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SMART  
The intelligent choice 
 

On -form, off -form or merely 
statistics?  
 

I  
f youõre an avid reader of, or listener to, expert opinion it wonõt 
be too long before youõre picking up on a favourite phrase used 
in such circles. The subject under analysis referred to as ôonõ or 

ôoffõ form. Pick up any horseracing daily, weekly, monthly or annual 
publication, tune into any racing program on radio or TV and youõll 
hear expert opinion using the observation as though such 
information is an essential part of the overall picture. ò. . . and of 
course the stable has been in cracking form over recent weeksó 
 
The term is used just as much in other areas of competitive sports 
too. If a teamõs number one striker is averaging a goal-a-game over 
the last 10 matches, heõs on top form. But another whoõs not found 
the back of the net over a similar period is suffering a lean spell ð a 
definite candidate for the ôoff-formõ label! 
 
We all have good days and bad days. We all appreciate that every 
now and again we experience that feeling of whatever we attempt it 
will come good, everything is going right for us. On other occasions 
no matter what we do it will turn sour - How many times have you 
said . . òSo, you want that long odds-on favourite to lose? - Leave it 
to me, Iõll back it and that will be a certain kiss of death!ó 
 
We also appreciate that horses are not machines, they are flesh and 
blood too, so they must also suffer the peaks and troughs of 
achievement as we mere mortals do.  
 
Can this good or poor ôformõ also be contagious? òIf the strikerõs on 
form, the team plays welló. I can go along with that one, team sports 
are often as much about morale as any other influential factor.  
 

UP  
FRONT  
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But a favourite of the daily race reports is òThe stableõs on formó. I 
reckon that not one edition of Channel Fourõs Morning Line can get 
by without it, or variations around the same theme being mentioned 
at least once. And it is this particular phrase I find such an oddity.  
 
Is the inference here that it is in fact the Trainer who is on form? - 
and therefore his horses will be too.  
Or are we to believe that it refers to the horses themselves, all on 
song at the same time? 
Some other reference maybe that Iõve missed? 
Correct me if Iõm wrong, but I associate the term ôstable on formõ with 
for example a particular trainer achieving say 10 winners from his 
last 20 runners. This being the case the assessment is based on the 
trainerõs strike rate, without reference to exactly which of his stable 
residents were running during this sequence.  
 
Many of you may well be perfectly comfortable with the term, and 
wonder what it is Iõm getting at. But I just canõt seem to get my head 
around a topic which seems to me to have far too many ifs, buts and 
maybes to be of any viable use.  
 
A trainer will always have a variety of abilities in his yard at any one 
time. If our example trainer has 50 horses in training, it may well be 
that 20 are ôgood-unsõ another 15 are so-so, and the remainder are 
typical ôalso-ransõ. What if his last 20 runners were all from the top 
end ability range? Alternatively they could all be from the other end 
of the scale. 
 
What happens when a trainer with an overall average 20% strike rate 
saddles 20 of his worst horses over a two week period, none of 
which get better than a place? Is he or his stable considered out of 
form? The few placings that were achieved from the maybe scrag -
ends he had running could in fact have indicated that the results 
were better than average - set against what could normally have 
been expected of these horses.  
 
Important maybe not to confuse ôformõ with proven skills. Some 
trainers have particular skills in identifiable areas which can be used 
by the punter to help gain an advantage. Some have expertise with 2
-y-olds, others have a knack with horses returning after long lay -offs, 
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there are course specialists, etc.etc. There are also bad times when 
illness or a virus strikes a yard. But as far as Iõm concerned, it would 
be misleading to say that trainer X is on good form with his 2 -y-olds, 
when historically his juveniles always performs as well. Thatõs not 
good form is it? Isnõt that a proven skill? 
 
For those who do employ the ôtrainer in formõ consideration as part 
of a betting strategy, what exactly constitutes ôgoodõ or ôpoorõ form? 
 
Let me select a couple of trainers from somewhere in the trainers 
table. So as not to influence a decision through bias weõll refer to 
them as trainer (18) and trainer (20). Both have long training 
histories, almost identical stock with abilities which make them about 
equal. There are no exceptional circumstances to suggest they will 
perform any differently over the coming year a they have in the past.  
 
During your form studies you have narrowed the field in a race to 
just two contenders, coincidentally saddled by our two example 
trainers. Youõre as sure as you can be that the winner will indeed 
come from one of these two. However, as part of your elimination 
process you have not considered trainer/stable form.  
 
To help you with the task Iõve extracted the strike rate from each 
trainers recent history, they have each sent out an equal number of 
runners, over an equal time period, with never more than one runner 
per race, and the figures show;  
 
Trainer (18) 2 winners 
Trainer (20) 15 winners 
 
Can these trainer statistics be used as a basis for further elimination? 
 
Before you answer that, Iõll come clean. Iõve been cheating. 
 
The comparison of trainer (18) with just 2 winners against trainer (20) 
with 15 is a stark contrast - it was intended to be in order to make a 
point. Whether the information would have swayed your decision is 
neither here nor there. But there is one observation I can make, 
certain in the knowledge that it will be true - very few would have 
opted for trainer (18)s runner given the above figures!  
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The trainers too are fictitious. But that is less of a cheat, because the 
statistics I presented were true. These were not in fact trainers (18) 
and (20) but National Lottery bonus balls (18) and (20) The ôwinnersõ 
of 2 and 15 are the number of times these two have been selected 
as bonus ball.  
 
Before anyone throws their hands in the air in despair shouting that it 
is impossible to compare trainer form ð non-mechanical comprising 
of blood, sweat and tears with the totally inanimate Lottery draw. 
Hold on, Iõd contend that if weõre examining statistical trends, it is in 
fact an ideal situation for illustrating just how closely related the 
statistics from the two actually are.  
 
During November the National Lottery celebrated its fifth birthday 
and the distribution of selected balls were widely published. It was 
this reason alone that I chose to use it. For those interested I have re
-printed the full table at the end of this article.  
 
What the Lottery analysis provides us with is a statistical report 
snapshot showing a quite normal variance around the mean. Clearly, 
inanimate Lottery balls cannot be in or out of form, each ball has an 
identical chance of being selected.  
 
From a pool of numbers ranging from 1 to 49, a bonus ball is 
selected. In simple terms then each has an undisputed 2.04% 
chance. But the actual percentage ôhitsõ range from a miserly 0.5% to 
a healthy 3.72%. Compared with expectation one is ôperformingõ at 
below 25% of norm, whereas another is outperforming the poor ball 
by over 7 times - at 82% better than the norm. 
 
No one should seriously suggest that a Lottery ball will ever be ôon 
formõ. However, similar statistics from a racing stable, now thatõs a 
different story. . . . . Or is it? 
 
Just to hammer the point home. Letõs say a trainer with an average 
25% strike has just had a spell with 10 winners from his last 20 
runners. Another trainer, also with an average 25% strike, had no 
winners from his last 20 runs. Is one on form and the other not?  
 
If your answer is yes, then consider this. I shuffle of a brand new 
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deck of cards and turn over the top twenty. Of these 10 are hearts, 6 
are spades and 4 are clubs. It must follow then that in this pack 
hearts are on form, whereas diamonds are going through a sticky 
patch and must be off form!  
 
Trainers are not being highlighted here for any other reason than it is 
the most commonly used  of the ôin formõ categories. Jockey form, 
even horse form seems to have less clout in certain circles. You 
must have read or heard this one before; òShe has a good record on 
paper, but the stable is suffering badly at the momentó. Suggesting 
that the mysterious ôstable formõ can outweigh the form of the horse! 
 
Jockeys, football teams, trainers, snooker players, etc. will all have 
an overall success rate - the mean. But any sample from their 
individual record will vary around this mean. Some better, some 
worse, but a variation which is an inevitable consequence of 
sampling.  
 
The jockey might have an unusually high proportion of quality rides 
together at the one period, a soccer team may meet all the top clubs 
over a short period, etc., etc. All such things contribute to the whole 
picture, some ups, some downs.  
 
Rather than helping the form student to sharpen his strike rate by 
misinterpreting such statistical variances as good or bad form, it can 
have a detrimental effect on his performance. Fortunes have been 
lost chasing what appear to be good form.  
 
For one moment consider that you use only recent trends as your 
source of information. The graph below illustrates a possible 
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variation around a ônormõ, in this case 5. Over the whole sequence 
then it will be seen that although the mean average is 5, it 
occasionally dipped to 2 and at other times peaked at 9.  
 
It matters little to what these figures refer, it is the principles of 
statistical variance we should be aware of. Look at the two main 
peaks on the chart. If you were trying to recognise an ôin formõ 
period, at what point would it be evident? Always better to be there 
before the ôhotõ period begins, but none of us have a crystal ball. 
And if you jump in when the ôformõ looks good, what is the almost 
inevitable next trend? - youõve guessed it, downwards! 
 
Not for one minute would I suggest that any reference to on -form or 
out-of-form is untrue, but I would advice caution, and an 
understanding of what is being suggested.  
 
