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Abstract

Sports analytics (SA) incorporate machine learning (ML) techniques and models for perfor-
mance prediction. Researchers have previously evaluated ML models applied on a variety of
basketball statistics. This paper aims to benchmark the forecasting performance of 14 ML
models, based on 18 advanced basketball statistics and key performance indicators (KPIs).
The models were applied on a filtered pool of 90 high-performance players. This study
developed individual forecasting scenarios per player and experimented using all 14 models.
The models’ performance ranking was developed using a bespoke evaluation metric, called
weighted average percentage error (WAPE), formulated from the weighted mean absolute
percentage error (MAPE) evaluation results of each forecasted statistic and model. More-
over, we employed a comprehensive forecasting approach to improve KPI’s results. Results
showed that Tree-based models, namely Extra Trees, Random Forest, and Decision Tree, are
the best performers in most of the forecasted performance indicators, with the best perfor-
mance achieved by Extra Trees with a WAPE of 34.14%. In conclusion, we achieved a 3.6%
MAPE improvement for the selected KPI with our approach on unseen data.
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1 Introduction

Sports analytics (SA) is a vast, developing domain, significant for organizations, teams, and
players. Many researchers are developing ideas to provide valuable insights. These can relate
to performance evaluation, injury prevention, performance forecasting, or decision-making
on tactics and strategies [1]. While basketball is a sport that combines a plethora of statistics,
machine learning (ML) and data mining (DM) applications are becoming popular in the
data science (DS) research community, with constant research and development, trying to
apply and improve their ideas on real cases in NBA and other leagues. However, research
requires valid data, collected via various techniques and media (cameras, sensors), to achieve
improvements in the SA domain [2].

Each ML and DM technique can be implemented in sports, especially basketball. With
the advanced statistics that many basketball leagues offer, there is room for improvement in
ML and DM applications in SA. Comprehensive analysis and performance prediction are
highly interesting for most prominent clubs, which invest in creating DS and SA department
for scraping insights [3].

Researchers have developed statistics to provide a clear view of a player’s performance
throughout a game; some of the crucial key performance indicators (KPIs) are efficiency
(EFF), game score (GMSC), player impact estimate (PIE), player efficiency rating (PER),
tendex (TENDEX), (FP), Four Factors (FOUR FACTORS), and Usage Rate [4]. Based on
these, teams, technical staff, and organisations rank and evaluate player performance. At
the same time, the foresaid metrics are developed as a formula for attaching defensive and
teamwork statistics. The analysis of a player or a game is now more straightforward and more
apparent for people who need to make decisions [5].

This research aims to provide a clear overview of ML models’ performance in 18 different
kinds of advanced basketball metrics and KPIs, based on 90 high-performance players’
case studies, for basketball player performance forecasting (BPPF). Fourteen models are
evaluated in each player’s case and his advanced targeted metrics. The list of models used
include AdaBoost (AB), K-nearest neighbors (KNN), decision trees (DTs), extra trees (ET),
light gradient boosting machine (LGBM), elastic net (EN), random forest (RF), gradient
boosting machine (GBM), passive aggressive (PA) Regressor, Bayesian Ridge (BR), least
angle regression (LARS), ridge regression (RR), Huber Regression (HR) and least absolute
shrinkage and selection operator (LASSO).

To achieve that, we followed an original approach of 381 game-lag features and the
application of ML regression models, to predict the upcoming performance of each of 90
high-performance players from the filtered pool in each case, using scraped data characterised
as advanced statistics (Base, Advanced, Miscellaneous, Four Factors, Scoring, Opponents,
Usage) related to players and teams from season 2019-20 up to season 2021-22. The selected
players can be considered as high performance. These are filtered from all active NBA
players by their GameScore (GMSC), FOUR FACTORS, TENDEX, FP and Efficiency (EFF)
averages and their participation time, excluding the players that did not participated for at
least 150 games during the last three seasons (2019-20, 2020-21, 2021-22) and at least 30
games during the last season (2021-22). They should have at least twenty minutes average
participation time in the previous three seasons (2019-20, 2020-21, 2021-22). Besides, each
player who’s foresaid KPIs averages are below the league’s average score is excluded.

