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HE ‘Scientist’ stopped and, leafing through a book
of charts, said: ‘Nine feet, two inches?’  After a
while, his lab assistant, doing similar, did not demur. 

Sometime later, a golf ball travelled exactly that
distance and disappeared into the cup. The noise it made was
barely perceptible on television, but its impact was felt around
the world.

This was how Bryson DeChambeau won last month’s US
Open golf championship. But why he won is a lot more relevant
to our purposes here. For, in common with the record-breaking
exploits of Johnston Racing, it is thinking that made it so.

‘Trust the process - not the narrative’ is the unofficial mantra
of the analytics movement, an approach which is improving the
way we think about the world. Here, the process is your studied
approach – nothing less than your salvation as a competitor
against unfavourable odds. But the narrative is what you must
overcome; it is something truly sinister, it is not your truth but
the message the rest of the world is trying to put in your head.

Many of those within golf who had never missed a chance to

deride DeChambeau as he was coming up were now heard
admitting they were wrong. Doubtless, the $2.25m that the
winner took home will be useful, but there is no greater triumph
than proving the doubters wrong. 

Still, the narrative was wrong. Famously, DeChambeau had
bulked up in an attempt to hit the ball further after it became
clear to him that driving distance and the probability of winning
a golf tournament were strongly correlated. But it wasn’t him
that made golf work this way.

The narrative had it that DeChambeau triumphed at Winged
Foot Golf Club in New York via nothing more than his raw
power. His strategy was described as ‘Bomb and Gouge’, a
seemingly artless combination of hitting the ball as far as
possible then carving it out of the rough in which it was
destined to reside.

Again, the narrative misses the point. Sure, DeChambeau did
gain an advantage from his power, but objective analysis of the
U.S. Open data shows his triumph to have been complete and
well-rounded – domination in every aspect of the game. 

The PGA Tour’s Shotlink data is the equivalent of racing’s
sectional timing because it enables a golfer’s output – shots – to
be broken down to its constituent skills, driving, iron play,
chipping and putting. The statistical framework originally
derived by Professor Mark Broadie of Columbia University
Business School measures a golfer’s Shots Gained over the
field in four categories. Here is this data for DeChambeau in
the U.S. Open:

Shots Gained Off Tee (driving): +5.33

Shots Gained Approaching Green (iron play): +5.60

Shots Gained Around Green (inside 30 yards, chipping): +4.96

Shots Gained Putting: +4.36

Due to the thick, heavy rough characteristic of US Opens,
there is no doubt DeChambeau’s power was a factor in two, if
not three of those categories, but characterising his triumph as
merely ‘Bomb and Gouge’ seems like the final, desperate
attempt of the old guard to deny what has really propelled
Bryson to the top in golf – defying the orthodoxy of thinking. 

AMOUSLY, DeChambeau has challenged – and is
changing – every aspect of the game that he and his team
can objectively investigate. Whatever the narrative the

heartland of golf chooses to describe him, the truth is that his
main weapon is one that is common to every walk of life –
analytics. His secret is that he has no secret; his is the spin
cycle of skill development: measure – estimate – attempt –
improve. 

If the dew point or air pressure affects the distance a ball
travels in a consistent, predictable way, isn’t it better to, er, look
it up? This isn’t for the sake of complication, but it is to reduce
the human error of hitting a ball at a target. Plenty of other

The analytics movement 
T

F

GRÄFF CAPITAL MANAGEMENT

We understand the racehorse
community’s investment needs

Gräff Capital Management AG

Fraumünsterstrasse 13

8001 Zurich

Switzerland

ORIENTAL FOX
Queen Alexandra Stakes winner in 2015 & 2017

Tel: +41 (0)44 215 30 00

Fax: +41 (0)44 215 30 01

E: info@graffcapital.ch

www.graffcapital.ch

Multi Family Office

Specialists in asset management for private individuals

11

in horse racing
people knew that. They just didn’t bother to do it.

