THE UNPREDICTABILITY OF THE 2015/2016 EPL SEASON

By Dave Williams
ABSTRACT

The bookmaker’s odds for the 2015/16 season are analysed and compared with previous results for
the 10-season period: 2005/06 through 2014/15. It was substantially contrary. There were fewer
wins by the home team than any prior EPL season; now totaling 24 seasons. West Ham had startling
victories in their first 3 away matches to start the season off in an unprecedented manner and
Leicester City and Chelsea’s subsequent performances ensured that it remained so. Prior to the
start of the season the bookmaker’s assessed Leicester as a 40-point achiever throughout the
season, ultimately a 41 point deficit. Considering their match odds available prior to the start of
each round, the expected value of their seasonal points only increased to 53. This meant just under
1/3»rd of this deficit was accounted for throughout the season, there was an enormous inertia about
their pre-season hopes. Chelsea’s performance largely operated in a completely opposite manner.
Favorites to win the league they started extremely poorly and never recovered. It was indeed the
most unpredictable EPL, at least, when compared to the previous 10 seasons.

INTRODUCTION

Leicester City’s achievement of winning the 2015/16 English Premier League [EPL] title has arguably
been the major factor in the widespread claim that the season was the most unpredictable there has
been. Given their 5000/1 price prior to the start of the league this is understandable and justified.
However, determining the accuracy of predictions is not only a function of being right or wrong, but
also a function of time and uncertainty. One can increase their accuracy by leaving their predictions
to the last moment or focusing on events that have an overwhelmingly likely outcome. The
predicting/betting on the outcome of the 2015/16 EPL is primarily focused on a more short term
nature, contemplating games that are scheduled to be played in the next couple of days. So, whilst
acknowledging the unpredictability of Leicester’s achievement prior to the commencement of the
season, the nature of the predictability of the season is worth consideration on the basis of an
assessment of the full 380 matches during the course of the season. This article looks at this aspect,
relative to the 10 preceding seasons: 2005/06 through 2014/15.

DATA

As previously considered, 10 seasons of the EPL, from 2005/06 through to 2014/15, was analysed
using the best home win, draw and away win from a collective of bookmakers sampled by ‘BetBrain’,
taken from data obtained at http://www.football-data.co.uk/data.php. For each match the odds

were converted to probabilities, normalised to 100%. Numerous calculations can be conducted on
such a rich data set. For example, tallying up the probabilities for all games for each team allows one
to determine the expected number of wins, draws and losses for the season which can then be
compared to the actual values. Home matches and away matches can be considered separately.
However predictability is not only a function of the outcomes of the matches and how closely these
are reflected by the probabilities, but it can also be considered a function of the probabilities
themselves. Even contests, where the 3 match outcomes are all considered to be close to 1/3rd are


http://www.football-data.co.uk/data.php

not easy matches to predict because of the closeness of each team’s strengths and weaknesses,
whereas matches where one team heavily dominates their opponent, will irrespective of the
outcome, at least be considered a predictable game prior to its commencement. This aspect of the
predictability can be quantified using the formula derived by Claude Shannon to measure the
amount of information contained in a series of probabilities that reflect the outcome of some future
event.

n
H= _szi log p;
i=1

K is a positive constant that is, amongst other things, a function of the ‘base’ used in relation to the
logarithm function, and H represents a weighted average of the logarithm of the probability p;. By
this definition, H is a maximum when all the probabilities are equal and this would reflect a difficult
match to predict in advance. Another way to measure the predictability should involve a measure
that considered the outcomes of the matches. The more matches that are resulted in accordance
with the most likely option, the more predictable the season should be considered. With each team
playing 38 matches in the season and 380 across the season [when 20 teams in the league], the
product of all these probabilities results in an extremely small value. It is convenient and more
manageable to use the property of the logarithm function; in that the product of the probabilities is
synonymous with the summation of the logarithms of the probabilities. So we can determine the
predictability of the actual outcomes by simply summing the probabilities of the actual outcomes of
all the games played by a team, or across the entire league. This amounts to the formula:

n
WDL = — Z log(p)
i=1

n would be 38 if consideration is made of all games played by a team and 380 if it was determined
across all games in the one EPL season. Like H, the higher the value the more unpredictable the
team/season.

RESULTS

In compiling the results it was noticed that the number of wins achieved by the home team [157]
during the 2015/16 season was lower than any in the previous 10 seasons. The results of all 24 EPL
seasons were then considered with regards to this statistic and it was found that this was indeed the
fewest number of home wins in a season. The 1% 3 EPL seasons actually comprised 22 teams which
meant 462 games were played and not the subsequent 380. The 192 home wins in the 1992/93
season amounted to a marginally higher % than the 157 in 2015/16. Had there been 158 this season,
it wouldn’t have been the lowest, at least when considered as a percentage of the overall season.
Figure 1 shows how the percentage of home wins has varied over the course of the league. Having a
lower number of home wins is clearly an aspect that would suggest a lowering in the predictability
because this outcome is usually the most likely.



The H and WLD were calculated for 2015/16 and compared directly against the 10 preceding
seasons, which have been previous considered. It was found that the 2015/16 season had a number
of significantly different aspects.

Figure 2 shows the H and WLD values for 2015/16 highlighted in ‘red’ against the preceding 10 years
in ‘grey’. Figure 3 shows the 2015/16 values only, with a few teams who could be identified
unambiguously. With regards to the H values, the 2015/16 values were higher than previous years as
a whole. The full season values are shown in Figure 4. The two lowest values, representing
Manchester City and Arsenal are well below the others, indicating these were the 2 teams the
bookmaker’s found easiest to generate match odds that had a clear favorite, almost always in their
favor. Whilst Manchester City had the lowest value [31.2], its value was higher than the lowest value
for any previous season. So all previous seasons had at least one team in the league that was
perceived to be involved in more one-sided games than City was this season.