An additional aim of this study was to rank basketball forecasting models not only based
on their forecasting performance, but also on how feasible it is to produce individual predic-
tions for each targeted advanced basketball statistic and overall performance. To achieve this

@ Springer



Evaluating the effectiveness of machine learning models ...

goal, we employed a comprehensive forecasting approach, which involved analyzing differ-
ent prediction options and presenting an overview of the predictions that can be improved.
The methodology for this study included two experiments. The first experiment focused on
forecasting Fantasy Points (FP) as a single metric, while the second experiment predicted
individual performance metrics such as Points (PTS), Rebounds (REB), Assists (AST), Steals
(STL), Blocks (BLK), and Turnovers (TOV), which are used to formulate the FP. These indi-
vidual predictions were then used to construct the forecasted FP formula. The results of both
experiments were compared to assess the effectiveness of the two processes. The study found
that by expanding the forecasting options and using a comprehensive forecasting approach,
predictions of KPIs can be significantly improved.

This research is a significant contribution to ML applied to sports, as it evaluates the
forecasting abilities of various ML models in predicting basketball player performance. The
study focuses on a set of 18 advanced basketball statistics and KPIs and applies 14 ML
models to a group of 90 high-performance basketball players. The main objective of this
investigation is to identify the best ML models for individualized prediction of advanced
basketball statistics and to evaluate their overall effectiveness in forecasting basketball player
performance, assessing the complexity and dynamism of player performance.

The research is distinctive in its approach, developing individual forecasting scenarios
for each player and utilizing a bespoke evaluation metric: weighted average percentage error
(WAPE), to evaluate the accuracy of the predictions. This metric takes into account the
weighted mean absolute Percentage error (MAPE) of each predicted statistic and model,
providing a detailed comparison of different ML models.

By leveraging the latest three seasons of NBA advanced box-scores statistics and apply-
ing extensive data preprocessing and feature engineering, the study was conducted not only
to evaluate the performance of ML models, but also to introduce an innovative and com-
prehensive approach to improve KPI forecasting results. This approach includes predicting
individual statistics that contribute to a KPI and then modifying the KPI using these forecasts,
which resulted in a significant improvement in the accuracy of future predictions.

The research findings have consequential implications for the sports analytics industry,
as they offer valuable insights for researchers, coaches, data scientists, and stakeholders.
The study sets a new benchmark in predicting player performance, combining sophisticated
statistical techniques with practical usefulness in the competitive world of professional bas-
ketball.

2 Background

With the constant improvement of ML and DM applications, different industries are on DS
and DM chase for evaluation, improvement, forecasting, and optimisation. SA is now an
excellent tool for organisations, and professional teams to use to advise decision-making and
plan their strategies. ML and DM use, especially in basketball, has been beneficial until now
[6]. However, as professional leagues offer data, there is plenty of room for improvement
and testing. Such applications include overall player performance evaluation and predictions,
injury prediction, play style strategies and line-up combos. The recent years, researchers tried
to get the best results with innovations and approached each case differently.
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2.1 Basketball players’ performance prediction literature overview

All major sports organizations and professional teams use SA to assemble their teams,
improve each player’s performance, and pinpoint problems difficult for coaches and staff
to detect. SA is a constantly involving domain, so technological advancements have made it
possible and essential for coaches, staff, and corresponding teams [7]. Relying on decision-
making on SA and predictive analytics provide teams and organizations with the decisiveness
that their actions are taken based on valid data. Furthermore, with ML and DM techniques,
predictive analytics development allows researchers to extend their experiments with SA,
propose new approaches, and evaluate their findings [8].

For the first time, researchers in [9] forecasted the NBA player’s performance using sparse
functional data, providing a competitive method in contrast with the other traditional meth-
ods. Also, in the study [10], a unique network with ML and graph theory is developed
to predict the performance of an NBA line-up anytime based on a founded metric called
Inverse Square Metric, using an edge-centric method achieved 80% average accuracy and
with graph-theory, performance prediction results yield 10% in comparison with baseline
methods. Additionally, researchers in [11] claimed to determine the key factors and statistics
for a team to win the game. Their case study of Golden State Warriors claimed that the win-
ning success factors related firstly to shooting and after to defensive rebounds and opponent
turnovers. Furthermore, the study [12] uses a graph theory neural network-based model for
injury prediction.

In contrast, in the study [13], validation based on versatility or specialisation is done for
basketball players, claiming that by filtering only the best players, a trend of higher numbers
of versatility is shown compared to the specialisation. In addition, researchers [14] correlate
NBA players’ performance with their personality features. Comparing All-Star players with
the rest of the league, they concluded that the traits of conscientiousness and agreeableness had
the biggest significant positive difference. With a different approach [15], data envelopment
analysis (DEA), researchers investigated the correlation between winning probabilities and
game outcomes for NBA teams, claiming that the DEA-based approach successfully predicts
team performance.

