where the analytic is used as one of the measures to distribute points in weekly 

matchups between fantasy owners. In Finley’s mind, WHIP has almost reached the mainstream 

because of fantasy sports; the qualitative research was unable to confirm this opinion, though. 

Discussion 

 Since 1996, advanced metrics have slowly but consistently entered into the daily baseball 

coverage of mass-circulation newspapers across the country, with a significant spike starting in 

2010. These results were echoed by the beat writers as well, though several caveats were given, 

namely the clunky nature of the language. All seven journalists worried about the cumbersome 

nature of certain analytics, in both their calculations and the written descriptions required when 

used in coverage. Lowe expanded on this concern: 
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We’re in the communication business and you can have the most brilliant point in the 

world, but if people cannot understand it, or you don’t have the room or the time to 

communicate it, it doesn’t carry a lot of weight. That to me is one of the challenges of 

(advanced statistics). 

As was discussed in the literature review, journalists have the difficult of writing to a lay 

audience with varying levels of knowledge and interest in the topic. While sports are more of a 

niche topic, it still attracts a large audience that can even change from day to day and article to 

article. Lowe expanded on the idea on ever-changing attention spans, using the analogy of a 

reader scanning over the paper at the breakfast table:  

It’s a constant challenge for us in the media where we have to remember we’re not 

talking to each other; we’re talking to the public,” Lowe said. “Also whether those of us 

who write and broadcast want to admit it or not, most people are probably not giving our 

work their undivided attention. They’re probably sitting at the breakfast table and they 

look at the paper and go, ‘Oh the Tigers lost.’ They’re probably not hanging on every 

word I wrote about. 

One of the most agreed upon solutions to fix this issue is through simple repetition, which will 

eventually result in mass acceptance, even if it isolates a small minority. As readers see a statistic 

more and more, such as the way OPS was integrated into baseball coverage, fans and writers 

alike will become more accustomed to the metric. If done correctly, the “trickle-down effect of 

jargon” (p. 101) Hinnant and Len-Ríos warned about can be avoided as the majority of fans will 

also understand the elitist phrases and concepts. Naturally, finding the correct way to do this 

brings up the chicken and the egg conundrum as journalists won’t use a term until it’s popular in 

the public, yet it can only really become publicly accepted if mainstream journalists start using it. 
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One way to quickly integrate a term and bypass this paradox is through events like the 2012 AL 

MVP debate. Kennedy said seeing analytics used for popular award evaluations can act as a 

catalyst, streamlining certain statistics, like WAR, into baseball’s collective prose. 

 “I think it only makes sense that it’ll become more common parlance amongst fans,” he 

added. “You can just see it over the last few years, it’s become part of the mainstream 

conversation and that’s only going to increase.” 

 Another, maybe even more crucial step for national audience acceptance, places the 

responsibility on the teams. Both Gonzales and Campbell said a main reason they began 

including OPS in their coverage is when certain front offices started using the statistics in 

interviews and discussions. Campbell elaborated on this idea when he said: 

You want to be evaluating players in the same way as people in the business are. If 

you’re writing about a player and … you’re using the same measuring tools as the people 

in the sport and front offices are, I think that’s very valuable. A reporter’s job is to kind 

of reflect what people think of a player, and if using OPS instead of some other stats is 

more representative of what a front office might think, then that’s certainly valuable. 

Yet, according to Britton, this has already taken place as almost every front office has introduced 

some form of analytics. However, the sabermetrics implemented by teams and scouts aren’t 

necessarily the same ones used by fans and writers since each organization has proprietary 

formulas. Britton said: 

I think there’s a built up idea that there’re front offices like Moneyball and front offices 

that aren’t, and that from my experiences is not true. Every front office sort of 

understands those concepts by now. There’s no war going on. 
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While statisticians have exposed flaws with more conventional statistics like RBIs and a 

pitcher’s win/loss record – two stats that require teammate help and aren’t an accurate reflection 

of an individual player – some journalists like Lowe don’t equate more information to better 

coverage. He said one of baseball’s greatest appeals is its simplicity, and analytics naturally 

conflict with this desire. This issue dates back before the arrival of common day sabermetrics as 

even more simplistic statistics like OPS and Quality Starts, which Lowe created in 1984, can’t be 

calculated easily at the ball field. UZR and WAR might appeal to dedicated or avid baseball 

followers, but the casual fan might be confused by the language and formulaic complexity. He 

said: 

Even before sabermetrics came along, baseball was accused of having too many numbers. 

It can be too easy to just try and paint the game solely by numbers without looking at, 

say, a player’s heart or his drive or his desire. 

If the simplistic nature of the game does, in fact, need to remain intact, an argument begins to 

form in regard to the saturation of statistics. New technology allows scouts and front offices to 

better assess players through means never before available, yet does this information necessarily 

need to be disseminated to the fans? Has the game already reached a tipping point in terms of 

statistics? And if not, at what point is the audience sufficiently informed? 

 In fact, just the pure quantity of advanced statistics approaches a point of saturation. The 

five metrics researched in this thesis only scratch the surface of the sheer number of analytical 

data developed and used by front offices and statisticians. Without a set standard, it’s hard for a 

single statistic to gain traction and popular, requiring at times a grassroots effort like the one seen 

for WAR in 2012. Finley predicts three specific determining statistics – one for offense, defense 

and pitching – will eventually emerge and gain the same type of usage seen with batting average 
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and RBIs, he just isn’t sure which three those will be. By selecting just few common metrics, the 

casual fan will be able to navigate through the “Alphabet Soup” of advanced statistics, as Finley 

described it, and still accept and understand the metrics, even if they can’t calculate the complex 

UZR formula. 

 Not only is a standard set of advanced statistics nonexistent, but the source of information 

varies from writer to writer. While every single participant said they trusted Baseball-Reference 

for simple to complex statistics, Britton uses Fangraphs for his WAR numbers. He said the site 

doesn’t depend as heavily on defensive metrics when calculating WAR, like Baseball-Reference 

does, satisfying a simple preference for him. The lack of a standard calculation for WAR does 

bring into question its legitimacy at the current stages, since the numbers can vary from site to 

site and can therefore be spun to appease a certain narrative 

  The final recurring complaint against sabermetrics boils down to the role, and 

significance, of the journalist in the newly developing environment. In a sense, all-inclusive 

statistics like WAR pose a threat to the importance of journalists in a sense, as fans can now 

evaluate players and judge trades without the inside knowledge of a newspaper’s beat reporter. 

None of the participants indicated a fear over daily baseball beat coverage becoming obsolete, 

just that fans, and even journalists, might become too reliant on the statistics. 

While the quantitative data confirmed the sudden growth in analytics usage in daily 

baseball coverage, the research wasn’t without its shortcomings. Several influential newspapers 

were unavailable in any of the databases, such as the Chicago Tribune, limiting the overall scope 

of the findings. More comprehensive research, including every newspaper with daily beat 

coverage of a Major League team, could help solidify the findings in this study or even discover 

a new or contradictory trend. Additionally, the data found for OPS, WHIP and WAR was 
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substantially undervalued as the acronym for each term brought up conflicting results when 

searched. The true values can’t be accurately extrapolated since there is no clear date of when the 

acronyms started to appear in coverage or how frequently they’re used. However, the legitimacy 

of the results isn’t compromised from this issue, just the data is incomplete. Finally, while the 

individual articles were vetted to eliminate duplicates and verify a terms inclusion in a baseball-

related story, the context the sabermetric was in varied from situation to situation. In a few 

isolated articles, the terms were used more in a satirical way to highlight the issues of 

sabermetrics rather than implement in a beneficial way. 

 One of the biggest weaknesses with interviewing human subjects is the inclusion of 

biases in the results as each subject has his or her own agenda. An individual might hold a 

certain view on sabermetrics that differs from the beliefs of the rest of the staff at the newspaper, 

giving a somewhat skewed version of the statistics acceptance at a publication. Additionally, the 

sample of participants only included those willing to respond to the initial inquiry and discuss the 

topic. Those with the strongest opinions on the subject have a greater tendency to respond to an 

interview request. 

 Fortunately, the participants did encapsulate a broad spectrum of age and experience on 

the manner, which uncovered an empirical question for later investigation. The two biggest 

advocates for sabermetrics – Britton and Kennedy – are the youngest of the participants and the 

newest to the profession. Kennedy said he uses advanced statistics as a way to get comfortable 

with the beat and help compensate for a baseball “eye” that hasn’t fully developed yet. 

 A link between age, experience and sabermetric use seemed to form through the 

qualitative interviews. However, with such a small sample size, the results weren’t conclusive. A 

broad survey of every major newspaper and its beat writers, categorized demographically by age 
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and work experience, could discover if age, experience or both, makes writers more or less 

willing adjust to new information and include analytic data. 