Home win % across all EPL seasons.
1992/93 to 2015/16.
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FIGURE 1: Home win percentage for all EPL seasons [1992/93 to 2015/16].



At the other end of the scale 2015/16 generated the team with the highest H value in the 220 teams
considered. [11 seasons, 20 teams]. This was in fact Leicester City. This meant that the bookmakers,
when considering all 38 games across the season, found it harder to highlight a clear favorite
outcome in their games [on an averaged basis] relative to every other team in the previous seasons.
But what made this remarkable was the fact that in the 10 previous seasons the team that topped
the league had the lowest H value for that season on 7 occasions and the 2™ lowest on the other 3.
So all previous league winners were the team that the bookmakers found the most likely or 2" most
likely to be involved in matches with a strongly favored option, yet Leicester was the least likely
team in 11 years of data.

H and WDL values.
EPL Seasons: 2005/6 to 2015/16.
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FIGURE 2: Team based H and WDL values across all 11 seasons. 2015/16 values plotted in red.

In terms of the WDL results, the team and the 3™ ranked team to produce the least likely results
across the season as a whole [out of 220], occurred during this season. The 3" highest ranked team
was Chelsea. Their abysmal season justified this. They were expected to win 19.25 games and only
won 12. However there was a stand out in 2015/16 when it came to upset results, relative to all



other over the past 11 seasons, and it was West Ham. They only lost 8 games during a season when
they were expected to lose 15.81. Remarkably they won their first 3 away games, against Arsenal,
Liverpool and Manchester City. The ‘BetBrain’ best odds for these 3 wins were: $12, $10.21 and $13
respectively. A punter who had $1 on them to beat Arsenal and then put the $12 winnings on them
against Liverpool would have returned $122.52 and if they put that all on them against Manchester
City, returned $1592.76. The normalized percentages gave similar results. This achievement was
nearly 1600/1. West Ham only played in 5 matches where the outcome was an odds-on favorite, i.e.
a probability of more than 50% and they got thrashed 4/1 at home to Swansea in the 2™ last game,
when Swansea were $8.34. In a season with the lowest number of home wins, West Ham’s
devastating 3 away win sequence right at the beginning of the season would have caused a
significant psychological impact on the predictability of the season ahead. This all happened in the
first 6 games of the season when both Leicester City and Chelsea’s seasons had yet to be fully
established.

H and WDL values.
EPL 2015/16 season.
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FIGURE 3: Team based H and WDL values for 2015/16. Unambiguous points identified.



Figure 4 shows that 2015/16 plotted in the top right hand corner of the plot. Hence it was the least
predictable season in both measures. The bookies found it harder to locate clear favorites in their
matches and the results justified this.

Full season H and WDL values.
EPL seasons 2005/06 to 2015/16.
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FIGURE 4: Full season H and WDL values across all 11 seasons.

Figure 5 brutally highlights Leicester City’s outcome. In both cases their 1% place should have
generated much lower H and WDL values. Across the season the bookmakers and the punters just
failed to accept Leicester’s dream. In the preceding 10 years the average H value of the 1* placed
team was 28.97 with a standard deviation of 1.0257. The 2015/16 value of 36.08 was 6.938 standard
deviations above the mean. With regards to WDL, the previous 1** placed values averaged 25.42 with
a standard deviation of 1.358. Leicester’s 35.85 was 7.68 standard deviations above the mean.

Finally, it is possible to generate a distribution of the number of points expected for a team based on
the odds/probabilities of the 38 games across the season. An average expected value can be



obtained and compared against the actual value. Prior to the start of the season Leicester City was
assessed as being able to achieve about 40 points and Chelsea, 81. Summing up the probabilities for
Leicester City, during the season they were expected to win, on average, 14.29 games, draw 10.21
and lose 13.49. This would amount to 53.08 points. [Actual values 23, 12, and 3 amounting to 81
points] In Chelsea’s case they were expected to win 19.35 games, draw 9.59 and lose 9.05, achieving
67.64 points. In reality they won 12, drew 14 and lost 12, generating 50 points. So Leicester City’s 41
point premium on the extra number of points they secured, was only reduced by 13 based on the
updated match odds throughout the season, whilst Chelsea’s 31 point deficit was still 17.64
throughout the season. There was a massive amount of inertia during the 2015/16 season.

H values vs Final League positions.
All teams, 2005/06 to 2015/16 seasons.
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WDL values vs Final League positions.
All teams, 2005/06 to 2015/16 seasons.
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FIGURE 5: Team based H and WDL values across 11 seasons. Comparing values against final league
positions.

In concluding, the distribution of Leicester City’s expected season’s points based on the bookmaker’s
odds throughout the season is given in Figure 6. The cumulative probability that Leicester would



have secured 80 points or less, i.e. under-performed relative to reality was 0.9998 or 1 chance in
5100. Remarkably close to their pre-season odds of winning. The corresponding distribution for
Chelsea is given in Figure 7. The probability of them securing less points than they did was 0.00854
or nearly 1 chance in 120.

If only we had a ‘crystal ball’ that worked and we believed in it.

Probability distribution for full season EPL points.
Leicester City. 2015/2016.
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FIGURE 6: Leicester City’s expected season points distribution for 2015/16 based on the match odds
throughout the season. Mean expected number of points: 53.08, actual 81.



Probability distribution for full season EPL points.
Chelsea. 2015/2016.
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FIGURE 7: Chelsea’s expected season points distribution for 2015/16 based on the match odds
throughout the season. Mean expected number of points: 67.64, actual 50.



