7 FIELDING AND BASERUNNING

CAUTION: These lecture notes are under construction. You may find parts that are incomplete.

7 FIELDING AND BASERUNNING

Recall from the chapter on batted ball outcome models that on each batted ball we observe the launch speed
x1, launch angle x5, and spray angle x3. In this chapter, we use & to denote (z1,z2,x3). The outcome O
of each batted ball is a random variable, and we use £(O) to denote its linear weight. We modelled the
expected linear weight of the outcome as E[£(O)|Z] = f5(x1, 22, x3). This expected linear weight was helpful
for evaluating batters, and it is also helpful for evaluating fielder and baserunner performance. We attribute
differences between actual and expected outcomes to fielders and baserunners.

Assume that, in addition to E[£(O)|Z], we have two models E[¢(O)|Z,safe] and E[£(O)|Z,out] for the
expected linear weight of the outcome conditioned on batted ball characteristics and also on whether the
batter does or does not reach base safely, respectively. For these purposes, a batter who reaches base on
an error is considered to have reached base safely, but a batter who reaches base on a fielder’s choice is not
considered to have reached base safely. We can estimate each of those two additional models by filtering
our training data on whether the batter reach base safely and then following the same procedure as in the
original batted ball outcome model. Note that E[/(O)|Z, out] is not a very interesting function because the
linear weight of all outs is approximately —0.27. But E[¢(O)|Z, safe] would be different between, for example,
a soft ground ball and a deep fly ball.

For the purposes of fielder evaluation, we estimate one more model: P(out|Z), the probability that the
batter does not reach base safely given the batted ball characteristics. This model is also fit using a similar
method to how we estimate E[¢(O)|Z], except that the outcome is binary rather than continuous. From this
model, we write P(safe|Z) = 1 — P(out|Z). Assume that, in addition to this out probability function, we
also have a more granular version which estimates the probability of each fielder being the first fielder and
recording the out, P(out N F = f|Z), for f = 1,...,9, representing the nine defensive positions according to
their scorecard number. Here, F' is a random variable representing the first fielder. Note that

P(out|Z) = ZP(out NF = f|Z). (1)

9
f=1

In summary, there are four models we rely on in this chapter. Each of these models would be best
estimated via some machine learning approach, but the focus of this chapter is how to use these models, not
how to obtain them.

1. E[¢(O)|], the batted ball outcome model

2. E[¢(0)|Z, safe], the safe-conditional batted ball outcome model
3. E[£(O)|#, out], the out-conditional batted ball outcome model
4. P(out|Z) = 1 — P(safe|Z), the out probability model

5. Plout N F = f|Z) for f =1,...,9, the position-specific out probability model

7.1 MEASURING FIELDING PERFORMANCE

We break fielding evaluation into two parts: range and baserunner control.

7.1.1 RANGE

How many runs were saved by way of preventing (or not) the batter from reaching base safely?

1 SMGT 435: BASEBALL ANALYTICS
© 2024 ScorT POWERS



7.1 MEASURING FIELDING PERFORMANCE 7 FIELDING AND BASERUNNING

1. Consider first the case where the batter does reach base safely. In this case, the change in run ex-
pectancy due to the batter outcome is given by E[¢(O)|Z, safe] — E[¢(O)|Z], which we re-write:

E[¢(0)|Z, sate] — E[£(O)|Z] = E[¢(0)|Z, sate] — (P(safe|Z) - E[¢(O)|Z, safe] + P(out|Z) - E[¢(O)|Z, out])
= (1 — P(safe|Z)) - E[£(O)|Z, safe] — P(out|Z) - E[¢(O)|Z, out]
= P(out|Z) - E[¢(O)|Z, safe] — P(out|Z) - E[¢(O)|Z, out]
=P

out|Z) - (E[£(0)|Z, safe] — E[¢(O)|Z, out]).
(2)

This change in run expectancy is the quantity for which we want to distribute credit/blame among the
nine fielders. Equation (1) yields a natural way to distribute the blame:

E[(0)|Z, safe] — E[¢(0)|7] = P(out|Z) - (E[¢(0)|Z, safe] — E[((O)|Z, out))

9
= | Y _Ploutn F = f|&) | - (B[£(0)|Z, safe] — E[¢(O)|&, out])
f=1

9
= | Y _Ploutn F = f|&) - (E[¢(O)|Z, safe] — E[¢(O)|Z, out])
F=1

Hence, in the case when the batter reaches safely, each fielder f earns
Plout N F = f|Z) - (E[£(O)|%, sate] — E[¢(O)|Z, out])
fielding run value, a positive number which indicates below-average performance.