The researchers [4] correctly predicted the NBA MVP for the 2017-18, 2018-19, and
2019-20 NBA seasons. In addition, based on verified data from seasons 2017-18 up to
2019-20, they forecasted the best Defender for the aforesaid NBA seasons. Each season’s
dataset comprised 82 game events in each forecast scenario split into four groups(Q1-Q4).
They selected a pool of twenty NBA players filtered by the number of games (at least
thirty games per season) and their participation time (fifteen minutes per game-event). With
extended analysis, they created two metrics, the Aggregated Performance Indicator (API)
and the Defensive Performance Indicator (DPI). Based on these two metrics, using API,
which is constructed by advanced statistics that illustrate the player’s general performance,
they successfully predicted the NBA MVP for seasons 2017-18 up to 2019-20. With the
use of DPI, a composition of advanced analytics variables focused on player contribution to
Defence, they successfully predict the Best Defender for seasons 2017-18 up to 2019-20.

The study in [16] presents an approach to determining the critical factor on which each
player’s shooting performance accuracy in the NBA depends. Researchers experimented with
seven different models based on ten statistics related to shooting to predict whether a player
could make the shot. Their results show that shot distance, the distance of the closest defence
player and touch time are the three most crucial variables impacting a player’s successful
field goal accuracy. Their results concluded that KNN (KNN) had performed best with 67.6%
classification accuracy.
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Furthermore, researchers at [17] also implement ML models to predict the potential shoot-
ing accuracy of NBA players, stating that someone must focus on the variables that this metric
depends on, targeting to indicate a key performance metric like successful shooting points.
For this reason, they tried to classify each player’s efficiency at shooting from various ranges
and frequently employed defensive tactics. To reach their targets, they used eXtreme GBM
(XGBoost) and RF, figuring that XGBoost was the best choice scoring 68% accuracy with
parameter tuning and 60% without tuning. However, they claimed that RF is also a good
choice scoring 57% in their experiment.

Considering basketball players’ performance evaluation, in this study [18], two methods
were employed to determine the crucial variables for each player’s position and construct an
alternative performance evaluation system similar to the Performance Index Rating (PIR).
Firstly, they clustered the players based on their position for their research on data from
Euroleague 2017-18. Secondly, DT and one-way ANOVA tests determine the critical vari-
ables for each position, and TOPSIS results are compared with PIR for indexing players
into a ranking system. They claimed that it is possible with this alternative way to determine
player performances finally.

The authors in [19] identified if a player belongs to All-Stars after the end of each regular
season in the NBA, based on his advanced box score statistics; additionally, they targeted to
identify the most important characteristics that make a player an All-Star player—started with
the employment of RF model on data from seasons 1936-37 up to 2010-11, for classification.
To continue, while they succeeded in creating an ML model capable of classifying correctly
with an accuracy of 92.5%, they built up an application with Apache Spark to simplify the
process. To conclude, even if the selection of players for the NBA All-Star game purely
depends on votes, their approach can predict the potential NBA All-Star players.

However, since the previous work in performance prediction for the past years mainly
focused on NCAAB, the study [20] tried to identify if there is a possibility to use data from
NCAAB for ML and DM applications for performance prediction in NBA or the opposite.
Across their research, several representations, training settings, and classifiers for comparing
their results on NCAAB and NBA data. Additionally, they used three different metrics to
evaluate and predict the team’s performance, adjusted EFF and Adjusted FOUR FACTORS.
They discovered that adjusted efficiencies work well for the NBA; besides, for predicting
the NCAAB post-season period, the regular season for training is not the best choice. Also,
they claimed that to predict as better as possible team” performance, different classifiers with
different bias needed for each league. Finally, based on their findings, they conclude that the
best classifier for predicting the outcome of the NBA playoff series is the naive Bayes.

