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Ar e “Sur pr ise Teams” in  
the MLB in  20 23 Mor e 

Sur pr ising?



Introduction & Problem
Many t eams , abou t  ha lfway t h rough  t he  20 23  s e a s on , a re  p la ying  much  be t t e r (Rays , 
Re ds , Diamondbacks , Marlin s ) or wors e  (Me t s , Pad re s ) t han  expec t ed , e s pec ia lly 
cons ide ring  t e am payrolls . In ju rie s  have  a ls o led  t o unexpec t ed  t e am pe rformances  on  
t he  fie ld .

Surp ris e  t e ams  us ua lly have  a  pyt hagorean  win  pe rcen t age  (ba s ed  on  t he  t ot a l amoun t  
of runs  s cored  and  a llowed) qu it e  d iffe ren t  t ha n  t he ir a c t ua l win  pe rcen t age .

Luck/ chance  is  a lways  a  fa c t or in  “s u rp ris e  t e ams ” s uch  a s  t he s e , bu t  is  t he  ext en t  t o 
wh ich  we ’re  s ee ing  t he s e  t e ams  s u rp ris e  is  g rea t e r in  20 23  t han  recen t  yea rs ?



Procedure
- Da t a  from 20 21- 20 23  MLB Se as ons  a s  of J une  29 t h  for e ac h  s ea s on  (rough ly 8 0  

games  or ha lf of a  s ea s on)

- Found  re la t ive  payrolls  (fu ll t e am payroll/ med ian  t e am payroll) for e ach  t e am in  
each  s ea s on

- To accoun t  for in ju rie s , we  a ls o found  re la t ive  ac t ive  payrolls  
(a c t ive  man  payroll/ med ian  ac t ive  man  payroll)

- Sligh t ly d iffe ren t  amoun t  of ga me s  p laye d  de pend ing  on  t he  yea r, s o we  us ed  win  
%

- To accoun t  for “luck”, we  a ls o us e d  t he  pyt hagore a n  win  %

- Plot t ed  Raw and  Pyt hagorean  Win  Pe rcen t ages  vs . Re la t ive  Payrolls  and  Re la t ive  
Ac t ive  Payrolls

- Crea t ed  a  g raph  comparing  t he  corre la t ion  coe ffic ien t  for a ll 4  re la t ions h ips  for 
e ach  yea r



Da t a /
Re s u lt s

Win  % vs  Re la t ive  Payroll Pyt h . Win  % vs  Re la t ive  Payroll

Win  % vs  Re la t ive  Ac t ive  Payroll Pyt h . Win  % vs  Re la t ive  Ac t ive  Payroll

No 
c onfound ing  
va ria b le s  
fa c t ore d  ou t

Fa c t ore d 
ou t  “lu c k”

Fa c t ore d  
ou t  in ju ry

Fa c t ore d  ou t  
in ju ry a nd  
“luc k”



Data/Results

Season Raw vs Yearly Pyth vs Yearly Raw vs Active Pyth vs Active

2021 0.5261730 0.5338243 0.5691161 0.5721851

2022 0.6829967 0.6822396 0.7233854 0.6907564

2023 0.1506257 0.3002661 0.1812102 0.3490120

Correlation Coefficient of Relationship Between 
Raw/Pythagorean Win % and Yearly/Active Man 

Relative Payroll



Data/Results

Sign ific a n t  ga p  
c a us e d  by t he  
“luc k” fa c t or, or 
t he  pyt ha gore a n  
win  %

Steep drop in 2023, 
indicating greater variability 
in “surprise teams”



Conclusion 
- Th e  “Surp ris e  Te a ms ” of t h e  20 23  MLB Se a s on  a re  inde e d  more  

s u rp ris ing  t h a n  p re vious  ye a rs
- Corre la t ions  be t we e n  win  pe rc e n t a ge s  a nd  re la t ive  pa yrolls  a re  

s ign ific a n t ly le s s  in  20 23  (goe s  from mode ra t e  t o we a k re la t ions h ip )
- Fa c t ors  s uc h  a s  in ju rie s  (a c t ive  ma n  pa yroll) a nd  be ing  “luc ky” 

(pyt h a gore a n  win%) do p la y s ome  role . Th e  s lope  of t h e  line  of be s t  
fit  for 20 23  be c ome s  c los e r t o t h e  p re vious  ye a rs  a s  luc k a nd  
in ju rie s  a re  fa c t ore d  ou t .



The Next Steps

- Cre a t e  a  s t ronge r, m ore  accu ra t e  m ode l t o 
ju s t ify t he  de fin it ion  of a  “s u rpris e  t e am ”

- Take  t h e  da t a  back longe r t han  3  s e a s ons
- Fac t or ou t  a s  m any ot he r con founding  

va riab le s  a s  pos s ib le  
- Exam in e  if n e w ru le  change s  ne wly 

im ple m e n t e d  for t he  20 23  s e a s on  have  a ls o 
le d  t o t h e  g re a t e r s u rpris e  we ’ve  s e e n

- Wha t  cau s e s  a  “s u rpris e  t e am ” t o e m e rge ?

Given  more  t ime  and  expe rience  wit h  R…
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