 In addition, the target audience for a newspaper could affect a staff’s willingness to 

include statistics. The newspapers researched ranged from large to small markets and the results 

varied, as frequent users of UZR included both national – The New York Times and the 

Washington Post – and local – the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette – publications. However, Finley said 

the Associated Press almost strictly uses basic metrics in its coverage. An investigation into the 

circulation and demographics of each paper could give insight into the sabermetrics topic. 

 In general, this study serves as a strong first step toward understanding the complex 

relationship between emerging baseball analytics, journalists and the audience they are writing 

to. Sabermetrics have quickly gained popularity in baseball coverage over the past five years; yet 

several road blocks still stand in the way of them entering mainstream coverage. Additional 

research must be conducted to find out why some journalists are more willing to include new 

statistics compared to others and if adding these new analytics in sports coverage is ultimately 

beneficial to the public. 
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LexisNexis On-base Plus Slugging Percentage GROWING ACCEPTANCE… 29
1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

Atlanta Journal-Constitution 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 4 12 21
Denver Post 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
New York Daily News 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 3 6
New York Times 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 4 3
Philadelphia Daily News 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 12 14
San Jose Mercury News 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2
St. Louis Post-Dispatch 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 0 5 3
Tampa Bay Times 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0
Star Tribune 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 8 9
Toronto Star 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 9 6 4
USA Today 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 3 4
Washington Post 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 6

TOTAL 0 0 0 0 0 2 9 21 55 72

ACCESS WORLD NEWS
Baltimore Sun 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 1 8 9
Chicago Sun-Times 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1
Cleveland Plain Dealer 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 1

TOTAL 0 0 1 0 0 2 2 2 8 11

PROQUEST
Los Angeles Times 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 8
Arizona Republic 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1

TOTAL 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 9

OVERALL 0 1 1 0 0 4 11 23 65 92



GROWING ACCEPTANCE… 30
2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

22 32 19 23 27 20 35
0 0 0 1 2 0 3

10 3 7 5 3 3 7
1 2 8 8 18 43 51
1 0 3 2 23 16 2

12 9 2 1 6 8 24
2 6 3 6 9 9 7
3 16 22 18 34 66 58
1 4 4 9 0 3 1

10 13 11 13 23 23 27
8 3 5 7 3 11 9
2 1 7 17 33 54 60

19 24 17 4 17 37 75

91 113 108 114 198 293 359

3 4 3 5 3 6 7
0 0 3 5 12 3 3
1 4 19 12 3 3 4

4 8 25 22 18 12 14

2 7 2 4 13 10 10
3 5 13 13 8 13 10

5 12 15 17 21 23 20

100 133 148 153 237 328 393



LexisNexis Ultimate Zone Rating GROWING ACCEPTANCE… 31
1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

Atlanta Journal-Constitution 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Denver Post 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
New York Daily News 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
New York Times 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0
Philadelphia Daily News 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
San Jose Mercury News 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
St. Louis Post-Dispatch 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0
Tampa Tribune 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Star Tribune 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Toronto Star 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
USA Today 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Washington Post 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

TOTAL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0

ACCESS WORLD NEWS
Baltimore Sun 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Chicago Sun-Times 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Cleveland Plain Dealer 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

TOTAL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

PROQUEST
Los Angeles Times 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Arizona Republic 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

TOTAL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

OVERALL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0



GROWING ACCEPTANCE… 32
2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

0 0 0 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 5 0 1
0 1 0 6 2 1 4
0 0 0 0 1 0 0
0 1 0 5 1 5 4
0 0 0 0 2 1 0
0 1 1 4 0 0 1
0 0 0 0 1 0 0
0 0 0 2 2 6 1
0 0 0 0 2 0 1
0 0 0 0 4 0 3
0 0 0 5 18 4 3

0 3 1 22 38 17 18

0 0 0 1 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 2 0 4
0 0 0 0 0 0 1

0 0 0 1 2 0 5

0 0 0 2 0 2 0
0 0 0 2 1 3 1

0 0 0 4 1 5 1

0 3 1 27 41 22 24



LexisNexis Wins Above Replacement GROWING ACCEPTANCE… 33
1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

Atlanta Journal-Constitution 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Denver Post 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
New York Daily News 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
New York Times 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
Philadelphia Daily News 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3
San Jose Mercury News 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
St. Louis Post-Dispatch 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
Tampa Tribune 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Star Tribune 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Toronto Star 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
USA Today 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Washington Post 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

TOTAL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 5

ACCESS WORLD NEWS
Baltimore Sun 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Chicago Sun-Times 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Cleveland Plain Dealer 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

TOTAL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

PROQUEST
Los Angeles Times 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Arizona Republic 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
TOTAL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
OVERALL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 5



GROWING ACCEPTANCE… 34
2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

0 0 0 0 0 0 2
0 0 0 0 0 0 3
1 0 0 0 1 0 1
0 0 0 1 17 33 22
0 0 0 0 2 6 1
0 0 0 0 5 4 3
0 0 0 0 1 3 2
2 0 0 1 3 3 3
0 0 0 0 2 0 1
0 0 0 1 0 7 8
0 0 0 0 0 5 4
0 0 0 0 0 3 9
0 1 1 1 8 10 20

3 1 1 4 39 74 79

0 0 0 0 1 2 4
0 0 0 0 0 0 13
0 1 1 0 1 2 1

0 1 1 0 2 4 18

0 0 0 0 0 2 9
1 0 0 1 1 0 3
1 0 0 1 1 2 12
4 2 2 5 42 80 109



LexisNexis Batting Average on Balls In Play GROWING ACCEPTANCE… 35
1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

Atlanta Journal-Constitution 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Denver Post 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
New York Daily News 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
New York Times 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Philadelphia Daily News 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
San Jose Mercury News 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
St. Louis Post-Dispatch 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Tampa Tribune 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Star Tribune 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Toronto Star 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
USA Today 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
Washington Post 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

TOTAL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

ACCESS WORLD NEWS
Baltimore Sun 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Chicago Sun-Times 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Cleveland Plain Dealer 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

TOTAL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

PROQUEST
Los Angeles Times 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Arizona Republic 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
TOTAL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
OVERALL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1



GROWING ACCEPTANCE… 36
2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

0 0 0 0 0 0 2
0 0 0 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 1 1 15
0 0 0 0 1 12 16
0 0 1 1 1 1 0
1 0 0 2 2 3 6
0 0 0 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 1 3 1
0 0 0 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 0 8 0
0 0 0 0 0 2 2
0 0 8 8 9 6 7
0 0 0 2 6 2 0

1 0 9 13 21 38 49

0 2 2 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 0 0 1
0 0 0 0 0 1 1

0 2 2 0 0 1 2

0 0 0 0 0 3 0
0 2 1 1 1 1 0
0 2 1 1 1 4 0
1 4 12 14 22 43 51



LexisNexis Walks plus Hits per Innings Pitched GROWING ACCEPTANCE… 37
1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004

Atlanta Journal-Constitution 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Denver Post 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
New York Daily News 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
New York Times 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Philadelphia Daily News 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2
San Jose Mercury News 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
St. Louis Post-Dispatch 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3
Tampa Tribune 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0
Star Tribune 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
Toronto Star 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0
USA Today 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2
Washington Post 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

TOTAL 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 9

ACCESS WORLD NEWS
Baltimore Sun 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Chicago Sun-Times 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
Cleveland Plain Dealer 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

TOTAL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2

PROQUEST
Los Angeles Times 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Arizona Republic 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

TOTAL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

OVERALL 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 11



GROWING ACCEPTANCE… 38
2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

1 0 0 2 1 0 1 0
0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1
0 0 0 1 0 2 1 4
1 0 2 2 2 4 5 3
0 1 1 3 5 3 2 2
0 0 1 0 1 5 2 5
0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
2 2 0 2 2 1 5 3
2 5 2 0 1 1 0 0
0 0 4 1 1 4 2 2
0 0 0 1 0 1 1 0
0 2 1 1 1 1 11 5
0 0 0 0 1 5 0 2

6 10 11 13 15 27 31 27

0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0
1 0 0 1 1 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 0 1 3 0

1 0 0 1 2 1 3 0

1 0 2 1 0 0 2 5
0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

1 0 2 1 0 0 2 5

8 10 13 15 17 29 36 32
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Appendix A 

Tim Britton 

Providence Journal, Sports Reporter 

Q: What is your daily use of sabermetrics throughout your coverage of the Red Sox? 

Tim Britton: In baseball there’s the Triple Crown of stats offensively — there’s batting average, 

home runs and RBIs. To me I never just cite batting average any more. If I talk about how 

somebody does at the plate, it’ll be like they have a .290 on-base percentage with then whatever 

(other statistics) because on-base percentage for a lot of people has kind of taken over for batting 

average as a better measurement of what a guy is doing at the plate. I still use home runs and 

RBIs because I don’t think there is a better statistic; they still mean what they mean. I think RBIs 

tend to get overrated, but there’s not really any easy way to replace that. 

