
The pool stages are done, and they provide us with a strong picture of how the
international game is progressing. And on the whole, it’s a positive picture – gone are
the 100 point plus thrashings, and whilst we haven’t reached the stage of every game
being a competitive one, it’s clear that the game is moving in the right direction.

Average Scores

This seems as good a place to start as any. Here are the average scorelines for winners
v losers in the pool stages since 2003.

2003: 49.1 to 12.9
2007: 42.4 to 12.3
2011: 39.3 to 11.2
2015: 37.2 to 13.3

As you can see, the winning sides aren’t scoring so many points anymore, with the
average winning margin going down from 36.2 points in 2003 to 23.9 points in 2015.

Evidently, the weaker sides are becoming fitter and better defensively, meaning less
blow-outs in the last 20 minutes. They aren’t scoring a lot more points than they were
12 years ago, but that could be down to the nature of the game right now as much as
anything – presumably points are just becoming harder to come by as the players
become bigger and stronger, and teams are better organised.

So next, let’s take a look at the amounts of points being scored, and see what we can
take from those numbers.

Points Scored

2003 2007 2011 2015
0 Points 1 4 2 1
1 to 10 16 14 21 16
11 to 20 23 23 22 23
21 to 30 10 12 12 12
31 to 40 7 12 5 12
41 to 50 7 3 8 9
51 to 60 5 3 1 4
61 to 70 5 3 5 3
71 to 80 1 2 1
81 to 90 2 2 3
91 to 100 1 1
101 plus 2 1

Firstly, we’ve not seen anyone reach triple figures in the past two tournaments, and
hopefully those days are gone for good. This tournament was the first time no one has
broken past 70 points either. Even breaking 50 points is becoming rarer, with only 7
sides breaking the half century this time, as opposed to 10 in 2011, 12 in 2007 and 16
in 2003. Again, that’s excellent news for the game.

Interestingly, the amount of times a team scores between 11 and 30 points has
remained almost constant over the past 4 tournaments, although the bands either side



of them have seen large changes since 2011 – less scores of between 1 and 10 points,
but more than twice as many scores between 31 and 40 points. The amount of scores
between 41 and 50 has also increased, although both this and the increase in the 31-40
band can probably be accounted for by the drop in higher scores – 100+ wins don’t
turn into dogfights overnight, but they are dropping into the 31-50 point range.

Obviously, we don’t want teams racking up 50 point scores, but I’d say that’s
definitely better than 100 point scores. What this shows is that it’s still possible to
score points, and tries for that matter (there were only 10 less tries scored in the pool
stages in 2015 than in 2011 – 231 as opposed to 241), just not so easy to run in a
sackful of tries anymore against exhausted and outmatched opposition.

Still, scoring lots of points doesn’t necessarily mean you’ve hammered someone, does
it? Two games in Pool B saw both teams score over 30 points with narrow winning
margins, so perhaps there’s a trend emerging there? You can see where this is going,
can’t you?

Winning Margins

2003 2007 2011 2015
0 to 10 6 12 13 14
11 to 20 8 6 7 5
21 to 30 9 6 5 7
31 to 40 2 3 5 6
41 to 50 5 4 3 5
51 to 60 2 4 0 1
61 to 70 3 1 4 2
71 to 80 1 2 2
81 to 90 2 1 1
91 to 100 1 1
101 plus 1

Much like with points scored, the numbers are getting smaller, which is good, and
arguably more positive than the smaller amount of points being scored.

After a big leap between 2003 and 2007, winning margins of between 0 and 10 points
have been increasing a bit in each subsequent tournament, and there were more games
being won by margins of 20 or less points in 2015 than there was in 2003, although
slightly less than in 2011.

Whilst a winning margin of 40 points or less might not seem like anything to brag
about, the percentage of games that fall into this bracket has increased from
tournament to tournament – from 62.5% in 2003, to 67.5% in 2007, 75% in 2011 and
80% in 2015. Hopefully that’s a trend that will continue.

A Hypothetical Argument

One of the suggestions that has been put forward is that the World Cup should be
reduced to 16 teams, and just out of scientific curiosity, I’ve had a look at how the
numbers look without the teams that finished bottom in their pools – Uruguay, USA,
Namibia and Canada. Ignoring the irony that two of those sides were primarily



amateurs and the other two should be amongst the giants of the game, the numbers are
quite interesting.

Firstly, here’s how the average scorelines pan out:

20 team tournament: 37.2 to 13.3, winning margin of 23.9
16 team tournament: 21 to 8.5, winning margin of 12.5

So clearly, we end up with a closer tournament overall, but the numbers ignore the
fact that some of the closest games in the tournament included those teams who would
be eliminated – Canada lost by 5 points against Italy and by 2 points against Romania,
whilst Namibia lost by 1 point against Georgia. The USA only lost by 9 points to
Samoa and 10 points to Japan.

So, there’s less points scored, and the results are closer, but I wanted to see if the
percentages stacked up the same – are a higher proportion of the games won by
smaller margins with 16 teams than 20 teams?

Here’s how it looks:

16 Teams % 20 Teams %
0 to 10 9 36 14 35
11 to 20 4 16 5 12.5
21 to 30 6 24 7 17.5
31 to 40 5 20 6 15
41 to 50 1 4 5 12.5
51 to 60 0 1 2.5
61 to 70 0 2 5

The first noticeable thing is the fact that with 20 teams, 20% of the games are won by
41 or more points, whilst only 4% are won by that margin with only 16 teams. So, less
hammerings, but I think we all knew that would be the case without doing the sums.

What is interesting is that there’s almost no difference in the percentage of games won
by 10 or less points with 16 teams than there is with 20 teams. In simple terms, the
odds of you turning on the television and watching a tight, competitive game of rugby
are just about the same if there are 16 teams rather than 20 teams, although with 20
teams, there will be more of those games.

When you look at the percentage of games won by 20 points or less, the gap still isn’t
massive – 52% in the 16 team tournament, 47.5% in the 20 team tournament, and to
me, a 4.5% improvement doesn’t present a strong enough argument for pulling back
the drawbridge. Not so long ago, Georgia were getting 80 or 90 points put on them,
now they’re one of the automatic qualifiers for 2019. The same goes for Japan.

Obviously, the numbers can never tell the whole story, and can’t account for the
romance of international sport, and the right to represent your country on the biggest
stage possible. Uruguay may not have won any games, and their results will no doubt
be used by some to justify why they and others like them should be kept out of the
game’s flagship tournament, but their efforts throughout the tournament justified their



place in it, as did the efforts of Namibia, USA and Canada, so as long as the numbers
are looking better overall, and the gap keeps closing, 20 teams should be the bare
minimum for the tournament in the future.

Here’s some final numbers for you. Had Uruguay, USA, Canada and Namibia been
excluded from this tournament, we would have lost 50% of the South American
representation in this tournament, 50% of the African representation, 75% of the
American representation and 100% of the North American representation.

Is it really a World Cup anymore if we’ve only got 1 country representing Asia, which
has around 60% of the world’s population, 1 representing Africa, with 15% of the
world’s population and 1 representing both North and South America, with around
12% of the world’s population? That’s almost 9 out of 10 people in the world,
represented by 3 teams, as opposed to 7. Winning isn’t everything, being given the
chance to win is.