Players’ Performance predictions can be based on different metrics and KPIs; one of them
that also has many applications in the betting domain is FP. Advanced box score statistics
structure this KPI, which can show an overview of the attacking, defensive and teamwork
performance of each player participating in a game. In recent years many researchers tried
to predict players’ performance with FP and, in many cases, use their findings or Fantasy
Tournaments case studies for betting applications [21]. The researchers [22] tried to predict
the potential FP and develop a system capable of predicting the best combination of players for
the Daily Fantasy Line-ups application. Firstly, they used Bayesian random-effects model and
data from season 2013—14 up to season 2015-16, in which they conducted their experiments.
After the results were acquired, they compared two methods of constructing the forecasted
line-up with a Bayesian random-effects model and a KNN model. Finally, they conclude
that both approaches have successful results, with KNN coming first in generating profits in
Fantasy Tournaments.
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The study by [23] tried to predict the final score of an NBA game using data from seasons
2017-18. They experiment with a hybrid data-mining-based scheme using five data min-
ing models, Extreme Learning Machine (ELM), Multivariate Adaptive Regression Spline
(MARS), XGBoost and a KNN approach and game-lag features. The empirical results proved
that the XGBoost mode achieved the best performance, using game-lag = 4. At the same
time, they also presented the most critical vital statistics features for their forecast. Aim-
ing for the same results, researchers [24] proposed a new intelligent ML framework that
claimed to predict the results of a game played in the NBA. Nevertheless, based on this, they
also experiment with the key factors and statistics that are critical for their forecast. Using
Naive Bayes, Artificial Neural Networks (ANNs), and DT, they were confident that defensive
rebound is one of the essential features with others to follow, concluding on with the proper
feature selection, models’ performance increased from 2% up to 4%.

The authors of [25] experiment with data mining methods targeting to predict the cor-
rect NBA GMSC. Their applications involved the five most-known data mining methods,
multivariate adaptive regression splines (MARS), KNN, extreme learning machine (ELM),
extreme GBM (XGBoost) and stochastic GBM (SGB), finalising their research on creating a
successful GMSC prediction model. While in [26], the authors tried to predict the outcome
of NBA playoffs by creating a scheme with k-means clustering and the maximum entropy
principle.

3 Methodology

This section outlines the methodology that followed. Starting with basketball’s data availabil-
ity, scrapped data are from the official NBA website [27] from the Seasons 2019-20, 2020-21,
and 2021-22. Including plenty of evaluation and performance statistics, Player’s and Team’s
Box Scores for each game, related to the attack, defence, teamwork and advanced KPlIs,
which overview total each player’s performance [28]. Continuously, cleansing and transfor-
mations are performed on the data and the essential pre-processing on both Player’s and
Team’s Box Scores related to each recorded game and merging them to continue with feature
engineering. In the next stage, 1,3,5,7 and 10 game-lag features are created from base data
for implementing regression ML model forecasting. In the forecasting phase, 18 different
advanced basketball performance statistics and KPIs with 14 different types of ML models
used, AB, KNN, DT, ET, LGBM, EN, RF, GBM, PA, BR, LARS, HR, RR and LASSO.

Furthermore, in each case study, per player of the selected pool, 18 advanced statistics
and KPIs are tested, forecasted and evaluated with each of the 14 different ML models. As
mentioned earlier, the goal was to create a performance ranking table for the trained models
to assess which model or type of model performs better for forecasting each statistic and
KPI that overview player performance [28]. The Ranking Table is based on MAPE results
per model and metric, introducing also the WAPE metric. The created key indicator will be
analysed in the following sections.

Finally, the last experiment is conducted to yield KPIs results. We are introducing a selec-
tive and models’ comprehensive approach for calculating the average of KPIs performance
prediction evaluation scores. The KPI for the last experiment is based on Fantasy Points
(FP). This formula is constructed on different player statistics, evaluating the total players’
performance from different perspectives. Per statistics results of the last experiment will be
analysed, considered, and constructed with results as a formula. The summarized workflow
of the methodology utilized is illustrated in Fig. 1. It outlines the progression from data
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+ NBA player’s and team’s datasets per game from NBA.com.
Data Collection « From season 2019-2020 up to season 2021-22.
« Data points: 9033780, Features: 197.

« Above-average performance in GmSc, FOUR FACTORS, TENDEX, FP, EFF.
« Participation in 150+ games over three seasons and 30+ games in the last season.
* Minimum 20 minutes average playtime.

Player Selection Criteria

« Game-lag features creation and others.

* Yeo-Johnson transformation.

90 separated final datasets (one for each eligible player).
« Data points: 6297825, Features: 398

Feature Engineering

« Multicollinearity removal.
« Feature importance.
« Ignore low variance

Feature Selection

« Data split (70%/20%/10%) train, test and unseen sets. *Unseen data consists of the 18 latest
matches of the 2021-22 season, excluding playoffs.