 I like OPS (On-Base Plus Slugging) a lot. We’ve gotten to the point in our coverage 

where we can use OPS and we don’t have to explain it or call it on-base plus slugging. Whereas 

something like FIP, which is Fielding Independent Pitching, I still have to do a little explanation 

every time I put it in a story. I think OPS and on-base percentage is like the very basic 

sabermetric stat, and I don’t know if it even counts as a sabermetric. OPS we use all the time. 

 I’ll use Batting Average on Balls In Play a fair amount as a predictive measure. If it’s up 

past .300 the guy is probably getting lucky and it should probably come down at some point, and 

vice versa. Pitching I’ll use FIP and xFIP to an extent, but those are ones I’ll have to explain a 

little bit more. And I’ll still mention wins, losses and ERA a fair amount even though, as we 

know, they’re a little overrated. I haven’t gotten too much into wOBA, weighted on-base 

average, or wRC+, weighted runs created plus. Those I don’t quite understand just yet, but I 

imagine in another two or three years I’ll probably be using those just as much as OPS and that 

kind of thing. 

Q: When did you start omitting the term on-base plus slugging and replace it with just 

OPS? 

 



GROWING ACCEPTANCE OF SABERMETRICS IN NEWSPAPERS 39 

TB: I started as a beat writer for the Red Sox in 2011. I would say that maybe the first couple 

articles that year I might have put on-base plus slugging in parenthesis next to it. But I feel like 

the large majority of the time I haven’t done that at all. 

 I was reading one of my friends who writes for a different paper, and whenever he uses 

OPS he puts on-base plus slugging, and I’m like, ‘Oh man, I’m really glad I’m past that point 

that I don’t have to do that all the time.’ I feel like our readers for the most part understand. 

When you watch ESPN and they introduce batters now, it’s not just average, home runs and 

RBIs the way it used to be. They put OPS in there or they’ll mention it on the side, so it is a step 

that it’s becoming more commonly used throughout the game. 

Q: How much explanation do you need to use for things like WAR (Wins Above 

Replacement) and UZR (Ultimate Zone Rating)? 

TB: It depends on what I’m writing. I like to think of our print audience and our online audience 

a little bit different because I know the people who are reading the online (content) probably 

have more familiarity with that stuff than people who are reading it strictly in print. For instance, 

last year I voted for the MVP. For the print edition I stayed a little bit more simplified in my 

explanation of WAR because I knew that readership would be a little different than the online 

one, where I knew the people who were reading it online knew what WAR was. I felt like I 

didn’t have to explain it too much to that readership. It’d be like a paragraph maybe for (WAR); 

for fielding independent pitching, maybe a sentence. 

Q: What is the benefit for journalists to use these advanced statistics? 

TB: I think just in general, the use of those statistics has kind of changed the way we understand 

what’s good in baseball. You look at batting average versus on-base percentage. The goal of a 

batter isn’t just to get a hit; it’s to not make an out. That’s a better goal for a batter to have, and 

that’s why on-base percentage is probably a better indicator of their success at the plate than just 

batting average. A guy who hits .280 but gets on base at a .400 clip is probably better than a guy 

who hits .300 and gets on-base .300. The more that baseball writers write about it that way and 

help readers understand it (is beneficial) because that’s the way front offices are looking at it, 

pretty much. 
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 I think there’s a built up idea that there are front offices like Moneyball and front offices 

that aren’t. From my experiences, that’s not true. Every front office sort of understands those 

concepts by now. There’s no war going on. If I can explain why a hitter like Daniel Nava is 

probably more valuable than most people would take initially just looking at batting average, 

then they can understand why the Red Sox value him the way they do and help them understand 

the game better. 

Q: One big complaint is that readers just won’t understand the stats and it’ll alienate them. 

How much of a problem do you think that is? 

TB: I think that’s the thing writers have to get through: figuring out a way to take a statistic that 

might be more complicated or is not intuitively easy to understand. Batting average is just hits 

divided by at-bats, like we can all understand that, whereas WAR is a different mathematical 

equation. I can’t sit down and calculate someone’s WAR by myself, so how can we trust that 

statistic then if you’re outsourcing the calculation of it? 

 The problem a lot of people have with WAR is they think it’s a be-all and end-all 

statistic, and it’s not. But you have to take the components that go into it and explain what they 

mean. When you’re explaining WAR you have to explain what a replacement player is, and how 

runs above replacement player goes into wins above a replacement player. It takes a little while 

for people to buy into it. I know when I wrote about the MVP last year and I voted for Trout over 

Cabrera, there were a fair amount of our readers who disagreed with that and pointed to my use 

of WAR as being wrong. And there’s always going to be a little bit of fight back against that. 

 I think if you can take a complicated thing like (WAR) and break it down into its simplest 

parts for the readership, then maybe you’ll convert some people, if not all. 

Q: Another problem with WAR is the lack in overall consistency between sites as each has 

a slightly different formula. Where do you go to get your advanced statistics?  

TB: Baseball-Reference is the site every writer basically has booked marked and is open every 

day through the course of a season. For WAR I tend to go to Fangraphs more … I know in the 

past when I looked at Baseball-Reference, it took into account defense a little more than I like, so 

I stuck with FanGraphs which I think is a better measurement of WAR. That’s kind of where I’m 
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at now, but I’ll look at it again when next season is about to start to see if they tinkered with 

(WAR) a little bit. 

Q: Where do you see the future of sabermetrics going? 

TB: One of the things I’m interested in seeing is how much our understanding of defensive 

metrics changes. I buy into things like Ultimate Zone Rating, specifically UZR/150, and 

defensive runs saved (DRS). People who win Gold Gloves aren’t always strong in those areas. I 

think Adam Jones (of the Baltimore Orioles) won a Gold Glove in center field for the American 

League. While Adam Jones looks good playing center field, his numbers haven’t reflected that 

over the past couple years. 

 The problem with defensive metrics is that there’s a line between the eye test — Adam 

Jones looks good and it looks like he makes a lot of plays — and what the numbers say. But I 

think people have to get over their (biases). You only see Adam Jones eight times over a course 

of a season. If you asked a Red Sox writer before this season — Mike Napoli hit (.288) against 

the Red Sox in his career — they probably would have said, ‘Wow, Mike Napoli probably hits 

.350.’ But you only see him 12 times a year. 

Q: Why are defensive sabermetrics so important?  

TB: With defense there has to be a trust in those metrics as they start to gain acceptance and you 

see more and more teams put faith in them. Like the Red Sox’s signing of Shane Victorino, I 

think, was primarily motivated by defensive concerns. And it didn’t really play out that way, his 

offense was a bonus for him. So I think the more we see front offices utilizing those numbers, the 

more you’ll see writers trust in them and give them proper weight. 

 I think one of the problems with measuring defense is that the basic statistics like errors 

and fielding percentage (are subjective). I remember when the Red Sox played the Rays in the 

(2013) Division Series, the Rays made a ton of defensive miscues but very few of them were 

actually called errors because there’s a very strict definition of an error. Defensively they look 

fine on paper because like ‘Oh, no errors. They just gave up this many hits.’ When really, (right 

fielder) Wil Myers letting a ball bounce over his head for a double is not really the pitcher’s 

fault. 
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Q: Do you see a battle between reporters who like these stats and those who don’t?  

TB: It comes down to being able to write about baseball without being over-reliant on them. I 

think one of the problems is that there are writers who rely on sabermetrics and will look at 

people who don’t (negatively). ... 

 As a writer, as long as you present yourself somewhere in the middle (you’ll be fine). I 

use a lot of those stats but I don’t just go, ‘This guy has a better WAR so he’s a better player.’ 

You try to explain it a little bit more and use (WAR) as a piece of evidence rather than the whole 

case. 

Q: Have you seen an increase in these stats over the last couple of years? 

TB: I would think so. Just from a personal standpoint, when I started as an intern in 2009-10, I 

didn’t use them very much. I know things like FIP and BABIP were stats that I felt had 

predictive use but I wasn’t sure how good they were as evaluative things. If a pitcher giving up a 

.340 BABIP, is that just bad luck or is he just being hit really hard, and there’s still some extent 

to (that question). 

 I have found over time as I look at it … I do trust those things more myself. I think the 

more people use them, the more they see that ‘OK these things do have some kind of use to 

them’ and more people are trusting them now. 

Q: Some journalists are weary of these stats and prefer to rely on the eye test. Where do 

you stand on this argument? 

TB:  One of the weird things that happened last year on the Cabrera-Trout argument was the idea 

that if you voted for Trout, you weren’t watching the games, you were just taking this 

mathematical formula and saying he should win. When basically the main argument to vote for 

Cabrera was statistically off his Triple Crown. 

 I think if you watched enough of both guys, and they are completely different players, but 

if you watch the whole game, Trout’s impact is not difficult to find. You don’t need to use 

numbers to conjure it up – it’s there. In baseball, more than other sports, you can’t watch every 

game. Even for the team that you follow, you’re probably not watching all 162. There has to be 
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more of an intransigent trust in the numbers than in something like football where QB ratings are 

not end-all and be-all stats like things are looked at in baseball. But you can watch all 16 games. 