Next time the Morning Lineõs Jim McGrath  or Derek Thompson 
proclaim that the stable is in cracking form, pause to reflect what that 
statement really tells you. Okay, the trainer has probably strung a 
good percentage of winners together recently. But you decide. Is 
this really good form, or simply a variance around the norm which 
should be expected? - and is it worthy of influencing your betting?  
 
The National Lottery first 5 years: 
 

Main 
numbers 
percentage 
frequency 

Occasions 
selected in 
MAIN DRAW 

Ball number Occasions 
selected as 
BONUS 
BALL 

Bonus Ball 
percentage 
frequency 

11.17% 54 1 6 1.49% 
11.99% 58 2 8 1.99% 

11.17% 54 3 8 1.99% 

9.72% 47 4 5 1.24% 
10.75% 52 5 11 2.73% 

7.86% 38 6 8 1.99% 
9.72% 47 7 6 1.49% 

10.55% 51 8 6 1.49% 

11.58% 56 9 12 2.98% 
8.89% 43 10 10 2.48% 

10.96% 53 11 9 2.23% 
10.75% 52 12 8 1.99% 
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Stef:  

Main 
numbers 
percentage 

Occasions 
selected in 
MAIN DRAW 

Ball number Occasions 
selected as 
BONUS 

Bonus Ball 
percentage 
frequency 

8.06% 39 13 5 1.24% 
11.58% 56 14 11 2.73% 
10.13% 49 15 7 1.74% 
7.65% 37 16 8 1.99% 
11.37% 55 17 7 1.74% 
9.72% 47 18 2 0.50% 
7.44% 36 19 3 0.74% 
7.86% 38 20 15 3.72% 
8.27% 40 21 9 2.23% 
9.51% 46 22 9 2.23% 
11.17% 54 23 4 0.99% 
9.31% 45 24 9 2.23% 
13.44% 65 25 11 2.73% 
10.55% 51 26 5 1.24% 
12.61% 61 27 6 1.49% 
11.79% 57 28 10 2.48% 
10.13% 49 29 9 2.23% 
9.72% 47 30 9 2.23% 
11.37% 55 31 10 2.48% 
10.34% 50 32 6 1.49% 
9.93% 48 33 11 2.73% 
7.86% 38 34 12 2.98% 
9.51% 46 35 3 0.74% 
10.34% 50 36 7 1.74% 
8.06% 39 37 7 1.74% 
13.44% 65 38 9 2.23% 
7.44% 36 39 3 0.74% 
11.79% 57 40 3 0.74% 
9.31% 45 41 11 2.73% 
10.13% 49 42 7 1.74% 
11.58% 56 43 10 2.48% 
12.20% 59 44 10 2.48% 
10.75% 52 45 15 3.72% 
9.51% 46 46 11 2.73% 
10.13% 49 47 17 4.22% 
10.34% 50 48 7 1.74% 
10.55% 51 49 8 1.99% 

 2418  403  
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It all started with a simple letter in our KISS section earlier 
on this year and in true SMARTsig tradition others began 

to dig a little deeper.  
 

TOP WEIGHTS & TOP JOCKEYS 
Brian Conlon 

 

W 
ith regard to Tony Symondsõ letter last issue (6.11) which 
continued the top -jockey theme. Looking at the period 
Tony quotes and using the jockeys he mentioned, I have 

found a different sequence of results with a much greater number of 
runners. 
 
According to my research the actual results were: - 
 
L,  9/4,  L,  L,  L,  9/2,  10/1,  16L,  15/8,  L,  13/2, 
L, 7/2, L, L, 11/2, 6L, 11/2, 9/2, 8L, 8/1, L, 
12/1, L, L, 13/2, 2/1, 9L, 7/1, 6/1, L, L, L, 
7/1, 8L, 9/2, L, 7/2, 8L 
 
 
Nonetheless, a 20% strike rate and a profit on investment (POI) of 
around 24%, particularly at the fag-end of the season, is not to be 
sniffed at. So I have ploughed through the past few seasons and 
come up with the following analysis.  
 

Top weight 
horses 

 1995   1996  

2-y-o 0 9 -10 0 13 -14 

3-y-o 2 25 -20 10 31 +16  

All-aged etc. 13 46 +25  15 60 +22  

2nd top weight 
horses 

      

2-y-o 3 8 +9  3 9 +18  

3-y-o 0 10 -11 4 28 +2  

All-aged etc. 6 40 -14 16 79 -12 
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Jockey List: 
 
1995 Jockeys: Dettori, Eddery 
1996 Jockeys: Dettori, Eddery 
1997 Jockeys: Dettori, Eddery, Fallon, Quinn 
1998 Jockeys: Dettori, Fallon, Quinn 
1999 Jockeys: Dettori, Fallon, Quinn, Stevens 
 
Pat Eddery was dropped from 1998 and 1999 studies because: - 
 
¶ All his 1997 top-weighted all-aged qualifiers lost (i.e. 27 

straight losers) 
¶ I rather fancy that at his age he will no longer be able to 

compete amongst the very top tier of riders  
¶ Hindsight is a wonderful thing!  
 
I know Tony included Peslier in his list, but he has so few qualifying 
rides that a pattern cannot be reliably established. For example, in 
1998 from a mere handful of runners he managed a single 5/4 
winner; this year from a similarly low number he had a single 16/1 
success. Furthermore, over the past couple of years his overall strike 
rate has been no more than moderate (12% & 9%) 
 
Returning to the earlier statistics, only the top -weighted horse in the 
all-aged races had any sort of consistency (apart from a 1997 ôblipõ) 
so I broke the races down even further into classes: - 
 
My own view of the methodology of top -weighted/top -jockey is that 

Top weight 
horses 

 1997   1998   1999  

2-y-o 3 14 -3 3 8 +17  5 11 +15  

3-y-o 10 42 even 5 31 -19 10 41 +8  

All-aged etc. 16 113 -35 9 68 +13  24 110 +40  

2nd top weight 
horses 

         

2-y-o 2 10 +1  1 8 -6 2 13 -6 

3-y-o 6 27 -5 1 29 -22 14 42 +40  

All-aged etc. 16 99 -1 16 91 -21 15 86 -6 
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when taken over several 
seasons the highest weighted 
horse does provide a greater 
winner to runner ratio and 
probably a greater return than 
lower weighted horses.  
 
But on a simplistic ôback-all 
qualifiersõ basis it canõt be 
regarded as a regular source 
of profits. 
 
Some other filter is necessary 
to weed out the no-hopers, but 
at this stage of my 
investigations it doesnõt appear 
to be related to easily 
identifiable factors such as 
going, distances or trainer 
strike-rates. 
 
Having said that, this past year 
has been one of the methods 
best. 
 

Just by simply backing all of the runners under review would have 
been fun; 300 bets (plenty of action), losing runs of up to a dozen or 
so (plenty of anguish), 70 winners (better than a 1 in 5 strike rate ð 
so worth all the worry, eh?), 90 points net after tax profit at the 
season end (Bermuda beckons!?)  
 
Incidentally, I was fascinated by the correspondence regarding Jim 
Crawfordõs system ð as Les Dawson might have said; 
òIt makes soot-juggling look simple!ó 
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Our book 

serialisation 
continues with 

further 
investigations 

of soccer 
prediction 
methods. 

 
Taking a look 
at a variety of 
ideas for team 

ratings and 
testing their 

effectiveness. 
 
 

THE PUNTERõS REVENGE 
(Serialisation part XVI ð Chapter 8 continued)  

Tony Drapkin & Richard Forsyth 
 
8.5.2  The roar of the crowd  
 

W 
e pass next to a variable which is freely available but 
frequently ignored, namely attendance figures or crowd 
sizes. 

 
You may hear newspaper analysts bemoaning the decline in 
attendance at football matches since the war, and perhaps 
explaining it by reference to hooliganism or changes in life -style. But 
you will not hear of many tipsters using it to help forecast football 
results. 
 
This is curious because, after all, it is the money paid by spectators 
passing through the turnstiles which pays the wages of the players. 
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And they donõt pay to watch rubbish. In fact, these days, derisory 
crowds of less than 1,000 are becoming depressingly common in 
the lower reaches of British football.  
 
So since good clubs attract more supporters than bad ones, and 
can use the funds gained thereby to improve their squad by buying 
new players, there are valid reasons for suspecting that crowd size is 
an important predictive variable.  
 
Table 8.6 below gives an idea of how important it is. We have picked 
out three rows from a larger table containing 1,241 games. (The 
other rows were not interesting.) Row A is for games where the total 
home gate of the away side in its last two home games was at least 
12,000 greater than the total home gate for the last two home games 
of the home side. Row C is for games where the same total for the 
home team exceeded that of the away team by 8000 or more.  Row 
B is an intermediate case. 
 
Table 8.6 Relative crowd sizes 
To calculate DIFF, add the home teamõs last two home attendance 
figures (in thousands, rounded to the nearest thousand) and 

subtract from it the sum of the away teamõs last two home 
attendance figures (not its away attendances). Then, if the difference 
is - 12 or below (i.e. in favour of the away team) you can be relatively 
confident that the home side will not win.  

