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Getting the most points is not always enough, argue Tristan Barnett and Stephen Clarke.  

Tennis has the interesting property that a set, let alone a match, can be won by the player who wins fewer points. This is due to the hierarchical scoring structure. A player is advantaged by winning lots of close games rather than fewer easy ones. A classical example was the recent Marat Safin versus Andre Agassi semi-final at the 2004 Australian Open, when Agassi won 171 points compared with 170 points to Safin but Agassi still lost the match in five sets. Although Safin won 49.9 per cent of points to Agassi's 50.1 per cent, the statistics tell a different story if we break them down into each player's serve.  

Safin won 109/161 (67.7 per cent) of points on serve, compared with only 119/180 (66.1 per cent) of points on serve for Agassi. Clearly, Safin had the better performance and it was not just a quirk of the scoring system that won him the match. The reason Agassi still won more points overall than Safin is because he served more points (as is often the case for the weaker player). Agassi served 19 points more than Safin, and therefore had a greater opportunity to win more points. This needs to be taken into account when comparing two players. Safin's overall performance is 109/161 (his serve) plus 61/180 (Agassi's serve) equalling 101.6 per cent. Agassi's overall performance is 119/180 (his serve) plus 52/161 (Safin's serve) equalling 98.4 per cent. It is now clear Safin was the better player overall.  

This paradox is more commonly referred to as Simpson's Paradox and often arises in statistical data when analysing proportions. One entity can have a higher proportion or average of some desirable attribute in each of several categories but lower when the categories are combined.  

Players often use the number of points won in the match as a guide to their performance, and feel unfortunate to lose when the number of points won is in their favour. Most of us can remember the 2001 Davis Cup final, when Australia lost to France three rubbers to two. Lleyton Hewitt lost the first rubber to Nicolas Escude.  

In a press conference after the match, Hewitt said: "I played alright, I won more points, you work that out." But the high proportion of points won on serve in men's tennis means the proportion of points won by each player is automatically biased towards the weaker player.  

To really "work that out" you need to look at the proportion of points each player won on serve. However, published statistics often do not give this detailed information. Unfortunately for Andy Roddick in his Australian Open quarter-final encounter with Safin, he not only won six more points than his opponent, but also recorded a higher percentage of points won on serve, and still lost the match. He was unlucky.  
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