 I think the eye test is a little skewed because you’re not watching everything. If you 

watch one good series that Miguel Cabrera had, or one bad series; if you saw him in September 

when he was hurt, you’d be like, ‘his numbers clearly don’t stack up.’ 
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Appendix B 

David Campbell 

Cleveland Plain Dealer, Sports Editor 

Q: What is the daily use of sabermetrics at the Cleveland Plain Dealer? 

David Campbell: (On-Base Plus Slugging) is the one stat I’ve seen that’s really exploded onto 

the scene the last five to 10 years that didn’t used to be quoted very much in the mainstream 

media before. But what I think happened is that the media found out that baseball people were 

using it – and I’m not sure if it came from the whole Moneyball thing, or if was more they talked 

to their sources, the more people started talking about OPS. We use that a lot. 

 Terry Pluto, one of our columnists who writes about the (Cleveland) Indians and 

baseball, he quotes offensive players OPS more than just about any other stat. So that has really 

worked its way into the mainstream, in terms of what we’re doing at Cleveland.com and the 

Plain Dealer. 

Q: When did the Plain Dealer really start using OPS? 

DC: I’m not sure how it happened, but I do think it’s been in the last seven or eight years that 

we’ve really seen that stat come to the forefront. It’s hard to pick up a story anymore without 

seeing it in our paper. I know baseball people around the country are using it way more than they 

used to. It used to just be batting average and on-base, runners in scoring position and all that 

stuff. OPS seems like it’s really moved to forefront in terms of being an often quoted stat. 

Q: There are obvious advantages from a team’s perspective to use advance statistics. But 

what are the benefits for a news organizations? 

DC: That’s a good question. I think the benefits are, you want to be evaluating players in the 

same way as people in the business are. If you’re writing about a player and … you’re using the 

same measuring tools as the people in the sport and front offices are, I think that’s very valuable. 

A reporter’s job is to kind of reflect what people think of a player, and if using OPS instead of 
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some other stats is more representative of what a front office might think, than that’s certainly 

valuable. 

 When you talk about sabermetrics, I know every team uses a different system and 

different terms. They use a plus-player and minus-player and all that stuff. If we start using the 

same language and the same system, in terms of describing players, as the people we cover, I 

think that can help the reporting be more accurate and can help explain to the reader and fans 

what the teams are looking for. 

Q: Can space or the medium of print be a problem with sabermetrics? 

DC: I think that these kind of advanced statistics, you’ll see more of them in print than on radio 

and TV. In radio and TV, there’s just not enough time. If you have to explain what OPS is on a 

local three minute sportscast? You don’t have time for that. But as you were saying, in a blog or 

baseball insider column there are ways to explain it. I think what you’ll find is that print media 

will go more in-depth generally; obviously when you’re on Baseball Tonight and you have an 

hour to talk about baseball, they might get into that but it doesn’t make for good TV. 

 I do think that print lends itself more to these stats. The stat thing has been kind of a print 

phenomenon over the last 100 years, I would say.  

Q: Specifically with newspapers, can space be a limitation? 

DC: No I don’t think space is an issue at all but people need to speak the language that you’re 

writing. If you’re writing about some sabermetric stat that is not widely known in the lingo, you 

have to ask yourself if it’s worth the trouble. I don’t think space is an issue, you just don’t want 

to be writing about … (UZR) has not yet gone into the lexicon yet, and not to say it won’t 

happen in the next five to 10 years. It’s only three letters, if it starts to catch on with people, then 

you can start using it. But there’s no one pushing. It’s kind of happened organically with ones 

that are in use now, and for UZR there’s nobody pushing that stat out that I’ve noticed. 

 It’s funny because I watched Ryne Sandberg a lot when he played. And people would 

always rave about what a great infielder he was, and my whole thing was that he didn’t get to 
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that many balls that somebody else might of. So I think a stat like (UZR) might be of use, it just 

hasn’t yet stepped out away from the other stats. 

Q: Where do writers at the Plain Dealer typically get their stats from? 

DC: That’s a good question. I think reporters have their own resources that they go to, that are 

reliable or maybe ones that they’ve used in the past. I know that baseball-reference.com is a big 

one for everybody, for obvious reasons. I can’t really tell you (anymore), I think everybody’s 

different and they go to ones they know are reliable and consistent and updated typically. 

Q: Is the lack of a standard among sabermetrics stats still a major problem? 

DC: Oh absolutely.  It seems like everybody in the world is doing college football ratings now. 

Everybody has a poll or ratings or power rankings. If you’re looking at WAR, who’s WAR are 

you going to use? Where do you go for that and where’s one agreeable place that everybody can 

say they’re using? That’s one reason why I think WAR hasn’t really caught on. 

Q: What was your opinion on the 2012 AL MVP voting? 

DC: It was a fascinating thing to see last year. It was like old-school versus new-school. If 

you’re asking for my personal opinion – the guy who had the Triple Crown, which hasn’t been 

done since 1967, he should be the MVP. That was just my take on it. I know there were a lot of 

other people who would point to stats that show how valuable Trout was. But there was a thing 

that hadn’t been done since 1967 and (Cabrera) did it, and that was good enough for me. 
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Appendix C 

Bob Elliott 

Toronto Sun, Sports Reporter 

Q: When did you start including (On-Base Plus Slugging) into your coverage? 

Bob Elliott: What happened when we first started is that we’d put in a paragraph for the desk guy 

to explain what it was, like OPS is a combination of (on-base plus slugging percentage). I forgot 

to put in the next explanatory graph one night and the guy did it on his own and instead of 

putting OPS he put OBS. So my editor was teasing my about that, and that would’ve been in 

2001. We’ve been doing it since then. 

 I remember I was covering the (Montreal) Expos in 1979 and there was a big controversy 

over who should play second base – Dave Cash or Rodney Scott. Dick Williams would go on 

and on about Rodney Scott, what a great game he had, what a great game he had. He said he was 

3-for-6, and that was my first year … and I stayed behind and said, ‘Why do you keep saying 

Rodney Scott was 3-for-6 when he was really 1-for-4?’ And he said, ‘Well, he walked twice.’ So 

for me that was a start. 

 Another thing (Williams) would do is (a player) would get two hits in five at-bats and say 

hit a ground ball that moved a guy over, and Williams had his own way of scoring it. He would 

count that as if he was 3-for-6. 

Q: Do you just use stats like OPS or have you begun introducing more advanced statistics 

into your coverage? 

BE: No that would be the only one. I’ve tried to get into that defensive metrics, run saved and all 

that and I’ve had trouble grasping it. A guy who doesn’t write much baseball at our place wrote 

one comparing Yorvit Torrealba to Yan Gomes who the (Toronto) Blue Jays let go, and he ended 

up being the everyday catcher for the Indians. So he has all these numbers offensively and then 

he goes to defense and he gets to the range factor for a catcher and he’s asking me and I said, 

‘I’m sorry, you got me.’ I’ve heard of range, such as a center fielder or shortstop, but the range a 

catcher brings? It seems tough to judge his range. 
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Q: How often have you run into the problem that some sabermetrics have yet to enter into 

the common day baseball lexicon? 

BE: Not so much lately, but we’d still get up to five years ago, we’d get an email inquiry about 

‘What is this OPS you’re referring to?’ And then other people will email asking, ‘Why don’t you 

use WAR and other things?’ 

 I didn’t like having to use the explanatory paragraph every time (for OPS) when you only 

get X amount of space. That’s a graph you could put to better use. You’re writing for a diehard 

baseball fan, a guy who might go to two games a week and an aunt who sits in her kitchen and 

listens to the radio every night, who doesn’t want to be confused, just tell me if they won or they 

lost. So you’re serving a lot of markets. 

Q: That has definitely been brought up as a big issue, balancing the diehards with the 

casual fans. How do you walk that fine line? 

BE: You have to try and please everybody and of course you can’t please everybody. It’s like if 

you’re running for office. 

Q: When did you stop having to use the explanatory sentence for OPS? 

BE: Oh probably five years later (after 2001). 

Q: Why do you like to use OPS instead of just batting average? 

BE: The first thing you have to do before you educate the reader is that you have to educate the 

desk guy … I asked my father, ‘How do you determine the best hitter. What’s the best stat?’ And 

my father, who thought Ted Williams was the greatest hitter who ever lived, said ‘Ted Williams 

always added up his on-base percentage first and then put in his slugging, that’d determine who 

was the best hitter.’ I don’t think I really knew it as OPS at 12 or 14, but I just knew you added 

the two. 

Q: What are your thoughts on WAR and the 2012 AL MVP race? 
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BE: When I looked it up at the end, I think Cabrera had the higher WAR stat for the final month 

and (the Detroit Tigers) made the postseason.  To me, Andre Dawson was probably the best 

everyday player I ever covered before (Roberto) Alomar, and when he won for the (Chicago) 

Cubs in 1987 I thought that was a travesty. They finished last and he won the MVP. The thing, 

for me, was how valuable was Andre Dawson? 