Difference Home Draw Away Total (Home%) 

DIFF <= - 12 81 67 90 238 34.03% (A) 

DIFF > -4 AND DIFF <= 0  106 67 51 224 47,32% (B) 

DLFF > 8  178 65 45 288 61.81% (C) 

 
ò . . . there are valid reasons for suspecting 
that crowd size is an important predictive 

variable.ó 
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If it is more than 8, you can be fairly confident of a home win (row C).  
 
Row B is included as a possible draw -detector: when the difference 
is above - 5 but not above 0, the percentage of draws was almost 
30%. 
 
The advantage of using attendance figures is twofold: (1) nobody 
else is doing it; and (2) it applies between teams from different 
leagues. Remember: you read it here first. 
 
You may also be interested to know that the ground capacity of the 
teams has a bearing on the result. You can find out the maximum 
ground capacity from Rothmanõs Football Yearbook and from other 
sources. This tells you the largest permitted crowd figure for each 
team in the league. Naturally enough, top teams have larger 
stadiums, on the whole, than less well -heeled outfits from lower 
divisions. 
 
Table 8.7 shows two rows from a contingency table tabulating game 
result against difference in ground capacity.  
 
 
Table 8.7 Differences in ground capacity  
 
This is quite a good predictor in extreme cases, i.e. when the 
difference between the teamõs ground capacities is over 25 or less 
than -24 (in round thousands). Unfortunately these are rather 

uncommon events, mainly found in cup matches.  
 
You may also be interested in the top line as a potential draw -
detector, as it gave rise to 29.17% draws. (These are mostly cup 
games where a powerful team is entertained by a lowly host and 
settles for a draw before finishing off the business in a replay.)  
 
 

Location Home Draw Away Total (Home%) 

DIFF <= - 25 29 28 39 96 30.21% 

DIFF > 25  50 19 11 80 62.50% 
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8.5.3 Recent form  
 
We turn our attention next to very recent form. Most newspapers 
publish sequences of recent games, such as those shown overleaf.  
 
(15 March 1986) 
 Arsenal  vs West Ham 
 0LWW   WWDL 
 AW  4-1   AW 2-0 
 AL      0-3   HD 1-1 
 HD     0-0   AW 1-0 
 AL      0-1   AD 1-1 
 
The codes used in the first line under each team name describe the 
last four home games of the home team and the last four away 
games of the away team, denoted as follows:  
 
 0  0-0 draw 
 D  score-draw 
 W  win 
 L  loss 
 
with the most recent game on the left in both cases.  
 
The codes used underneath are  
 
 AW away win 
 HW home win 
 AD  away draw 
 HDhome draw 
 AL  away loss 
 HL  home loss 
 
with the most recent game at the top. These give the latest four 
results, home or away, in chronological order.  

 
In this case Arsenal drew their most recent home game 0 -0, lost the 
one before that and won their two previous home games. West Ham 
won their last two away games, drew the one before that and lost the 
one before that. Arsenalõs last game was an away win by 4 goals to 



мс                     5ŜŎŜƳōŜǊ мффф {a!w¢ сΦмн 

1, and West Hamõs was also an away win, by 2 to nil. (Incidentally, 
the result of this match was a 1-0 victory for Arsenal.) 
 
These short sequences give us a handle on recent form, and some 
authors claim that they are useful predictors. For instance, Frank 
George, in his book Football Pools with the Commodore 64 , 
employs tests based on two -game and three-game sequences to 
help predict draws.  
 
Professor George is mainly interested in draw-detection and 
recommends, as a result of his sequence analyses, that the best 
chance of finding a draw is when a fixture such as  
 
Home team   vs Away team 
last game = AL  last game = HW  
 
arises.  This is something we can test. 
 
As a matter of fact, since teams play alternately home and away as a 
general rule, and since HW (i.e. AL) is the commonest result, this 
happens to be the most frequent combination of two prior results.  
 
Professor Georgeõs advice is chiefly based on a kind of backwards 
reasoning. That is, given a certain result - such as a draw - he tallies 
the results that immediately preceded it. This can be confusing, For 
example, Table 8.8 shows a portion of his tabulation of so -called 
inverse dyads. 
 
Table 8.8 Inverse dyads 
 
Results preceding an away draw (AD): 
 
 
 
 
Results preceding a home draw (HD):  
 
 
 
 

HW 57% 

HD 20% 

HL 23% 

AW 16% 

AD 32% 

AL 52% 
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These figures are for the normal cases when teams are playing 
alternatively at home and away. 
 
The most frequent predecessor of an AD is an HW; similarly, the 
commonest predecessor of HD is AL, However, this does not justify 
his recommendation that  
 
AL         vs        HW 
 
is the best pattern for draw-detection.  After all, we know that AL and 
HW are the most common results.  
 
Unfortunately he gives only percentages, not the actual frequency 
counts; but if we assume that the results fell in a fairly typical 
distribution (H = 49%, D = 25%, A = 26%) a somewhat different 
picture emerges.  
 
The biggest departure from chance expectation prior to an AD is 
indeed HW at 57%. 
 
But prior to an HD, it is AD at 32% rather than AL at 52%.  This 
suggests that the pattern  
 
AD          vs         HW 
 
might make a better draw -detector test. 
 
However, it is easier to understand such sequences when presented 
the right way round - i.e. in chronological order. Table 8.9 shows the 
distribution of outcomes following each of the six possible result 
types we have identified (HL to AW) for both home and away sides.  
 
These figures show rather weak effects. There is a slight tendency 
for similar results to repeat: the highest proportion of home wins 
comes after the home side has won its latest game at home; likewise 
a high proportion of homes comes just after the away side has lost 
away. 
 
As far as draw-detection is concerned, the only group with a surplus 
of draws is the one in which an away team drew away from home in 
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its last match. This may be evidence that some teams specialise in 
drawing away from home, but it is far from conclusive.  
 
 
Table 8.9   Home and away dyads 
 
We could use this information to formulate some simple forecasting 
rules, given knowledge only of the two teamsõ latest results, as 
illustrated on below.  
 
 Latest game of H  Latest game of A 
  HW  vs  AL  => Home  
  AW  vs  AD  => Draw  
  HL  vs  HD  => Away  
 
 
(though a home win is still the most probable result even in the latter 
two cases). 
 

 Home Draw Away Total (Home %) 

Hõs previous result      

HL 44 24 27 95 46.32 

AL 170 85 109 364 46.70 

HD 42 19 24 85 49.41 

AD 95 46 48 189 50.26 

HW 103 47 41 191 53.93 

AW 101 55 44 200 50.50 

 Home Draw Away Total (Home %) 

Aõs previous result      

HL 99 54 38 191 51.83 

AL 96 44 39 179 53.63 

HD 95 39 59 193 49.22 

AD 41 30 18 89 46.07 

HW 177 82 111 370 47.84 

AW 47 27 28 102 46.08 
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However, this discounts any possible interaction effects.  
 
It would be safer to look instead at a joint frequency tabulation if we 
wish to use the latest results of each side in this manner.  

 
 
The Punterõs Revenge serialisation continues Chapter 8 in our next 
issue: 
 
8.5.4  Joint frequency tables  

SMARTsig 
thanks you, 
the reader, 

for your 
support with 

contributions 
for 

publication.  

Your articles, stories, ideas, theories and research are always 
welcomed. Everything from the simplest KISS system of a few lines to 
the complex mathematical argument which knocks your socks off! 

 

A very merry Christmas & a Happy New Year to you all! 
 

Keep ôem coming! 
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The Consumers Association, especially through their 
ôWhich?õ magazine, have built a long-standing reputation 
for helping customers to make better informed choices. 
John Lucas reviews a new book from the òWhich?ó 

stable on how to make the most of your betting  
 

YOUõLL LOSE OUT IF YOU DONõT GO 
NAP ON VALUE 

John Lucas 
 

W 
eõve come to trust the Consumersõ Association, above all, 
for advice about quality and value for money ð and 
interestingly that now includes betting. Hence a recent 

bumper volume, òThe ôWhich?õ Guide to Gamblingó, by Jonquil 
Lowe and Terry Clark. 
 
Betting is covered in many of its guises ð ranging through 
investment gambles such as Premium Bonds, dabbling in stocks 
and shares and traded options and those others which millions know 
and love (especially when we win!), the National Lottery, horse 
racing, football pools and casino games. Not forgetting that newish 
phenomenon, spread betting.  
 
Gambling has been with us for several millennia. The Greeks were 
throwing dice in 1244 BC, and the Chinese were playing cards in the 
10th century. Cards came to Europe in the 1300s. Lotteries? We had 
them in Tudor times. Now theyõve burgeoned, with the current 
National Lottery being followed in 62 per cent of households on 
Saturdays and 33 per cent on Wednesdays.  
 
òIt could be youó, says that giant finger, pointing earthwards as if 
from heaven ð well, you or you or you or you, ad infinitum. (Iõve 
calculated that if you spent a fiver a week on the National Lottery, it 
could be 53,700 years before you were statistically due to win the 
jackpot. So be patient!)  
 