2. Second, consider the case where the batter does not reach safely. In this case, the change in run ex-
pectancy due to the batter outcome is given by E[£(O)|Z, out] —E[¢(O)|Z], which we re-write, leveraging
the symmetry with equation (2) as a shortcut:

E[¢(0)|Z, out] — E[¢(0)|Z] = P(safe|Z) - (E[¢(O)|Z, out] — E[£(O)|Z, safe])
= —P(safe|Z) - (E[¢(O)|Z, safe] — E[¢(O)|Z, out]).

Note that this is a negative number, reflecting above-average defensive performance. In this case, we
give all of the fielding run credit to the first fielder, the one who made the play. All other fielders get
zero credit.

7.1.2 BASERUNNER CONTROL

How many runs were saved by way of baserunner outcomes beyond expectation given batter outcome?

Whereas Part 1 leveraged context-neutral linear weights, that is not possible for baserunner advancement’
because it depends on the base-out state before and after the play. Instead of using the linear weight of
an outcome, we base the run expectancy v(-) of the base-out state s’ at the end of the play. Depending on
whether the batter reaches base safely or not, the change in run value due to baserunner advanced beyond
expectation is given by v(s') — E[v(S")|Z, safe] or v(s") — E[v(S")|Z, out]. Either way, we attribute all of this
run value to the first fielder.

Mostly, this reflects arm, especially for outfielders. Outfielders with strong arms prevent runners from
taking bases and sometimes throw runners out, which this metric reflects. However, this metric also reflects
outfielders cutting off balls in the gap to prevent singles turning into doubles. It also reflects ground ball
double plays, on which it makes less sense to give all of the credit to the first fielder.

The baserunner control metric is an approximation that has more blindspots than the range metric
in Section 7.1.1. For this reason, teams tend to base their fielder evaluations more on range and less on
baserunner control, although outfielder arm strength can explain a meaningful run value.

1This is not exactly true. We could, for example, put a linear weight on the action of advancing one more base than expected.
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7.2 MEASURING BASERUNNING PERFORMANCE

We break baserunning evaluation into two parts: ball-in-play baserunning and stolen base attempts.

7.2.1 BALL-IN-PLAY BASERUNNING

This is the direct counterpart to Section 7.1.2. Every expected run allowed by a fielder is an expected
run scored by a baserunner. The quantity v(s") — E[v(S”)|Z, safe] or v(s") — E[v(S”)|#, out] belongs to the
baserunners although it is trickier to distribute the credit among multiple baserunners when necessary.
The public openWAR, model simply divides the credit equally among the baserunners although a more
sophisticated approach would be as follows:

1. Credit the lead runner for their outcome relative to expectation.

2. Credit the trail runner for their outcome relative to expectation conditional on the lead runner outcome.

7.2.2 STOLEN BASE ATTEMPTS

Stolen base attempts are straightforward to evaluate. There is a base-out state s before the attempt and a
base out state s’ after the attempt. The difference v(s’) — v(s) is attributable to the baserunner. We could
strip away the context by calculating the average of v(s’) — v(s) on successful stolen bases and call this the
linear weight of a stolen base. Similarly, we could calculate the linear weight of a caught stealing and credit
baserunners with the linear weight of their outcome, ignoring the context in which they attempted the steal.

An additional wrinkle to consider is that a player who never attempts a stolen base is producing below-
average stolen base value. So we may debit a small amount for every opportunity on which the baserunner
stays put. This is especially pertinent if we flip it around and consider value attribution for the pitcher
and catcher responsible for stopping the stolen base. The best pitchers and catchers at controlling the run
game will have very few stolen bases attempted against them, which adds value to their team. Yet another
wrinkle to consider is how to distribute that value between the pitcher and the catcher. Traditionally, stolen
base results have been considered a catcher statistic, but there’s reason to believe that the pitcher has more
control over this outcome based on how quickly they deliver the ball to the catcher on stolen base attempts.
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