 My thing is, Trout is a great player, he might be the best player. If you asked everybody 

today if they were starting a team, that’s who I’d pick – Trout, not Cabrera, if you consider age, 

speed, everything, he wins. But the thing is, the other guy (Cabrera), look at what he 

accomplished, something that hadn’t been done in so long. That put him over in my mind. I had 

no problem with the vote, though I know a lot of people did. 
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Appendix D 

Ryan Finley 

Arizona Daily Star, Sports Editor 

Q: Has the Arizona Daily Star started using more advanced statistics in its baseball 

coverage? 

Ryan Finley: Yes and no. For a lot of our statistical information, we use the Associated Press. 

We sort of take our lead from them. So in that regard, no we haven’t. But it’s certainly 

something we are all interested in, especially baseball, more so than any other sport, since it’s so 

statistically driven. I think that anything that will help give our readers a more complete view of 

how good or bad a player is, it’s certainly something we’d consider. But we take really our lead 

from the AP. 

 In sports like (University of Arizona) baseball, we do use sabermetrics in stories, trying 

to explain how good a guy is. It’s funny to me, and maybe I’m wrong, but it seems to me like 

OPS has almost become commonplace now. You’ll see a lot of TV broadcast use OPS in the (bio 

box) when a guy comes up. A little bit more complicated stuff like WAR (Wins Above 

Replacement) is something that’s harder to explain in one sentence, but I think we’re moving in 

that direction. 

 What’s tough with numbers is that they paint a picture, but it’s still kind of an incomplete 

one. If we were to add two or three statistical categories, we’d have to subtract two or three 

different statistical categories. And does that give our readers a more complete view? I don’t 

know. 

Q: The advanced stats have proven to be more accurate, but are they worth it if they 

alienate some readers? 

RF: I’ll give you an example. We switched about a week ago the way our point-spreads run on 

the agate page. Instead of just the line, we went: opening line, where the line is now and over-

under. I got 10 phone calls from people being like, ‘What’s O/U?’ And I have to say, ‘It’s over-
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under.’ And that’s about as basic and easy to understand a category as there is, at least if you’re 

looking at it in context. Yet, people were confused and some of them were angry about it. 

 To add in something like UZR (Ultimate Zone Rating) when you’re talking about how 

good a player is defensively, it’s not in the lexicon enough yet that you can explain it without 

confusing people. That’s really one of the big challenges going forward — trying to make these 

things so commonplace that they don’t require explanation. That sabermetrics aren’t this outlier 

now or this other way to tell stories; it just becomes a common way to tell them. 

Q: Have you noticed any change in the Associated Press’ coverage of baseball? 

RF: No, it’s still pretty basic. It’s tough too, because we have space concerns. If I could show 

everything that baseball-reference shows when you go there, I would. The problem is that you 

don’t have enough room. So what do you do? And a lot of fans are still very comfortable with 

batting average, home runs and RBIs; that’s kind of it. Wins, losses, saves, ERA. You could 

make the argument that RBIs and wins are luck-based and dependent on other people, sure, but 

as of now it’s kind of the one language that all baseball fans speak. Until more baseball fans 

become more comfortable with it, I don’t think you’ll see (sabermetrics) used too much in things 

like the Associated Press. 

 One of the things that tricky from a newspaper standpoint, too, is that they say 

newspapers are written at a sixth-grade reading level. To get a little bit more complicated 

repeatedly requires a real effort to explain. 

If we ran something tomorrow and said a player’s UZR is ‘XX’. Then we’d have to (explain 

UZR and give the top player to give context). Instead you could say he’s made six errors this 

year and people are going to go, ‘Oh well that means he’s good defensively’ when you and I 

both know the number of errors you make in the field is not an indicator of if you’re any good. I 

don’t make a lot of errors playing Monday night softball, but it’s because I only cover that much 

ground. It doesn’t mean I’m good. It means I’m slow. 

 So that’s one of those tricky parts when it comes to sabermetrics. It’s certainly something 

I’m open to, but unfortunately we take our lead from the AP. 
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Q: In your mind are sites like baseball-reference reliable enough to be trusted with stats 

like UZR that can’t be calculated by the average followers? 

RF: What’s tough with advanced statistics is really need to keep an eye out to make sure the stats 

are right because it’s not as easy as dividing numbers of hits into numbers of official at-bats. 

 As a sports fan, let’s say my favorite team trades for a guy. I go to baseball-reference. If 

he’s a hitter I look at OPS, OPS+, home runs and UZR, if he’s in the field. If a pitcher, I look at 

WHIP – see WHIP is an interesting stat because fantasy sports have made WHIP almost 

common. I look at WHIP and look at BABIP, things like that. 

 I’m not sure it gives you a great view of who this person is, but I think I could probably 

gather more of a feel if the guy’s any good looking at those numbers than if I see that he hit .323 

in Double-A. 

Q: Is the lack of a gold standard for certain statistics an issue? 

RF: Yeah, and that’s always going to be an issue when you deal with numbers. The thing about 

sabermetrics is that some numbers are still open to interpretation. Something like UZR is a little 

more open to interpretation, BABIP a little easier to understand. It’s also kind of an alphabet 

soup. 

 When I talk to Dad, and he always say, ‘How can I keep this stuff all straight? Batting 

average, RBIs, home runs, that’s easy. You’re coming at me with three letter acronyms.’ 

One of the reason why advanced sabermetrics haven’t become super mainstream yet, and the 

reason why sabermetrics are great, is that there’s so damn many of them. If we just talked about 

BABIP, UZR and OPS. If we just said, ‘OK, those are it. One’s a hitting stat, one’s a pitching 

stat and one’s a fielding stat.’ And we settled that these three are going to become more 

common, I think most people would pick it up pretty quickly because all three are fairly easy to 

understand.  

 The problem is that suddenly you have other things too. You have OPS+, WAR, DIPS, 

PECOTA rating, which is kind of like WAR. It just seems like there are almost too many; and I 
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don’t mean that in a bad way. It’s just hard  to keep them all straight and try to explain in the tiny 

type that we have in the limited space that we have to express baseball stats.  

Q: Where do you stand on the 2012 AL MVP race? 

RF: Emotionally, if you win the Triple Crown you should be the MVP.  That’s not my brain 

speaking, that’s 30 years of being a baseball fan. Gary Sheffield was in running for Triple Crown 

the third week of August when I was a kid. You spoke about that reverently, as if he did this, not 

only is he the MVP but he’s maybe a Hall-of-Famer because so few people have finished with 

the Triple Crown. 

 Intellectually, Mike Trout deserved to win. The problem is: A) the voting base is a group 

of people who, I don’t think they’re hostile toward advanced sabermetrics necessarily; I just 

don’t think they quite understand all of them. It’s just a tool to explain how good a player is. 

 Yeah, it’s tough. I was torn last year too. That’s what makes sports great. If you lined up 

every baseball player in world last year, Cabrera and Trout were one and two. But because they 

played in the same league you have to pick one. Because they’re both position players, you kind 

of had to match them up against each other. Trout was a much better defender; does that negate 

the couple statistical advantages that Cabrera had as a hitter? 

 You really couldn’t go wrong there. Trout probably deserved it. Trout probably got 

screwed because he was a rookie. The fact that a guy from a smaller media-market won, that’s 

surprising. I think had Trout actually won, it would have been seen as a victory certainly for the 

sabermetrics folks. But, it also would have been seen in the media as the guy from LA winning 

because he plays for LA. You see a lot of that in sports, if I have to watch another thing about the 

Yankees as they sit in third place, I’m going to hang myself. But they play in New York so they 

get more media attention. 

Q: Where do you see this going in the next couple of years? 

RF: With the Internet, I think what you’ll see is (advanced statistics) becoming really standard, 

and you’re almost seeing it become standard now on sites like ESPN. As people migrate more 

from the print product to an online product, you’ll be able to print every statistic you want and let 
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people judge it on their own. I think the three stats I talked about (OPS, UZR and BABIP) are 

probably the three best determinents of if you’re a good hitter, fielder or pitcher. Maybe you’ll 

see two or three stand out, maybe the way On-Base Percentage did. We think of OBP as so 

common now, but when I was a kid, nobody talked about on-base percentage, much less OPS. 
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Appendix E 

Mark Gonzales 

Chicago Tribune, Sports Reporter 

Q: What is the daily use of sabermetrics at the Chicago Tribune? 

Mark Gonzales: At our place it’s left up to the writer in how he sees fit to apply it to any story. 

I’ve never been told that I have to use it or incorporate it into my story, but I do use numbers in 

my story.  

Q: Are there any numbers that you’ve started using recently that you hadn’t used in the 

past? 