You can divide gambling into two broad areas ð those where you put 
yourself  at the mercy of pure chance, not being able to influence the 
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outcome by any measure of control, such as the lottery or Premium 
Bonds; and those where you can, such as horse -racing. 
 
So how does this 287-page volume on Gambling rate the lottery? 
Being a òWhich?ó publication, it helpfully provides advice as to best 
buys, or rather the best bets, awarding stars according to low risk 
and high reward ð five being the maximum. 
 
Thus the National Lottery gets an Overall Risk Rating of four stars, 
and a Reward rating of three. Premium Bonds, however, get a 
bumper five stars for Risk ð presumably because your stakes are 
forever rock safe ð and a Reward rating of only two, because prizes 
are smaller.                   
 
This, in an odd way, brings us to horseracing, which also gets a full 
five stars ð the only other gambling outlet to do so ð but only if you 
operate in the sportõs òinformedó mode. The mug punterõs game of 
making daft or random picks, such as backing a horse because itõs 
got the same name as the girl -friend ð the ònaµveó form ð gets only 
one star. 
 
In òinformedó betting, the punter uses either personal knowledge or 
evaluates, if he can, the mass of information available daily on 
newspaper sports pages. This means considering many factors, 
such as form, speed, class, weight, whether the horse is fit and is 
comfortable on the going, and the proficiency of trainer and jockey. 
But, above all, he considers value. 
 
That message shines out here, a nugget in an Aladdinõs cave of 
carefully mined ideas and information ð where there are substantial 
sections devoted to horse -racing and spread betting. It wonõt be 
long, I bet, before SMARTies are seen busily prospecting, under the 
well-informed tutelage of the bookõs joint author and expert, Terry 
Clark, former Racing Editor of the Sun newspaper.  
 
Clark is our guide, philosopher and friend on value above all ð an 
ideal practitioner in Which?-craft. 
 
Wise words from Phil Bull, founder of Timeform, set the pace at the 
chapter head: òRid yourself of the idea that ôluckõ plays any part in 
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whether you are successful as a punter. Success in betting is a 
matter of understanding and judgement.ó 
 
Right; how then does Clark suggest we punters foreswear our 
foolish ways? He observes that the bookmaker has built a margin in 
his own favour into the odds he quotes you ð to provide his income ð 
but his odds cannot reflect exact probabilities, only educated 
guesses. 
 
òThe bookmakerõs odds are influenced by the opinions of all the 
other people placing bets, so, if you do your homework, you may be 
able to judge the true odds more accurately than the bookmaker,ó 
asserts Clark. 
 
òIf the bookmaker is offering odds which are better than your 
estimate of the true odds, you have found ôvalueõ and have a good 
betting situation.ó 
      
Now Clark is a highly skilled betting man, who has been known to 
turn up winners at odds of up to 16/1, so heõs no mere theorist: he 
practises what he preaches and value betting is a favourite weapon 
in his bulging armoury.  
 
I can only sketch in some of his tantalising methods here ð they fill 
scores of fascinating pages ð but Iõll tease you on with some hints. 
Apart from the need to concentrate on form, one of your first tasks is 
to shop around for a bookmaker who will quote you early prices and 
ante-post odds. Bookmaking is highly competitive these days, so itõs 
not difficult.  
 
¶ If you suspect a bookieõs greed, test him by converting prices on 

offer in a race into percentages, and if you find his over -round 
totals more than 25 per cent, donõt bother with him: itõs an 
indicator of a bad -value market. 

 
¶ Take the morning line odds provided you have accounts with the 

advertising bookmakers; these prices could conceivably shrink 
from then until the off, say from 5/1 to 5/2 SP, which means you 
have lost half the value. 

 



5ŜŎŜƳōŜǊ мффф {a!w¢ сΦмн                  но 

¶ Bet on course where possible and take advantage of the 9 per 
cent tax exemption. 
 

¶ Bet with bookmakers who pay first past the post ð which means 
youõre paid out even if your selection is disqualified. 

 
¶ Use a bookmaker if the price offered is shorter than 9/1 or 10/1. 

The Tote is usually better at long odds.  
 
Remember that betting can be made profitable as much by 
eliminating likely losers as trying to pick winners. Which means 
studying statistics to reduce the odds against you.  
 
By way of demonstration, Clark, admittedly in retrospect, whittled the 
1998 Derby field of 15 runners down to three ð which contained the 
20/1 winner, High-Rise. 
 
How did he do it?  
 
First for the chop was Cape Verdi, the only filly in the race ð yet 
favourite. Clark knew that no filly had won the Derby since 1916. Six 
more runners were ruled out because they had lost previous Trial 
races that season; another was dropped for being a maiden, for no 
maiden had won a Derby this century.  
 
Thereõs also a useful chapter on using spread betting ð your flexible 
betting friend not only in sport, but in such as the ups and downs of 
òFootsieó (the Financial Times Stock Exchange index). And thereõs 
one pessimist who is apparently spread -betting on the number of 
red cards to be issued during the World Cup. Heõll get Ã20 a point 
for each one that occurs over 38.  
 
Finally, remember those two types of racing punter I mentioned 
earlier ð the ònaµveó and the òinformedó? Buying The òWhich?ó Guide 
to Gambling (published by òWhich?ó Books, Ã9.99, distributed by 
Penguin) will be no gamble of the ònaµveó variety, 
 
I can tell you. Itõs an òinformedó certainty that if you follow it through, 
it could improve your thinking positively within days ð and add 
bonuses to any flagging betting banks too.  
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We are encouraged by some racing journalists and 
commentators to ignore the weight a horse carries. 

Thatõs fair comment, we can all have opinions. If only the 
question could be asked direct òCan you, the horse, 
ignore the additional weight youôre carrying?  

 

THE WEIGHTING GAME 
A weighty question? 

Bob, Edinburgh  
 

A 
 number of writers to Raceform Updateõs Sports Forum 
argue that weight can safely be ignored when weighing up 
form. Sounds nonsense to me, but can they possibly be 

right? I wonder. 
 
The official handicapper uses it to offset ability in a handicap.  So do 
Raceform, Timeform, Superform, Postmark, Topspeed, Split Second 
and a host of private handicappers. They represent the established 
view that weight matters. An impressive group.  
 
Nick Mordin (in ôBetting for a Livingõ) and Peter May (in ôJump 
Racing for Profitõ) have best expressed the case for ignoring weight. 
But before looking at the arguments, perhaps a little background 
first. 
 
Handicapping a science?  
 
Few would argue seriously that handicapping was an exact science. 
Yet many of the techniques employed are scientific. Measured 
distances. Measured weights. Stalls starts. Photo finishes. Electrical 
timing. Official regulation and supervision of the racing environment.  
Official ratings and so on.  
 
Handicappers employ careful measurement and are highly skilled 
and carry out their work with great proficiency. And the detailed 
measures which they employ are essential to their work. So their 
whole approach is one of scientific method.  
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Yet at the end of the day the evaluation of the merit of the winner and 
the placed horses remains a matter for human judgement and 
different handicappers often come to widely different conclusions. In 
this respect then precise measurements such as 3 lbs per length are 
considered by many to be absolute tosh! And this is why many 
consider racing is more of an art than a science. Or a quasi-science 
at best. 
 
Another criticism is that form assessment is most accurate when it 
involves only a few of the runners, the winner and the placed horses.  
The horses out of contention often give up and the final order of 
finish is almost certainly of little significance. The shrewder punter 
may note those animals behind with an eye to the future.  
 
However, many feel that there is little or nothing to be deduced from 
the actual order of finish of the un -placed horses. And it seems that 
the official handicapper shares this view.  
 
 
Nick Mordinõs thesis 
 
First turning to Nick Mordinõs case that weight does not slow horses.  
In Betting for a Living his argument goes as follows.  
 
1 A re-match between 2 horses. 

 
Nick randomly sampled 222 races from 3 years form, 
selecting races where there were two horses ôre-matchedõ 
from their previous race and compared their running with their 
last race. 
He found that the loser of the match lost at exactly the same 
rate regardless of how the weight varied from the previous 
running. 
 
Two things worried me about this.  
 
- The ôsampleõ of 222 seems an extraordinary choice of 
sample size. I estimate that 3 years form could involve some 
15,000 races and I wonder just how representative the 
ôsampleõ actually was. 
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 More significantly,  is there any point in comparing the 
meaningless rematches of horses many of which were 
unplaced? 
 
Opinion - I could not in all honesty take anything from this test  
 

2 British Army cavalry trials 
 
Stop watch time trials with cavalry horses in the 1800õs 
established that weights carried up to 14 stone by horses 
running at a strong gallop did not affect performance by 
horses running below racing pace. Nick argues that most 
races, particularly those round turns, are run below racing 
pace, therefore if the cavalry analogy applies then weight 
doesnõt matter. 
 
My worries about this theory? 
 

 Can we really apply hand held stop watch times of galloping 
cavalry horses with electronically timed racehorses?  
 

 The distances involved are absolutely crucial. Are we talking 
about 2 mile cavalry charges, five furlong sprint cavalry 
charges or perhaps just a couple of hundred yards?  
 