« Cross-validation in training

« Tuning, testing, and Model Evaluation.

Training, Testing and
Validation Methodology

« Forecasting with all 14 ML models.
« For each player's dataset.
« For each of the 18 metrics

Machine Learning Models
and Forecasting

« Basic metrics: MAPE, MAE, MSE, RMSE, RMSLE.

Evaluation Process « Introduced WAPE-based ranking for 18 advanced basketball statistics and KPIs.

« FP KPI focus.
« Comparative analysis of two forecasting approaches.

KPIs Forecasting
Optimization

« Analysis of model performances.
« WAPE ranking tables.

Results Analysis and
WAPE Formula Rankings

AAASAS AN A A S

Fig. 1 Performance Forecasting Methodology Workflow

collection to the final stages of forecasting and evaluation.

3.1 Research questions (RQs)

1. Which ML Model is best for predicting individually Advanced Basketball Statistics?
(RQD)

2. Which ML Models are the better performers in Basketball Player Performance Forecast-
ing? (RQ2)

3. How can the Basketball Player Performance be improved using a comprehensive fore-
casting approach for KPIs? (RQ3)

These questions are essential for organisations, teams and especially SA and DS depart-
ments, which provide executive advice for player decision-making and improvement at
multiple levels. In addition, they offer a clear view of the critical contribution and its uses of
KPIs in SA on how these can be useful for prediction-making and evaluating each athlete’s
existing or potential performance [29].

3.2 Aim and objectives

This study aims to accurately predict the key indicators that overview an NBA player’s
performance and identify and benchmark the available ML models forecasting performance
for each key metric and KPIs contrasting 90 high-performance player cases. Resulting in an
accurate and validated models’ performance ranking table based on 90 forecast case studies

@ Springer



G. Papageorgiou et al.

that previews which ML model’s type is the best suitable for SA performance forecasting
under the methodology followed.

Additionally, based on the models’ performance ranking table, a forecasting approach for
the selected KPI, FP, will be constructed. Since FP is one of the KPIs built by players’ key
metrics related to the attack, defence, and teamwork, it is one of the preferable ones that
overviews and evaluates each player’s performance. For this reason, based on the models’
performance ranking, a comprehensive ML models’ approach is followed to forecast and
assess each of the 90 selected pool players, but as an average of the whole pool.

3.3 Data acquisition & pre-processing

Official NBA’s website offers plenty of statistics and information, including Box Scores for
players and teams [27]. The retrieved and used data were from the season 2019-20 up to
2021-22 for regular seasons and playoffs, targeting to find the latest trend for players’ and
teams’ performance. Scraped data are referred to as advanced statistics, with different types;
base, advanced, miscellaneous and scoring data for all players that participated in the referred
seasons, same with base, advanced, miscellaneous, scoring, four factors and opponents type
of data for all NBA teams. Based on performance and participation criteria, the study focused
on only high-performance players during the pre-processing and cleaning. Long-time injured
players, rookies and players who do not still participate in NBA are excluded. It started with
banning the players that had the selected KPIs, GmSc, FOUR FACTORS, TENDEX, FP and
EFF averages below the average of the league for the three seasons. Also, we excluded the
players that did not participate in at least one hundred fifty games in the last three seasons
(2019-20, 2020-21, 2021-22) and at least thirty games in the previous season (2021-22),
additionally, players that had less than twenty minutes average participation time in last three
seasons were excluded.

In the pre-processing phase, each player’s dataset is merged with their corresponding
team, creating new features about per-game opponent performance. Furthermore, statistics
about final rankings are excluded because those could not provide any information about
players’ potential performance in each upcoming game. The required 90 datasets included
one hundred 90-seven features and statistics related to attack, defence, and teamwork, which
are referred to as basic, advanced, and informative KPIs.