MG: This is a fascinating aspect of the sabermetric case. This year is the first year that 

sabermetrics are being used to determine the Gold Glove awards for defense.  I think it’s going 

to account for 25 percent of the vote that determines it. In the past, it was just judged exclusively 

by managers and coaches, but now the Rawlings struck a deal with SABR to determine that it’s 

going to be 75 percent of the vote by coaches and managers and 25 percent by sabermetrics. So 

that’s more significant than anything that’s been done so far in baseball in regard to sabermetrics, 

the fact that at least they’re acknowledging it in this form.  

 Defensive can be so subjective and sometimes numbers can’t tell the story. You could 

have a guy that might not be making the errors but it doesn’t judge his range because maybe his 

range is limited. I’d have to go back to the 1980s and the (San Diego) Padres had a second 

baseman Juan Bonilla. He didn’t make an error and people thought he should have won a Gold 

Glove award, but his range was very limited. So that’s one case where I see it being applied. 

  I’m not a big, big sabermetrics guy but I’ve opened my eye to it and looked at it. One of 

the bigger stats for me when I’m doing awards or writing a story is about a player’s 

(performance) in a tight game and how he performed with runners in scoring position. And that 

goes back a ways, I wouldn’t call it an advanced metric at all. Yet it has an impact on the game 

because a guy who hits with runners in scoring position – gets a big hit that drives in a run to 

sustain an inning, or taxes an opposing pitcher especially early in a game, especially a starting 
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pitcher running up his pitch count … It affects the game in so many ways that I always look at it 

that way. 

Q: In your opinion, is UZR something that can actually be used in a story? Or is it best to 

just let it be used by front offices and things like the Gold Glove voting? 

MG: That’s a great question. At my side you have to explain it in simplest terms for the reader. 

Not trying to talk down to them but sometimes if you get too technical, it bogs the reader down 

and gives them the decision not to read your story. That’s why you have charts and all that. But I 

think with runners in scoring position, it’s all right there in black and white. I understand those 

other metrics that give value to a certain player and position, but I think as a writer I have to be 

careful about bogging down the reader with too many stats. 

Q: What is the benefit for journalists to use advanced statistics? 

MG: It kind of helps a journalist go along with a team and their way of thinking about a certain 

player. I switched beats, I covered the White Sox for eight and a half years and they switched me 

over to the (Chicago) Cubs in early August. I heard the phrase “on-base plus slugging 

percentage” more in the first three days that I was on the Cubs (beat) than my 22 and a half 

previous years covering three other organizations — the San Francisco Giants, the Arizona 

Diamonbacks and the White Sox. It shows just how important it is to the Cubs, the on-base plus 

slugging. The way they go about left-handed hitters, stacking up as many left-handed hitters as 

possible against right-handers. It’s more-so than other teams … For the Cubs it’s so radical, but 

it makes me get up to speed in looking at those stats more. 

Q: When did you start to consider using more advanced statistics or at least notice them 

becoming more mainstream? 

MG: I started paying attention to (advanced statistics) more last year. There are a couple of 

dangers, and this is based off of conversations with scouts. One scout, his name was Ted, and he 

told me, I want to say about eight, nine years ago. Unfortunately Ted passed away, but Ted said, 

‘Some of the stuff you have to be careful about because if you’re doing an evaluation you have 

to have a large sample size. If you’re applying this stuff to amateurs, there’s not many players 

who are going to have 250 at-bats to really give you an evaluation of how their projection is 
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going to be.’ And Ted majored in statistics at Baylor, so he kind of knew what he was talking 

about. When you’re using (analytics) to evaluate amateurs, I don’t think you can do it, just 

because there’s not a large enough sample size.  

 And the other danger is, and this is based on what a scout told me this summer, if all the 

numbers are equal and everybody has access to all the numbers, then who has an edge? I think 

that is huge. It’s always going to go by your eyes and if a guy passes the eye test. In the end that 

is more prevalent, that’s going to win in the end over numbers. And I’m not saying numbers 

aren’t important because I think they are important, but the ultimate judge is what people see. I 

think that separates the winning teams from the non-winning teams — the evaluations. 

 I started paying more attention to sabermetrics, I’d say midway through last year, 

especially with the on-base percentage and the On-Base Plus Slugging stuff. But I didn’t really 

hear it that much among the teams I covered until last summer when I went over to the Cubs. 

Q: Where does the Tribune feel comfortable in getting advanced statistics? 

MG: They really don’t suggest anything in terms of numbers and all that. They are aware of it 

and we have to be aware of that, especially when we are doing evaluations based on numbers and 

all that. I think it is important to be aware of it and be aware that teams use this in evaluation. 

And now that it’s being used in awards and Gold Gloves, that’s a pretty big step. 

Q: Where do you usually go for stats? 

MG: Baseball-Reference.com. I use that very, very often, especially with splits — right handers 

vs. left handers, runners in scoring position with two outs, home vs. away. They have everything 

on there. 

Q: What stat have you seen other journalists use that is starting to come into the regular 

discussion? 

MG: I don’t use it that much but I think the WAR stat has grown in the last year and a half. It’s 

been used pretty prominently, but I think the one thing that kind of opened some eyes about the 

stat being questioned was the WAR of Darwin Barney, the Cubs second baseman, and the WAR 

of Alex Gordon of the (Kansas City) Royals. And don’t get me wrong, I think Gordon is a 
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terrific player, but he struck out quite a bit last year. I think there was an asterisk next to his 

WAR rating. Barney, too, was ranked among top 5 or 10 in the League last year, but I don’t 

think you’re going to make a Darwin Barney for Miguel Cabrera trade based upon WAR. 
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Appendix F 

Brendan Kennedy 

Toronto Star, Sports Reporter 

Q: What is your approach to using sabermetrics and advanced statistics? 

Brendan Kennedy: I use it literally every day. I don’t know so much that I have a defined 

approach because if I’d been doing this for 30 years and I’d been doing the job before 

sabermetrics were around or were not nearly as mainstream as they are now, then maybe I would 

have had to think about a chance in how I did things. But because I started just in 2012, by that 

point I guess there is still some debate over sabermetrics, but I think a lot of the debate is kind of 

behind us to a certain extent.  

For me it was just an absolutely necessary tool for the job. I don’t know how you could do the 

job today without using that kind of information. It just seems to me that it would be impossible. 

I use Baseball-Reference.com, FanGraphs.com and BrooksBaseball.net, literally every day that 

I’m on the job. 

Q: Which stats in particular do you like to use? 

BK: There are certain stats that I use just for my own benefit, but I don’t know how many times 

I’ve used WAR (Wins Above Replacement) in a story. It’s very rare that I’d use it in a story just 

because, for one, it’s really clunky in a narrative article to have to explain those stats. I’m writing 

for a mass-market daily newspaper, I can’t assume that the average reader is going to know what 

that is. I have used (WAR) before but I had to explain what the stat is.  

 It’s more so that I use (sabermetrics) to kind of verify what I’m seeing with my eye or to 

challenge what I’m seeing with my eye. If I want to write a story about how a guy seems to be on 

a hot streak and I just have a hunch about it because I’m watching every day, or I have a hunch 

that this player is much improved defensively, I’ll go check out FanGraphs and see how they 

rank in terms of Runs Saved or UZR (Ultimate Zone Rating). I might not use those stats in my 

story, but it’ll inform the story and make sure that I’m not being misled by my eye; I think 

largely because I don’t really trust what I see. Or maybe it’s not that I don’t trust it, it’s that I 
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think it can be misleading when you have so many personal biases or you don’t have a perfect 

view of every play. So I use it that way. 

 

 In terms of specific stats, I don’t know. When I was a kid, when I was just watching the 

game, I’d think a lot of RBIs and I don’t think much of them anymore. It’s very rare when I 

include them in a story, I almost never use pitcher wins in a story, basically never. The only time 

I include them is in these series previews that are formatted and you have to include the pitcher’s 

win-loss record and their ERA. That’s something that we’ve always have done and always do 

and that’s the only time I refer to pitcher’s wins. 

 

 Coming from news, as opposed to having a long history in sports reporting, for me it’s 

like I have to use all the information that’s out there. And then my job is to illustrate to readers in 

an accessible way what that stuff means. I’ll use WAR and UZR and defensive runs saved, and 

everything like that, but I don’t necessarily always include it in my stories. I think about when I 

was covering police or courts or something like that, that stuff was kind of jargon-y. And as a 

newspaper journalist, you want to eliminate as much jargon as possible and try to cut through. So 

I use (sabermetrics) to kind of inform my stories, but I don’t know if I use it in my stories on a 

regular basis. 

Q: One stat that has been mentioned a lot is On-base Plus Slugging. Is that a stat you use or 

hear about a lot in your daily reporting? 