Opinion - Nothing in this theory that I find in the least credible.  
 

3 357 handicaps at Lingfield  
 
In support of his cavalry theory about racing pace, Nick 
looked at racing at Lingfield over a few seasons and found 
that the horses carrying 9 stone or more won 169 (47.3%) of 
the races - although they represented only 42.6% of the 
runners. So the Form Book bore out his view that weight did 
not ôstopõ horses. 
 
Two serious objections to this.  
 

 Higher weights contain most of the ôliveõ runners; the lower 
weights in such races usually contain virtually all the no -
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hopers (especially at Lingfield) , i.e. we are not looking at a 
population of horses of similar abilities!  
 

 The lower weighted group contains all of the horses out of 
the handicap, i.e. horses who are carrying more weight than 
they ought. 
 
Opinion - It is possible to say that the higher weights do better 
but not possible to say that this reflects weight. It is more likely 
that the higher weights had more ability than the lower 
weights. We can also infer that many of the lower weighted 
horses were stopped by excess weight!  
 

4 Lingfield AW compared with Newbury Turf  
 
Nick then argued that Newbury was a more galloping track 
than Lingfield and as they can run nearer to racing pace this 
was against horses carrying higher weights. His figures 
showed that top weights at Lingfield won 60 (16.5% strike) 
races compared with Newburyõs 22 (7.6%).  
 
My comments: 

 Since it wasnõt the weight which caused the difference in 
strike rates at Lingfield then the same doubt applies to 
Newbury, i.e. the abilities of the runners and the penalised low
-weights need to be considered and taken into account.  
 

 The reason for the difference in strike rates may be the 
obvious one. Newbury is much more competitive than 
Lingfield. Therefore winners can come from all points of the 
handicap. And since the effect of weight in competitive racing 
is indeed onerous, then just as we would expect, the low 
weights do much better.  
 
Opinion - The difference in strike rates is unlikely to have 
anything to do with the nature of the track, running round 
turns and the like. (Stewart Simpson notwithstanding.)  
It is more likely that they have to do with the class of the 
horses involved, i.e. the low weights at Newbury are more 
competitive than those at Lingfield.  
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Peter Mayõs view 
 
In Jump Racing for Profit Peter supports Nickõs arguments and adds 
some of his own. 
 
1 6,000 handicaps over Jumps 

 
Table 8 in Peterõs book shows strike rates by weight carried 
which are broadly similar to Nickõs findings for Lingfield, 
above. 
 
My comment:  

 Unfortunately open to the very same criticism as Nickõs 
findings with respect to no -hopers and horses out of the 
handicap carrying over -weight, again not comparing like with 
like. 
 
Opinion - As for Nick Mordin, point 3.  
 

2 Top rated runners in 800 handicap races  
 
Strike rates of top rated runners adjusted for the current 
weight carried as against those produced when no adjustment 
was made were 24% against 23%. As a result Peter questions 
the value of expensive ratings services and notes that some 
20% of Jumps handicaps are won by top weights.  
 
My comments: 

 The one per cent advantage to the ratings adjusted for the 
weight carried on the day is only part of the story. The master 
ratings themselves were also adjusted for weight on the day 
that they were earned. But this weight adjustment has been 
ignored. To criticise the ratings services on only a part of their 
work seems unfair, not to mention inaccurate.  
 

 They say that the wealth of the Principality of Monaco is 
founded on an edge of 3% in the houseõs favour and perhaps 
the private handicappersõ 24-23% when compared with the 
20% achieved by the official handicapperõs top choice is 
actually pretty good.  
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 The matter of relative weight is not the same as the matter of 
actual weight. A top rated horse may win with top weight or 
with bottom weight. In the first case a winner will have won 
because it is better than its field and despite its weight.  
Also in the second case it might have won because it is better 
than its field. Or it might have won because it has a similar (or 
inferior) level of ability but the actual weight advantage that it 
held was decisive. You canõt say which was which. And, if you 
canõt say, then this raises another question mark. 
 
Opinion - To discredit the ratings services, intentionally or not, 
requires an awful lot more work than this. The weight -
orientated Racing Postõs Postmark service for one is a highly 
successful service. And as we shall see in a moment there 
have been others. The ability to recognise the ôwell-
handicappedõ horse is the hallmark of the successful 
professional bettor and this largely depends on an ability to 
understand weight and allow for it.  
 

3 The effect of going 
 
Peterõs argument for Table 9 of his book was difficult to follow.   
His aim was to show that top weights were no more likely to 
win on one kind of ground rather than on another and went as 
follows. 
 
There were 1,094 winners from 6,000 animals carrying 11-10 
or more in handicaps which was 261 more than would have 
been expected if the winners came randomly from all weight 
bands. When this 261 is spread over a range of Going from 
Hard to Heavy the figures decrease towards the softer going, 
i.e. more horses than expected win on faster going. Peter said 
that this was due to the decline in the number of softer races 
analysed and introduced a further adjustment which I have to 
confess I was unable to replicate. 
 
However, I did not feel that it was necessary to ponder this for 
long in order to make the following comment:  
 

 On ground described as Hard, Firm, Good/Firm there were 
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391 winners from 1,763 runners for a strike rate of 22.17%. 
On Good/Soft, Soft and Heavy  there were 405 winners from 
2,253 runners for a strike rate of 17.97%.  (Good going was 
ignored as being neither one thing or the other; the strike rate 
was 298 from 1,812 or 16.4%.) 
There was therefore a 4.2% improvement in the strike rates 
experienced by top weights on faster ground.  
 
Opinion - Peterõs hypothesis that top weights were not held 
back by soft ground failed.  
 

4 Type of racecourse 
 
The bookõs Table 10 contains Peterõs response to Nickõs 
suggestion that the type of course made a difference, it being 
easier to carry weight round turns. Peter analysed ôtop weightõ 
performance by every racecourse over the Jumps and 
recommended a system on his findings. The figures given are 
highly interesting in a context outside the scope of this article 
and I may revisit this topic in the future.  
 
Opinion - At this stage Nick, Peter and the private 
handicappers appear to come together and this is not an area 
of disagreement calling for any further comment or opinion 
from me.  

 
Interestingly, in Peterõs latest work Forecasting Methods for 
Horseracing he adopts the conventional view of weight. However, as 
Sports Forum shows, the evil genie is out of the bottle and the 
damage has been done with some poor souls running around in all 
directions spouting all sorts of nonsense. (A bit like myself, you may 
well feel.) 
 
Professor Frank Georgeõs tome on the importance of weight 
òMore horses win races because they are favoured by the weights 
than for any other single reasonó claims Dick Whitford in his 
introduction to The Sporting Lifeõs Race Horse Ratings 1977. So 
quotes Professor George in his book A Better Bet. Letõs look at the 
professorõs case. 
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Professor Frank Georgeõs research 
 
1 Accuracy of Sporting Life ratings  

A level stake on 19,000 horses rated ôbest-inõ over the 7 years 
1970-76 would have shown a pre-tax loss of less than 3%. 
(Presumably better then on-course?) The expression ôbest-inõ 
refers to the horse which is most favoured when the overall 
Sporting Life rating for class is compared with the weight 
carried for each horse. 
 

 The statistics are old. Are they valid today? Since the basics 
of handicapping are virtually unchanged, why shouldnõt they 
be valid? 
 

 The strike rate is not given. Therefore we do not know what 
the probabilities are. However, there are two outstanding facts 
to note, viz the very large population and the rate of return.  
From these facts plus the fact that the rating service was 
provided by the leading trade paper of the time, we can 
suppose that the results pattern was very close to the market 
choice. 
 
Opinion - This is hard evidence that weight matters and that it 
needs to be assessed before placing a bet.  
 

2 An analysis of 2,800 races 
 
The professor tested weight as a factor in 2,800 races and 
found that: 
1. 66% of all winners carried the same or less weight than 
 last time but only 17% carried more weight in the same  
 or higher class. 
2. 75% of the winners of all-aged flat handicaps carried 8 -7 
 or less. 
3. 30% of races below 8 furlongs were won by top  
 weights, i.e. 8-8 plus; but this fell to 21% for the longer  
 races. 
4. The 1976 Jumps season was analysed to show that 
 25% of all winners carried 11-4 and higher with 75% 
 carrying less weight. (My summary of his figures.)  
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Comments: 
 Finding 1 is too broad a brush. Again, we may not be 

comparing like with like. It seems likely that he may be mixing 
handicaps with non -handicaps.  Dodgy. 
 

 Findings 2 and 4 tell us little about the effect of weight. It is 
strike rates that we need; everyone knows that horses in the 
higher weight brackets are fewer in number than those in the 
lower brackets. However, from the point of view of betting the 
information is interesting.  
 

 Finding 3 is supportive of the case that weight is more 
onerous over a distance. However, it is insufficient in detail.  
 
Opinion - The professorõs work is out-of-date. Yet he shows 
that most winners do indeed come from low weighted horses.  
Setting aside strike rates, this is useful information on the 
occurrence of winners and provides clear evidence that weight 
is a meaningful factor in racehorse performance.  