3.4 Feature engineering

This study uses game-lag features in feature engineering, creating 1, 3, 5, 7 and 10 games-
lag features. Those game-lag features are designed as averages of the previous performance
for each player in each statistic, except for the categorical features, which are calculated
as sums. It is worth mentioning that all primary features transformed into game-lag, but
the averages are applied only in the following advanced metrics [30] Plus-Minus (PM),
FOUR FACTORS, Net Rating (NETRTG), EFF, TENDEX, GMSC, PIE, Effective Field
Goal Percentage (EFG%), FP, Usage Percentage (USG%), Assists to Turnover (AST/TO),
PTS, REB, AST, Assists Ratio (AST RATIO), STL, BLK and TOV. Additionally, 3-game-lag
sums are created and used for the categorical features; Win/Lose, Double- Doubles, Triple-
Doubles and Minutes of participation time. Lastly, to avoid players’ participation in games
in which they were injured, and their participation time was limited, causing outliers in the
dataset, appearances with under twelve minutes of participation time are excluded. However,
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Table 1 Summary of Dataset o
Characteristics and Description Value
Player-Specific Records

Total records in the dataset 16025
Number of features in the dataset 398
Total number of separate player datasets 90
Mean records per player 178
Minimum records for a single player 126
Maximum records for a single player 235

their historical information is kept under the game-lag features. After feature engineering,
each of the 90 datasets contained 398 features, as presented in Table 1, with datasets structures.

Before starting each of the 90 case studies, the transformation of each target variable is
done with the Yeo-Johnson method. That method is selected because basketball performance
can be influenced by various reasons, like how many minutes the coach will decide that the
player will participate in the game. Those reasons cause the distribution of each statistic, or
KPI, to be non-symmetrical. With the Yeo-Johnson method [31], we made the distribution
of those more symmetric. Additionally, even if basketball is full of statistics and metrics,
the quantity of those is limited. Each NBA season has 82 games plus the playoffs, but not
all players participate in all games each year. Across our study, the last three seasons were
selected, and the ratio of the records and the generated features was not ideal. For this reason,
three feature selection [32] methods are followed; in each experiment, different features did
not add to the explained variance of the model and were removed.

The first method, removing multicollinearity between features [33], is applied because
datasets contain highly correlated features. After all, a player’s performance could be defined
on specific levels (attack, defence, teamwork), and the variance of the coefficients is increased,
generating noise. This method drops each feature highly linearly correlated with another
feature and less correlated with the target variable. The threshold is set to 0.50, causing
the features with inter-correlations higher than 0.50 to be dropped. At the next stage, the
feature importance method is applied [34], aiming to constrain the feature space and improve
modelling efficiency, using a mix of permutation importance approaches of linear correlation
with the target variable, RF and AB. With the feature selection threshold set to 0.9, the model
keeps only the features that explain at least 90 per cent of the dataset’s variance. Lastly, the
ignore low variance method [35] focuses on the categorical features, playoffs, opponent, and
season year. According to this method, features with statistically insignificant variances are
removed, and their variance is calculated by dividing the number of samples by the number
of their unique values. The two conditions set were, firstly, the count of the unique values of
each feature divided by the sample size to be less than ten per cent. Secondly, the count of
the most common values divided by the count of the second most common values is greater
than twenty. Data are available at each of the three stages throughout this research—initially
as raw collections, then pre-processed, and finally after feature engineering—all of which
are accessible in the linked GitHub repository.

3.5 Modelling

Across this research, the main target is to predict and compare the results of each of the
selected ML models for each basketball performance statistics, KPIs and overall performance.
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By this, a ranking table based on the bespoke metric WAPE overviews and benchmarks the
performance of each ML model. After data preparation, each of the 90 different datasets, one
for each player, 18 BPPF metrics with 14 different ML models, will be tested.

The Pycaret library allows us to train, tune, test and evaluate the models simultaneously.
Pycaret library has, except for regression applications, uses in classification, clustering,
anomaly detection, natural language processing, association rules mining and time series
[36]. Additionally, it offers automated feature selection and model ensembling (bagging,
boosting, blending) methods, providing optimised model performance [37, 38].

3.6 Linear, tree based, non-parametric and online learning models in SA

In this study, an extending forecasting performance analysis has been done with a pool of
90 players with their corresponding nineteen performance metrics and KPIs. In addition,
14 different models have been trained in the case studies and will be evaluated based on
their performance in SA applications. Those models can be separated into four categories;
Linear-Based [39], Tree-based [40], Non-Parametric [41], Online-Learning [42].

3.6.1 Linear models

The models used for ML model creation are based on a linear combination of features,
and the target value belongs in the Linear-based category. It refers to a linear approach for
modelling between a scalar and explanatory variable, while the assumption that dependent
and independent variables are linearly related, and the model works by finding the line which
fits linearly better between the variables. Because of this, it performs excellently for linear
separating data. Based on the methodology, the Linear-based models follow for regression
applications; an execution formula is applied to find the best-fit line throughout the set of
training data [43]. These models, foundation based on statistical modeling, highlight the
intersection of data-driven prediction and statistical theory [44].