BK: Yeah definitely. I actually use that in my stories. I think more people are aware of it now 

and it’s not as difficult (to understand). It’s a sum statistic and I think it’s pretty easy to 

understand. I still use batting average because it’s so common place and I still think it has value, 

but more often than not I’m using on-base percentage and OPS as well. It sort of depends on the 

player. If I’m the leadoff hitter like (Toronto Blue Jay) Jose Reyes and whether he’s doing well 

or poorly of late, I’ll probably refer to his on-base percentage because I feel like that’s an 

important stat for him. Whereas a J.P. Arencibia who’s kind of a power guy, I’ll refer to OPS in 

conjunction with his home runs and that kind of thing. So it’s case-by-case (decision), but I 

definitely use OPS in my stories. 
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 It’d be interesting to talk to my editor too because we haven’t really figured out clear 

rules on this. I think it feels like it’s kind of a transition period. For instance I used to write out 

on-base plus slugging percentage, and in the second half of the year I just started putting OPS 

and they seemed to be fine with that. But we haven’t really laid out a clear kind of editing rules 

or format rules. I do use OPS definitely in stories. 

Q: One of the issues with more advanced statistics is that there’s no standard; different 

sites have varying formulas and numbers. Do you see these dissimilarities? 

BK: Yeah they have different formulas. Like Baseball-Reference and FanGraphs; I think that’s 

one of the biggest problems with the WAR stat is just like which one are you using? For the most 

part it’s fairly similar, but with certain players you see big jumps.  

 To be honest, the formulas are proprietary, right? So I think I understand a little bit that 

FanGraphs favors its defensive metrics more which causes some of the imbalance; but I may be 

wrong on that. I tend to use FanGraphs more. It’s not that I think their (formulas are more 

accurate) – I’m admitting that this is a stupid reason – I just find their website easier to use for 

leaderboards. So I tend to use their WAR more than Baseball-Reference. Not that I think their 

formula is any more accurate or anything like that. Occasionally, I’ll see a player with a really 

high WAR and I’ll be curious about it, so I’ll check what it is on Baseball-Reference to see if 

there’s a major difference. But I think that’s a problem with the stat and why I think some people 

are so critical of it — the subjectivity that’s in it. But I don’t think that’s a reason not to use it…. 

 I would hope at some point they have a universal WAR formula. Just I think that it would 

make things easier, but either way I still use it. I don’t think it’s the be-all and end-all that 

determines which players are better than others, but I think it’s definitely the best stat we 

currently have that measures a player’s overall value. I don’t think we have anything that comes 

close. 

Q: Where do you see the future of sabermetrics? Can they become more commonplace in 

the general public? 

BK: I think they’re only going to become more mainstream. I think you’ve already seen it in 

ESPN broadcasts where they’re using more advanced metrics and advanced statistics. I think 
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you’re seeing it in more mainstream discussions over awards and MVP, especially last year 

obviously. I think it only makes sense that it’ll become more common parlance amongst fans. 

You can just see it over the last few years, it’s become part of the mainstream conversation and 

that’s only going to increase. 

Q: What is the benefit for journalists to use these stats? 

BK: Like I said earlier, I just think it’s more information. That’s one of the things that makes 

baseball so interesting to me as a journalist is that there’s so much data, there’s so many different 

ways to look at the game and it’s all accessible. All of it’s totally publically accessible. For me, I 

feel like my job is to help my readers understand the game better and get a greater insight into 

the game and the team that I cover — the Blue Jays. And sometimes that means talking to a 

player about their personal life and what got them to the Big Leagues, that’s one aspect of it. The 

other aspect is to try to take them inside the game a little more. Things like pitch effects, the 

detail that’s involved in that data can help me explain why a certain pitcher’s pitch is more 

effective than another’s. Or why this one hitter has improved his on-base percentage by however 

many … I’ll use a combination of talking to a player and the advanced statistics to try and 

understand why it is that he’s made such great strides this year. I find the best answers come 

from a combination of the numbers and talking to the team and a player involved. 

 As an example, I remember FanGraphs did a story on R.A. Dickey’s decreased velocity 

this year, how if you look at his previous years, his strikeout rate has been in line with his 

velocity — the harder he’s thrown, the more strikeouts he’s getting. And if you look at this year, 

especially in the first two months, his strikeout rate was way down. So FanGraphs did a story 

and they said ‘you can look and his velocity is way down so that makes sense.’ Now you kind of 

have part of the answer of why is R.A. Dicky striking out fewer batters. Then all the writers 

talked to R.A. and he said he’s been having this nagging neck and back issue. He’s had this back 

pain that was kind of in his shoulder and neck area, and it was limiting his ability to throw his 

hardest knuckleball.  

 Now you have the full answer to the question of why he’s striking out fewer batters. He’s 

striking out fewer batters because he’s not able to go to his hardest knuckleball and you can see 

the numbers show that and then when you talk to the player, you see the reason why is that he’s 
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got this ailment that he’s fighting through. Then low and behold, when he got past the injury, his 

velocity went up and his strikeouts went up. I think that’s kind of the point of what we’re doing, 

to answer these questions and give fans a little bit more insight into the game that they’re 

watching. Not only the statistics but all the advanced data that’s available out there, in 

conjunction with talking to the player, usually you get the fullest answer. 

Q: What is your background covering the Blue Jays and Major League Baseball? 

BK: I just finished my second year (covering baseball at the Toronto Star). Before that I was 

doing news at the paper. 

Q: You didn’t get to vote for the MVP last year, correct? 

BK: Last year I didn’t but this year I do. 

Q: The Trout-Cabrera debate is what really spurred all of this research. If you 

hypothetically had a vote last year, who would you have picked? 

BK: I would have definitely voted for Trout. I think the Triple Crown that Cabrera accomplished 

is a historic and rare accomplishment, but for me personally, you play half the game on defense. 

Miguel Cabrera is at best an average defender and probably a little bit below average and he’s 

definitely below-average runner on the base paths.  

 To me, it was less about the debate between old stats and new stats, but more about what 

is the definition of Most Valuable Player. For me, I don’t think you can ignore half the game. If 

the award was for most valuable hitter, I’d give it to Cabrera, but I think it was just clear to me in 

terms of overall value to the team, I think Trout was the best. I think he was probably the second 

best hitter, the best defensive player and among the top five in baserunning. I just think his 

overall combined skills made him the better choice. Obviously Wins Above Replacement plays 

into that in my understanding of it. I think that Cabrera’s defensive shortcoming were a big 

factor for me in that decision. 
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Appendix G 

John Lowe 

Detroit Free Press, Sports Reporter 

Q: How often do you advanced statistics in your daily reporting? 

John Lowe: I’d say probably a good word for that is limited because unlike a baseball front office 

that has to (use them) – just like they have to be aware of players wherever they might be and 

they cannot afford to be unaware of anything – we’re in the communication business. You can 

have the most brilliant point in the world but if people cannot understand it, or you don’t have 

the room or the time to communicate it, it doesn’t carry a lot of weight. That, to me, is one of the 

challenges of this.  Also, even before sabermetrics came along, baseball was accused of having 

too many numbers. It can be too easy to just try and paint the game solely by numbers without 

looking at, say, a player’s heart or his drive or his desire. I don’t know if there’s any statistic that 

measures the things, which say, (San Francisco Giant) Marco Scutaro brings to a ball club.  

 In fact, there’s a famous story and stop me if I diverge here… but there’s a famous story 

from Game 7 of the 1964 World Series. Bob Gibson was pitching. Now to give you an idea of 

what he did to get to this moment, and it’s incomprehensible now — on the final Friday night of 

the season with the pennant race still alive, he lost 1-0 to the (New York) Mets. Two days later 

on one day of rest, with the (St. Louis) Cardinals trying not to get swept at home by the last place 

Mets and fall into a three-way tie for the pennant, he (Gibson) relieved in the fourth inning and 

he pitched until the ninth inning and he won the game. Then on three days rest on Thursday, he 

starts Game Two of the World Series. Then after three more days of rest, he started Game Five. 

He lost the first of them and won the second, I believe. And then the following Thursday, on two 

days rest – so this is his fifth time to the mound in 14 days – he starts Game Seven and he takes a 

7-3 lead to the top of the ninth. The inning starts: out, homer, out, homer … Now it’s 7-5, 

(Bobby) Richardson is up, I believe, one of the greatest World Series hitters ever and (Mickey) 

Mantle is on deck as the tying run.  

 You don’t need any advanced statistics to say there’s no way Gibson should still be in 

this game. (St. Louis) Manager John Keane came out to the mound and he talked to Gibson and 
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he left him in. Keane didn’t cite any numbers or pitch count and made a commitment to his heart. 

And Richardson popped up and that was the World Series. So you see, there are certain things in 

this game that cannot be measured. 

 Just look at the rookie pitchers this week: (Martin) Perez started game 163 for Texas 

(Rangers), (Cleveland Indians Danny) Salazar is pitching tonight over (Corey) Kluber and 

(Zach) McAllister and Oakland (Athletics) is throwing Sonny Gray, with 10 Big League starts, 

against (Detroit Tiger) Justin Verlander in Game Two here Saturday. That is in play as well…. 