 
 
The Big Issue  
 
The big issue for backers is not whether weight matters. Racing is 
not exempt from the laws of physics and of course it matters. The 
big problem is to decide how much it matters. The answer appears 
to lie between two extremes with a range of difficulty in between.  
 
1 Weight carried matters most when conditions are most 

difficult. Whether this is due to the ground, the going, etc. is 
for the punter to evaluate. A long distance & muddy conditions 
over undulating ground would be enormously difficult.  
 

2 Weight carried matters least when the task is least difficult. A 
downhill sprint distance on fast ground appears an easy task.  

 
Evidently then, the answer to the problem is a matter of the 
judgement of the individual. Many form experts, amazingly, ignore 
the effect of weight carried. The majority, the handicappers, are 
more concerned with the effect of relative weight.  
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Handicapping, surely an art?  
 
Expert handicappers love explaining to novices that when they say 
that a horse is ôwell handicappedõ they do not mean that the horse is 
carrying bottom weight. Indeed they explain to us in slowly spoken 
words of one syllable that a top weight can be a well handicapped 
horse. 
 
What they mean is that the animal carries less weight than it ought to 
be carrying. This is often because of a recent run, a change of mark, 
or a better performance off a higher mark in the past.  
 
The top rated Postmark horse would normally be a good example of 
a well handicapped horse as this is the point of the service.  
 
Expert handicappers sometimes get it badly wrong.  
  Sometimes the advantage of carrying an actual light weight  
 completely offsets the disadvantage of having less ability.  
 
  Sometimes it doesnõt. 
 
  Sometimes the relative weight is more important than the  
 actual weight, as when a horse changes its mark.  
 
Sometimes it is the official handicapper who gets it wrong.  
 
As I write the last three big Saturday handicaps provide good strong 
illustrations of each of these points in action. Perhaps you will agree 
with me. 
 
1 The Cesarewitch, 16/10/99. 

 
An extremely competitive race with 32 runners. But 20 runners 
out of the handicap with the bottom horse carrying 24lbs more 
than its fair mark! 
The winner, TOP CEES, was second-top rated by Raceform 
and on one view was no value at all.  On another, recently 
eased on his mark and carrying only 8st10 and with Fallon 
booked, a friend considered him a cracker of a bet.  (I didnõt) 
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2 The 5f Showcase handicap sprint at Ascot, 9/10/99.  
22 runners. SUPERIOR PREMIUM won with 9st. 9lbs. at 20/1 
was not beaten far in the 1999 Stewards off 110 and his recent 
easing to 104 brought him into the reckoning. The key here 
was the ground forecast as Good to soft but TV reported this 
as drying ground. Crucial.  
 

3 The Cambridgeshire. 
Soft ground. The winner SHEõS OUR MARE was worst of all in 
the Postmark ratings but even with a 5lbs penalty and off 7st. 
12lbs. she only carried 2lbs more than the bottom weight.  
Little wonder she was the Spotlight selection. Not mine.  
But my friend, after some discussion with me, did back it.  
(Fortunately, I was unable to put him off it!)  
 

It is individual circumstances that matter. I hope readers will agree 
that these examples are fairly typical of what the skilled weight -
watcher can achieve. 
 
Penalties are weight too  
 
Again almost as I write, Philip Alexander as Methodmaker has just 
completed an excellent analysis of following horses with penalties 
over Jumps. At first, my feeling was that this was evidence that 
weight was not an effective ôstoppingõ agent. However, on reflection I 
believe that this is very much in line with my overall argument.  
 
In the first place penalties are awarded to winning horses which have 
not been re-assessed by the handicapper, a fair number of whom 
would be awarded even more weight than would be incurred by 
carrying their penalty.  
 
Also, we are looking at horses on the upgrade. And this is a self 
selected elite population which stands out from the run of the mill 
also-rans. 
 
The stopping effect of weight is a gradual process and may not bite 
home until a horse rises through the grades and is finally stopped 
from progressing further by the combination of big weights in high 
grades. The Lingfield-Newbury effect, if you like. 
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Truth eternal?  
 
I would be delighted to buy Nick or Peter a pint some time. I have all 
their books and really enjoy hearing their views.  
 
But in re-visiting the problem of weight I have been firmly reminded 
of some of racingõs eternal truths. 
 
¶ High weights do best in low grades of racing.  

 
¶ High weights do best on fast ground.  

 
¶ High weights do best in sprints.  

 
¶ Horses changing in mark are the interesting ones.  

 
A horse may or may not be well -handicapped.  It is a matter of 
opinion and to a great extent depends on the circumstances 
pertaining on the day.  
 
But whatever view you take of the matter, there seems little doubt of 
the truth that weight really does matter.  Especially if you are a 
horse! 

 

DECEMBER MEMO: 

 

Unfortunately, due to lack of space, our 

artificial intelligence/neural Network series 

looking at soccer scores has been deferred to 

next monthôs issue. 

-  Stef  
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A general purpose 
discussion forum, much 

along the lines of our List over the past few years. 
Questions, theories, ideas and general topics around 
horseracing, sports betting, staking, etc. The "nuts & 

bolts" of betting, gambling, the sports themselves and 
the people and organisations involved.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A new venture 
aimed at event-
specific ôliveõ topics. 

Next dayõs racing on the day/evening before, or the 
dayõs prospects on the morning of the event, anti-post 
betting markets, early-morning value odds, steamers, 

overseas events, shared observations, etc. Also 
comments and/or discussion of the dayõs or a raceõs 

outcome. Controversial decisions by stewards, or tactics 
adopted by trainers, jockeys, etc.  

The SMARTsig private e-mail 
discussion Lists 

 

Now also  
NEW LIVE-CHAT 

FORUM! 
E-mail List connection is free to 

SMARTsig subscribers. Just 
send an  

e-mail to stef@smartsig.co.uk 
and ask to be connected.  

. . . AND 
THEN THERE 
WERE TWO!  

SMARTsig List:  

SMARTsig -LIVE List:  
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Is it possible to establish general rules of prudent 
betting? when knowing as we do, all selection methods 

are different. 
 

COMPARING FOUR PUNTERS 
Steve Tilley 

 

I  
 recently asked for some of the members of the SMARTsig 
group to send me a list of bets that they had produced from 
whatever system they used. All I asked for were the odds and 

whether the bet had won. The original idea was to see whether 
different staking systems could be applied to these bets to maximise 
the return. 
 
Five people kindly sent me lists of which four had enough bets to be 
usable.  I will call them A, B, C and D to protect their anonymity. 
Sadly I quickly realised that my idea about optimising staking 
systems was a complete non -
starter. However I did come 
across a few interesting 
things that may be of general 
interest.  
 
Printed here are tables for 
each of our punters. The bets 
are divided up into bands of 
equal percentage Each band 
is 5% wide. The last column is 
the percentage profit to level 
stakes. 
 
Punter A has a wide spread of 
odds and comes up with a 
level stake profit of 13%.  
However looking at his table 
of results clearly his best 
returns are those from 18/1 
up to 9/2. 
 

odds Bets Profit 

10/1 to 18/1 7 71% 

9/1 to  6/1 14 57% 

11/2 to 9/2 15 57% 

4/1 to 100/30 17 -22% 

3/1 to 5/2 27 8% 

9/4 to 15/8 14 -15% 

7/4 to 13/8 8 -2% 

6/4 to 6/5 14 14% 

5/4 to 21/20 3 -27% 

evens to 20/21 6 -2% 

4/5 to 5/6 6 46% 

4/6 to 8/13 7 17% 

4/7 to 8/15 4 -26% 

4/9 to 2/5 5 -17% 

4/11 to 1/3 5 -21% 

30/100 to 1/4 2 25% 

 154 13% 

Punter A  
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Somewhat depressingly this is exactly the range suggested by Bob, 
Edinburgh in his article in SMARTsig 6.11.  Punter A also seems to 
get value at slightly odds on.  

odds Bets Profit 

10/1 to 18/1 1 -100% 

9/1 to  6/1 5 120% 

11/2 to 9/2 21 24% 

4/1 to 100/30 14 118% 

3/1 to 5/2 11 64% 

9/4 to 15/8 14 63% 

7/4 to 13/8 16 52% 

6/4 to 6/5 5 8% 

5/4 to 21/20 2 150% 

evens to 20/21 1 -100% 

4/5 to 5/6 2 -100% 
 92 55% 

Punter B  

Punter C  

odds Bets Profit 

10/1 to 18/1 15 -100% 

9/1 to  6/1 96 15% 

11/2 to 9/2 117 73% 

4/1 to 100/30 30 60% 

3/1 to 5/2 13 79% 

9/4 to 15/8 9 67% 

7/4 to 13/8 1 -100% 
 281 42% 

Yet another pattern. 
Here the longer priced 
bets are producing 
worse returns than the 
shorter priced. If this 
punter didnõt bet at 
longer than 11/2 his 
percentage return 
would improve 
markedly. 