In racing and elsewhere, the narrative has it that analytics is
over-complication. The truth is that it is the opposite. When
statisticians create a model to explain some process of the
world, the number of variables they must contend with is
known as the system’s ‘degrees of freedom’. The key to linking
cause and effect is to reduce the system’s complexities, and the
analytics movement is founded on exactly this.

If you are trying to
infer a racehorse’s
merit from the time it
runs a particular
distance – surely a
very natural way to
interrogate the
problem – one of the
ways that the time
comes to vary is the
run of the race. This is
a nuisance because the
pace of a race masks
the true relationship
between ability and final time and would be better removed
from the system. It is an unwanted degree of freedom, in other
words.

Sectional times do the job. A simple application of sectionals
– relating the average speed of the final two or three furlongs of
the race to the average speed of its entirety – enables every
horse’s time to be normalised. That is, to be adjusted so that its
even-pace equivalent is established. And this figure is strongly
associated with its ability. Now, the truth emerges!

HE analogue for this in football is Expected Goals
(xG). In its simplest form, the xG framework takes the
location of every shot in a game and normalises the

outcome for average shooting ability. So, rather than
aggregating the score for each team in binary units of goal/no
goal, it does so in fractions of a goal. We might find that
Huddersfield 1 Manchester City 0 would have been
Huddersfield 0.23 Manchester City 3.76 on average. And that’s
a much better proxy for the two team’s true ability.

If we have a model in hand of the best way for a horse to run
every course and distance, a jockey could seize the same kind
of advantages as DeChambeau has done in golf. But, the
narrative in racing is strongly against it, just as it was in golf.
The narrative persists that only the small number of humans
who have displayed the skills and had the opportunity to ride or
train horses can know the ultimate truths of strategy. This, of
course, is utter nonsense but it suits the sport to think this way
because people who like racing also tend to be people who like
tradition.

Of course, there is a glowing exception to this. And you are
reading his magazine. To build the most successful stable in
racing history, Mark Johnston turned the disadvantage of
initially being an outsider to the sport into an advantage because

he had the thinking space to do things differently. So, he built
his own process based on objective principles, from governing
how he ran a yard, employed staff and bought yearlings to how
he fed and exercised horses, to how he had them campaigned
on the track. 

Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, they say, and it’s
one of the biggest tributes to him that some of his ideas have
entered the sport’s widespread practices by filtration. But, to

say that the potential
for analytics in racing
rests there is like
saying there is nothing
that can be done for
football more than xG.

At present, there are
plenty of operations in
racing and breeding
which think they are
embracing analytics,
but far fewer who
really are. The
analytics movement is

an attitude that measuring things is for learning – not just for
confirmation of existing practices. Just think what the Bryson
DeChambeau of breeding horses might achieve now that
powerful computing has enabled statistical learning techniques
that Federico Tesio could only have dreamt of. Or, the edge that
bloodstock agents or sales companies could gain from realising
that human opinion is just another kind of data – if the eye
really is all-powerful, it should show up in the figures.

To reach the top, DeChambeau needed a sharp brain and,
latterly he realised, big muscles. Perhaps most importantly is a
deaf ear though, because at every stage of the process in using
analytics it seems you have to be able to ignore the narrative. 

Now, more than ever, this is wrong because of the effect of
social media. It is harder to think independently because other
people’s opinions tend to enter your consciousness. Even if you
don’t read them, other people you interact with in real life can
beguile you towards the consensus, the conventional, the
comfortable. As I have written before, not everyone can be
Mark Johnston, even if they set out to be. 

HEN DeChambeau rolled the final putt in, I admit I
stood up in my living room and gave him a round of
applause, waking up one of my children. I did it not

because I like him or had backed him but because of his
strength of purpose, the same characteristic that draws me to
others. 

DeChambeau is a different breed of cat because everything
else about him appears so typical of the golfer archetype, yet he
is so utterly different in mind and spirit. There’s nobody
remotely as interesting as him in golf. 

More importantly, golf fans round the world – and the wider
sporting audience too – will find it harder to deny the old,
enduring truth: the figures never lie.
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