(In John Updike’s story on Ted Williams, he) raises the issue of where does William’s rank 

among the all-time hitters. And finally after he gives all the numbers, what then were all the 

numbers in 1960, he says “finally there is the evidence of the eyes.”… 

 The problem with these numbers is that we’re still at a stage where most people were 

baseball fans before this stuff became prominent. You have to be careful that somebody who is a 

serious fan, but perhaps doesn’t have time to take it to this level, is your reader, OK. Also 

(sabermetrics) have not gotten into mainstream official statistics, you see the stat pack put out 

every day by Major League Baseball and it does not contain any of what you would call 

sabermetrics. Those are probably a couple of the factors involved. 

Q: With communication as an issue: is that a short-term issue of certain sabermetrics not 

being in the vernacular or more long-term problem such as being difficult to find and 

convey? 

JL: That’s a good question because it’s very hard to predict the future. When I was in high 

school, no one was saying, ‘Well wait until the Internet comes along.’ It may be that as people 

like you who have grown up exposed to this material become beat writers and editors and 

broadcasters, maybe these items will become more of the mainstream. On-base percentage has 

become pretty prominent and that wasn’t around when I was a kid. But, again, on-base 

percentage is easily grasped – it’s batting average plus walks. It’s not like Ultimate Zone Rating: 

how are you going to explain that to someone? How is somebody going to figure that out 

themselves? 
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 One of the greatest appeals of baseball is its simplicity. I can’t tell you that I’m any more 

excited watching this game tonight than I was watching Bob Gibson pitch for my Cardinals in 

the World Series when I was in fourth grade. Now I know more about it, but the sheer drama of 

it is not any greater. Baseball, whether we know it or not, is kind of our native language. You 

never have to take somebody to a baseball game and explain it to them. If you look at all the 

baseball terms that are in our language, it’s hard to go a day without hearing one of them. I don’t 

think people come to baseball to have it be something like calculus. Like this play I’m watching 

right now where (Cleveland Indian Ryan) Raburn just hit the ball in the gap; they live for that 

moment. Roger Angell wrote about how the ball is almost always in the control of the players, 

but then a guy will hit one up the gap and the ball is set free – free at last. 

Q: While you don’t use the more complex statistics like UZR, is there any stat that comes to 

mind that you’ve started using more or have seen others use more? For example, one stat 

that keeps coming up On-base Plus Slugging. 

JL: When you were phrasing that question, that was the answer that I was going to give you. So 

we’re in agreement. When I think of sabermetrics, that to me is not sabermetrics because that’s 

something a fan can sit down and figure out. A fan cannot sit down and figure out UZR, but any 

fan that has access to statistics and can go on the internet can sit down and figure out OPS. Now 

the danger of OPS, as I see it, is that I see OPS referred to now without any explanation of what 

it is and I’m still not confident most people know what it is. Or when I see somebody say that so-

and-so’s slash line is such-and-such and somebody might think, ‘does that mean like how often 

he slashed the ball?’ 

 It’s a constant challenge for us in the media where we have to remember we’re not 

talking to each other; we’re talking to the public. Also whether those of us who write and 

broadcast want to admit it or not, most people are probably not giving our work their undivided 

attention. They’re probably sitting at the breakfast table and they look at the paper and go, ‘Oh 

the Tigers lost.’ They’re probably not hanging on every word I wrote about, or if you’re a 

broadcaster that’s why it’s so important to keep giving the score. People tune out, either literally 

or figuratively, all night. I don’t think there’re many people who sit there, listen and do nothing 

else for three hours. 
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 I first heard about OPS, it has got to be at least 10 years ago. Another one that used to be 

talked about, it’s kind of faded now, is runs produced. One of the appeals of that is that you 

could do it by just looking at the old Sunday averages. 

 (Before the USA Today and other papers started including full box scores in the paper 

around the 1990s), the way you found out what somebody was doing for the season was every 

Sunday in the paper there was a list of every player in the league in order, based on his batting 

average, presuming he had enough at-bats to qualify at that point for a batting title … That was 

the Sunday averages. When you hear the term the Mendoza line, that’s where it came from … 

When I started covering baseball, and I got this from Jayson Stark, I clipped and pasted those 

every week in my notebook so I could go back and chart the progress of a guy’s season. 

 

 So Runs Produced was simply RBIs plus runs scored, minus home runs. It showed you, 

in theory, how many runs a guy participated in. The fallacy of it is that if a guy singled and was 

then forced out, and then the guy who hit into the force out then scored on a home run, the wrong 

guy got credited for the run scored. I haven’t heard much about runs produced lately, but that 

was before we had all these stats and maybe an attempt at the spirit of OPS. 

Q: Have you seen OPS increasing in its usage over the past decade? 

JL: I’d say it’s kind of gradually increased. I do remember maybe the Wall Street Journal or 

somebody did a story on it and I remember writing a story about here’s a measure that more and 

more baseball people are considering really relevant because it measures both the ability to get 

on base and drive the ball. 

Q: Have you made any changes with using RBIs and Wins now that some research has 

come out and shown they are flawed in principle? 

JL: I have to give you two very distinct answers. One of them is going to sound like I’m 

bragging, which I don’t mean to do. You’re probably not aware of this, I don’t expect you to be, 

but I’m the one that came up with the Quality Start (in 1984). The reason I did that was that I 

saw how deceptive a pitcher’s win-loss record was. I think it was a real breakthrough, like when 

Tim Lincecum and Felix Hernandez won the Cy Youngs. If you’re going to just base it off wins 
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and losses, why don’t we say the Cy Young just goes to the pitcher who won the most games, 

like the Art Ross Trophy goes to the scoring champ (in the National Hockey League). Or to step 

back into last year’s debate, like my colleague said, ‘Well why not just declare that the MVP is 

the WAR Player of the Year? Why have a vote?’ 

 Wins and losses I agree with you. Now, does that mean they’re irrelevant? No. When I 

look up a player like (Seattle Mariner Hisashi) Iwakuma and he is several games over .500 for a 

team that is way below .500, that really gets your attention. The same way the classic Steve 

Carlton season did with the (Philadelphia) Phillies in 1992. But it is very hard to see a day where 

somebody didn’t win who deserved to and maybe somebody won who didn’t. The people in the 

League know who the best pitchers are… To me, another thing I like about the Quality Start is 

that it measures if a pitcher can go out and do his job, which is give his team a chance to win the 

game. That means a lot more to me than cumulative totals. 

 Now RBIs, you can call me old-school if you want, but I think old school is a pretty good 

school. Oxford and Harvard are pretty old schools too. To me, all you have to do is watch a 

couple of these October games and you’ll see that the hardest thing in baseball is not hitting. The 

hardest thing in baseball is knocking in a run. If you go through the box scores every day like I 

do and you see what the losing team hit with runners in scoring position: 0-for-11, 1-for-12. Jim 

Leyland, the Tiger’s manager, said on-base percentage is overrated. He said, ‘There are going to 

be baserunners in the course of a Major League game. Give me the guys who can knock them 

in.’ 

 One of our most esteemed colleagues, Mark Whicker from the Orange County Register, 

said (RBIs are) the most reliable stat of the type of year a guy is having. He’s supposed to be a 

run producer. It’s very hard for me to say that a guy who drove in a lot of runs had a bad year. 

You just see how precious this is, the ability to knock in the run, because that’s a lot different 

than batting with two out and nobody on. Or if you hit a little old fly ball with a runner on third 

and one out. Now does that mean that RBIs are the only (stat)? No. Does that mean the top five 

guys in RBIs are the top five in the League? No. Maybe a guy who knocked in 100 should have 

knocked in 125 given the chances that he had; maybe the guy who finished third had the best 

year because he didn’t have a lot of people around. There was a year (1979) when Dave Winfield 
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drove in (118) for San Diego (Padres) and nobody else on the team drove in more than (67). 

Now that was a year. 

 I still think one of the greatest statements you can make about a hitter is that this guy is 

an RBI man; this guy will knock in a big run off a tough pitcher. He is going to find a way to get 

that run home. David Ortiz is not who he is because he can hit the ball a long ways sometimes … 

Somebody has to knock those runners in. 

Q: Do you have any final thoughts? 

JL: I like statistics, I think they’re a great way to make a point. I’m also a big believer in 

everything is relative. For example, Cabrera just became the first right-handed hitter since 

Rogers Hornsby to win three straight batting titles. To me, there is an argument about well, does 

(Cabrera’s) .348 compare to when Hornsby hit .402 for five years? That to me is not the 

statement; to me it is that they were the best in their leagues for three years in a row and were 

right-handed. And who knows? Maybe (Carl) Yastrzemski’s .301 to win it in 1968 was in some 

way as great as Ted (Williams) .406 with what was going on that year. Anyway, my great quote 

about statistics, is that somebody said, ‘We use statistics like a drunk uses a lamppost – for 

support, not illumination.’ In other words, you take the observation and see if there is a statistic 

that defines what you’re seeing. You do not take the statistics and say, ‘I don’t care what you 

see, this must be true.’ 
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