An altogether 
more profitable 
punter here with 
a profit overall 
of 55%. Not 
such a clear 
pattern here 
with profits all 
across the 
board. 
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Punter D  

odds Bets Profit 

20/1 to 200/1 65 69% 

10/1 to 18/1 64 75% 

9/1 to  6/1 17 -100% 

11/2 to 9/2 5 270% 

4/1 to 100/30 1 -100% 
 152 58% 

A specialist in outsiders here. This time he could improve matters by 
ignoring those horses starting at 9/1 or shorter.  
 
 
Conclusion:  
 
I have no idea what systems were used, if any, by our four punters to 
select their horses. 
 
However in three cases out of four we can see that eliminating all 
horses outside a certain range of starting prices would increase their 
percentage profit.  
 
Unfortunately each of their systems seems to work best over 
different ranges of odds. Thus there is no universal rule we can apply 
such as  òdonõt back at less than 3/1ó or òdonõt bet at longer than 
20/1ó. 
 
It would seem sensible therefore to check your own system and see 
where your best rates of return lie. You may be surprised!  

 

WIN a copy of the  
SPEEDMAX flat racing workshop 

software in the easy to enter 
SMARTsig Millennium competition  

 
See page 56 for more details  
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In the early days of television rumours circulated that the 
invisible ôraysõ emanating from the picture tube would 

induce premature balding. Like as not somebody, 
somewhere also produced statistics to ôproveõ it! The line 
òLies, damn lies and statisticsó was attributed to Mark 

Twain  whereas our Davey prefers . . 
 

DYES, LAMB DIES AND SHEEP DIPS 
Davey Towey 

 

C 
ontinuing the theme of post -race analysis as the most 
significant tool when used for selection purposes. This is 
more fundamental than a system choice and also far more 

fun. System choices are static methods derived from a large set of 
past results. Post-race analysis is a dynamic system dealing with the 
current situation and intrinsically safer if you read the race right.  
 
Anything can be proven with statistics especially if the raw data is 
incomplete, unavailable, misinterpreted, incorrect or presented in the 
wrong format. Try suggesting to a young friend they should try a 
glass of Sheep Dip. 
 
I have decided to pick a meeting that most of you will have seen 
recently which will be todayõs meeting at Aintree on 21st November. I 
have to submit this article today, the day of the race, to meet Stefõs 
deadline for printing, It will be interesting to see how my comments 
compare with those in the press tomorrow and hopefully I will also 
highlight a winner or two that may not be so obvious from the entries 
in the form book.  
 
12.30 Aintree 2m ½f NHF. 
AP McCoy set an excruciatingly slow pace on the race fit Mr Cool 
and then quickened up smartly to defy his penalty. Market rival 
Telemoss was totally unsuited by the tactic and completely outpaced 
when the pace lifted.  
 
Supreme Lad showed a lot of promise to chase the winner home, his 
only previous outing being a good winner in a point to point.  
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1.00 Aintree 2m4f C 
Noble Lad and You Betterbelieveit set a strong pace considering 
neither had won at this trip and both knuckled under.  
Tom Brodie was climbing all over them at the 2m point and sailed 
past them and would have won easily only to find that, for him the 
trip was also too far. From 4th place Solvang stayed on past them all 
as the leaders faded and was flattered by the win. Tom Brodie looks 
in very good form at the moment and looks sure to win in the near 
future if dropping back to around 2m.  
 
1.35 Aintree 2m ½f H 
Calhoun looked a good novice when winning his previous race and 
was a clear favourite to defy his penalty. 
The year older Dorans Gold had Calhoun under pressure before the 
last and stayed on best of the pair to take it. It was Dorans Goldõs 
first appearance since runner-up to Frosty Canyon in a NHF race last 
February and is a big strong dyed -in-the-wool chasing type. It was 
surprising to see him outspeed a race fit Calhoun at this trip and this 
was the highlight of the day for me. Dorans Gold could be a top 
class star in the making.  
 
2.35 Aintree 3m3f C 
Feels Like Gold jumped superbly and while his well -fancied rivals fell 
and faded away he stayed on well to be a convincing winner. There 
were immediate ante-post quotes for the Grand National and he 
certainly has the credentials in the jumping department. Whether he 
has sufficient class to beat well-fancied rivals in that race who can 
stay on their feet is another matter. 
 
1.15 Wetherby 2m4½f H 
Mandicat overcame a 1342 day absence to take this event in good 
style, outpacing the fancied Lurgoe. Super Nomad came clear of the 
pack to finish well in 3rd and would have troubled the first two if 
racing closer to the pace. All three look capable of winning in the 
near future.   
 
Hogwash or sheep-dip? Hope not! Stock up and celebrate.  
 
Good luck and Happy Christmas  
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It would appear that either rugby is too difficult a medium 
to predict accurately or the bookmakers are so poor at 

doing so that they can gladly offer 14/1 against their 
handicaps being correct!  

 

RUGBY HANDICAPS 
Email group 

 
Posted by Stef, 2nd November 1999 

A 
fter hearing a rugby commentator (Radio 4 Saturday 
morning) suggest a tight game for the Australia v South 
Africa World Cup game on Saturday. And further to say he 

envisaged a game dominated by strong defences, with few tries 
which would probably be decided with the boot, I did get as far as 
checking what spreads were available. Suffice to say I later cursed 
my luck for not selling the try scorer shirt numbers - which looked to 
be the bet which best fitted the circumstances.  
 
But we do have selective memories for such events don't we? If the 
truth be known, there's probably many times I've thought about a 
bet, not done it, and been pleased to have saved my money.  
 
Given the Radio 4 commentatorõs accuracy in his prediction, I 
believe there is a good case for taking on board advice from ôexpertõ 
sources, especially when offering opinions which are not specifically 
aimed at a betting audience. The commentator wasn't asked about 
tries or drop kicks, just what were the prospects for today's game.  
 
Sports-betting journalists on the other hand are ôexpectedõ to offer 
betting advice, itõs their job after all. Unfortunately the reader will 
never know whether todayõs opinion has been forced by an editor 
demanding a definite selection (itõs what the readers expect) or 
advice given because the weight of evidence indicates it is value. It 
must be a valid assumption that the commentator ôforcedõ into the 
role of supplying a selection to meet a public demand is likely to fare 
worse than one who can pick and chose when he provides advice. Is 
this why Pricewise will always outperform his colleagues? . . . as 
Mark Winstanley also did, whilst operating a similar role in The 
Sporting Life. 
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Back to the Rugby World Cup, I was also intrigued during the 
competition to see the rugby handicap bets, 5/6 either way and 14/1 
the tie. The handicap tie of course does not mean a drawn game, 
which is a rugby rarity, but a tie after the handicap is applied . 
 
Does this suggest I wonder, that the bookies expect their 'prediction' 
to be accurate in fewer than one occasion in 15 attempts? .. or ..  
Does every punter have a view on one team or the other? (so they 
take almost no bets on the tie) .. or ..  
Is rugby forecasting so difficult? (i.e. take your best shot, then allow 
one score ( try + conversion, 7pts) either way)  
 
Even so, the 14/1 is effectively the price on offer for their handicap to 
be accurate. Now, assuming they're anything like half decent at the 
task in hand, isn't that a value bet? 
 
From Geoff Arnett  
There are three points I would make. 
 
1 The value in the 14/1 bet depends on the likely total points in 

the match. The lower the total the less potential variance in the 
bookies forecasts, so the better the value. Maybe a cross -
reference to spread firms total points quotes would be 
illuminating. 
 

2 I suspect that low scoring (especially try scoring) games are 
always most likely to be decided by a multiple of 3 points, e.g. 
South Africa vs Australia (any statistics anyone?). If the 
handicap start is a multiple of 3 then you could well be on to a 
winner. I am sure backing the tie in the South Africa vs 
Australia match where the Aussies were quoted at +3 was 
actually a good value bet, whereas +4 may not have been as 
attractive. 
 

3 Why on earth don't the bookies quote the handicap with an 
extra half-point as in the USA for American Football and ignore 
the tie? 
 
- oh silly me I forgot the opportunity to take yet another 6.7% 
out of the market on a three-horse race. 
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From Radar  
The no try-scorer option is something I've bet on quite a bit over the 
last 3 years. The first time I landed it was on Saturday (33/1 William 
Hill, with Victor Chandler as low as 12/1). The price is generally 25/1 
plus, but the bet is only of interest where you have two relatively 
evenly matched teams with strong defences. Saturday (with a 
degree of hindsight) was a perfect example.  
 
It will always require a modicum of luck to come off, but if you think 
back to the England v South Africa quarter final, the only legitimate 
try scored there, was a flukey effort in injury time when the game was 
gone. Another near miss was France v Ireland in Dublin this year 
(horrible conditions), where the only try was scored 15 minutes from 
time in a game of few chances. 
 
Rugby odds compilers (and punters I assume) invariably look to the 
wingers for the first try - and as a result, the prices (Lomu excepted - 
the rugby equivalent of Shearer of 3 years ago) are derisory. The 
value is elsewhere.  
 
Five years ago the first try-scorer value was with scrum halves. 25/1 
was the norm. Nowadays with the more combative no 9s, the 
bookies have woken up and the prices are comparable to the other 
backs (justifiably so in the case of Van der Vest. for one). 
 
I have only won 2 bets in 3 years but at the prices (33s and 25s the 
latter Galthie, the French scrum half v Ireland in 1997), the losing run 
of 2½ years is to be expected.  
 
And no I wouldn't be betting on no try -scorer in the final - at any 
price. 
 
From SD  
As someone who used to odds compile rugby league I can say with 
some certainty that the tie at 14/1 is value. I would have always 
expected to hit the line around 1 in 10 attempts.  
 
The reason that the tie price is bigger than the actual probability is 
two fold. Firstly no odds compiler worth his salt prices up events just 
to their true probability. Always your eye is on which side people 
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want to bet and the simple fact of the matter is that nobody ever bets 
the handicap tie therefore you always have it running for you and it 
doesn't really matter what price it is within reason.  
 
Secondly the tie is only a shrewd bet in the long run and never (or 
rarely) in the short term whereas a bet on an individual team can be 
the shrewd play at any individual time therefore I was always 
reluctant to bet the tie at around 10/1 with the result that I had to 
lengthen the sides to 10/11 each which may have offered a little bit 
of value. 
 
As to the question of why people don't bet half points - Well some 
companies do (take a bow Mark Blandford's Sportingbet ) but 
generally the increased trade simply is not worth the reduced 
margin. 
 
For anyone who wanted to follow this system I would recommend 
betting with William Hill whose odds compiler Dave Brown is the 
shrewdest Rugby League odds compiler (I have moved on to other 
things but he was always better than me!)  I cannot really comment 
on Rugby Union as I neither like nor bet on the game. However, 
Alaister Hunter at Sporting Index is regarded by many as the best in 
this field by a long way.  
 
From Jacques Black  
Iõve since checked my data and can confirm that a bet of 14/1 on 
exactly hitting a handicap points score would be an extremely bad 
bet, because of the wide range of possible  points outcomes in any 
single game.   
 
For example, last season only 4 of the 182 games played in the 
Allied Dunbar Premiership (2.2%) ended in a draw. 
 
As you rightly pointed out, the chances of exactly hitting a handicap 
or predicted score are slightly better, because it takes into account 
the differing strengths of two opposing teams, but it still turns out 
that you need odds of  35/1 or longer to make it a winning bet - and 
you would have to be prepared very  long runs of losing bets to 
make it worthwhile. 
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Horserace ratings or private handicapping, much like any 
other numeric evaluation for any sport, allow no more 

than a strong platform from which to draw a conclusion. 
Very rarely will blindly backing all ôtop ratedõ bring in a 

worthwhile profit.  
 
So, no matter whether you produce ratings for your own use or 
prefer to make use of the product of other peoples work, analysing 
the results they produce is an essential part of making them ôworkõ 
better for you. 
 
Although the following analysis by Ray Hopper, is aimed squarely at 
one particular source of ratings, the methods and procedures 
employed can be adapted to almost any other area where numeric 
weightings are used ð and the conclusions drawn accordingly will be 
all the stronger for it. 
 

AN EXERCISE IN RESULTS ANALYSIS. 
Ray Hopper 

 
Categorical Analysis of  Peter May's Top-Ranked "Av." Rating 
National Hunt Season 1998/99 
 
Introduction  
 

D 
r. Peter May gained his doctorate with his thesis on the 
generation of explanations from trained neural networks. He 
has developed his own ratings system using neural network 

techniques, which was made available to SMARTies at the start of 
the year. 
 
Because of my several years of experience in providing monitoring 
information to Computerman, of the Daily Express, I offered to 
provide Peter with a similar service - hence this article. Peter also 
writes a regular column for Raceform on Saturday. 
 
Peter's system gives ratings for last year, 3, 2 and 1 races ago and 
an "Average" rating which is deduced by a neural network.  
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Although I would not claim to have carried out an exhaustive 
analysis it is fairly clear that this "Average" rating performs better than 
any of the others. 
 
On the limited work I have done to date on the re -enforcement of 
one rating by another, I find that although the strike rate is improved 
by combining the "Average" and "Last Race" ratings there is a slight 
falling off of profitability. The major analysis tables therefore 
concentrate on the "Average" rating alone. 
 
WARNING  
Analysis by category is a form of back -fitting. As we have all been 
warned in these pages many times, it can be dangerous to your 
financial health to jump to conclusions using back -fitted results. At 
the end of this article I shall suggest some promising looking areas 
for this current season, but at this stage, with only a single season's 
history, that's all we have - some promising looking areas.  
 
Let us start with a look at the overall performance ( please note that 
all the tables assume tax-free betting at 1 point per selection ). I have 
ranked all the ratings for each race, but please also note that in the 
case of joint top -ratings both are included as selections.  
 
Table 1 - Overall Performance 

 

 
So, betting all selections produced the fairly remarkable result of a 
tiny profit overall, with a possibly significant difference between 
hurdles and chases.  
 
This may have some intuitive logic in that ratings may work better for 
the generally more experienced chasers, or for the generally smaller 
fields of chasing.  
 
Before going on to more detailed categorical analysis, let us look at 
other than top-rated "Average" ratings. 
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Table 1a- Performance of Other Rankings 
 

 
The very marked difference in both success rate and profitability 
between the top-rated and any other rating took me somewhat by 
surprise. Writing from memory, I seem to recall that Alan Rogers 
published a similar table on the email list for the Racing Post ratings 
which showed a much lower gradation from top to second rated. I 
wonder why the difference is so marked for these ratings?  
 
 
Table 1b- Performance of "Last Race" Rankings 

 
 
Success rates for the "Last race " rating on its own are similar to that 
for the "Average", but the profitability is slightly worse, and I could 
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find no reason to use the "Last Race" rating in preference to the 
average. 
 
Combining these two ratings gives a slight increase in strike rate, but 
a lowering in profitability.  
 
I wished to examine the well-known phenomenon that most 
handicap winners come from the top half of the weights, and 
therefore combined the Weight ranking with the Rating ranking.  
 
It was found that the combination for top weighted was significantly 
improved, but that there was a random effect lower down the weight 
ranks (e.g. 2nd, 3rd. and 4th. weight ranked chasers made a loss 
but 5th. Ranked made a profit.)  
 
 
Table 1c - Performance of Handicap Top Weights  
 

 
Although I wish to avoid back -fitting into ever smaller sample sizes, it 
was very noticeable that the majority of the winning combined top 
ratings  were also top ranked for the "last race" rating. 
 
This is clearly an area to watch for this coming season.  
 
Let us proceed into the categorical analysis by examining race types 
and summarised in Table 2. 
 
I must point out that I am using here the race -types given in Peter's 
history file, and he clearly has not categorised race -types in the 
same way that I would ( and indeed am for the current season).  

 

      



рл                     5ŜŎŜƳōŜǊ мффф {a!w¢ сΦмн 

Table 2 - Performance by Race type 
 

We see the familiar story of lower success rate but higher profitability 
in the handicaps.  

 

Table 3 - Performance by No. of Runners 
Whereas the success rates of the different categories is, as might be 
expected, the differences in profitability might suggest that fields of 5 
to 10 could repay further study. I am mildly suspicious that the 
profitability of the larger fields derives from the smaller sample size 
(the 15+ chases included a 40/1 winner).  
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Table 4 - Performance by Actual S.P. 
In my opinion this is a potentially very useful table, especially for 
those of us who cannot be near to a live source of betting 
information at race time. This is because, more explicitly than any 
other table, this data guides us to the places where value was found 
last year. 
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Our frequently dashed hope is that value will be found in the same 
place this season. I believe Tony Drapkin may have reached a 
similar conclusion that, given a reasonably accurate rating system, 
value may be found in the higher price ranges.  
 
In this case Top rated chasers with SP's of 5/1 and greater. 
Cripplingly long losing runs, of course, to those operating betting 
banks, but relaxed fun for those of us who use our income as a 
bottomless bank!  
 
Those needing a higher strike rate could have added the set of hot 
favourites without coming to much harm.  
 
Table 5 - Performance by Distance 
 

 

 
Nothing to get excited about in this table. Beware the small sample 
size for long-distance chases. 
 
Table 6 - Performance by Going 
Again, there seems little to get excited about in this data set, apart 
from a possible leaning to the softer ground for chasers. The small 
sample size for heavy going is worrying, although the figures look 
very good.  
 
This table may also be strongly related to seasonal effects, if they 
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exist, since in general firmer ground is expected at the start and 
finish of the season. 
 
Table 7 - Performance by Size of Rating  
 
Fellow SMARTsig member and Peter May fan, Alan Rothwell, 
reminded me of some earlier comments on the email list regarding 
the size of the Rating. I accordingly carried out some further 
analyses, the results are given in Table 7. 

I chose the different rating boundaries in this table as the points 
where profitability changed sign. A top -rating below 90 looks as if it 
should be avoided for all race -types, although the sample size is 
very small. The upper rating for hurdles is a little artificial as 
profitability was variable above 140. 

 

      