Least Absolute Shrinkage and Selection Operator (LASSO): A linear regression and
regularisation technique from statistical learning [44], using shrinkage to determine the
coefficients. Additionally, called as penalized regression method because it penalizes the
less essential features and automatically performs feature selection. Therefore, it usually is
preferred when data have high dimensionality and multicollinearity [45].

Elastic Net (EN): A penalized linear regression model that can consider a hybrid of RR and
LASSO regularization. Similar to LASSO, it generates reduced models using zero-valued
coefficients. Most cases are used on data in which predictors are highly correlated [46].

Bayesian Ridge (BR): with Bayesian, the regularization parameters are used in estimation,
while RR is applied to the BR estimator and its coefficients to determine a posteriori estima-
tor. Instead of other models’ applications with point estimation, BR works with probability
distributors [47].

Least Angle Regression (LARS): A model similar to forward stepwise regression because
in datasets with many attributes, at each stage, identify the highest correlated attribute with
the target value. If there is more than one variable with the same highest correlation value,
average the attributes and proceed to the same angle. Continuously, keep directing the line
regression to those mentioned above until it reaches another same or higher correlated variable
[48].

Huber Regression (HR): A powerful regression technique with data including outliers.
A difference from the least squares loss function is used with HR. With small residuals,
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penalties are the same with the least squares loss function, but with large residuals, HR’s
penalty is lower and increases linearly instead of increasing quadratically [49].

Ridge Regression (RR): A linear regression model in which the coefficients are not esti-
mated by least squares (OLS) but by a RR estimator. Which is biased, and its variance is lower
than the OLS estimator. The RR method is usually applied when multicollinearity problems
occur, reducing the standard error [50].

3.6.2 Tree-based models

With the different constructed approaches, Tree-based models use rules of conditional state-
ments on training data to generate predictions [51]. These models, deeply rooted in statistical
decision theory, exemplify the fusion of statistical methods and ML [44]. The Tree-based
models and Decision Trees (DT) structure starts with a node and, in the next level, split into
branches, concluding that decisions are the final leaves. In addition, Ensemble methods, and
Bagging, in which different Tree-based models are trained simultaneously and individually,
and predictions are decided by voting or averages of the individual predictions [52]. In the
next stage, boosting method based on Tree-based models uses a different method, which in
contrast with bagging, creates and trains each selected model one by one and the next with
the selected train dataset and mistakes from the previous model [53].

Gradient Boosting Machine (GBM): An ensemble technique, Boosting, uses DT for weak
learners. Sequentially, train the weak learners and fit the negative gradient of the given
loss function. Across this methodology, GBM Regressor performs excellently in finding a
nonlinear relationship between features and the target variable [54, 55].

Random Forest (RF): An ensemble method, called bagging, using DT and techniques
of bootstrap and aggregation. Works by combining several DT as base learning models to
determine the final output. [56].

Light Gradient Boosting Machine (LGBM): A GBM technique constructed by DTs. Unlike
other boosting methods, LGBM splits/grows the tree leaf-wise(horizontally). It uses two more
techniques, Gradient-based One-Side Sampling (GOSS) and Exclusive Feature Bundling
(EFB), resulting faster training process, lower memory usage and, at most times, higher
accuracy [57].

Extra (Randomized) Trees (ET): An ensemble method related to bagging and RF that
creates several DT and, without replacement, samples them randomized, resulting in unique
datasets for each constructed tree. The difference between the ET method is that random
select the split value of each feature [58].

Decision Tree (DT): A tree structure regressor is one of the most used techniques in ML. It
is constructed with the root node, representing the whole dataset, and splits into other nodes
(interior). Each interior node represents the dataset’s features, and each branch represents
the decision rules. Finally, each leaf node includes the outcome of the model. It is worth
mentioning that DT is incrementally produced. In supervised learning, DT is the base of
the creation of many ensemble ML models, and their application outperforms linear-based
models on nonlinear datasets [59].

AdaBoost (AB): A competitive ensemble method, boosting model. Across his application,
fits the primary regressor on the original dataset and, based on the prediction error, creates
copies of the regressor on the same data but adjusts the weights of the instances based on the
first error [60].
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3.6.3 Non-parametric model

The Non-Parametric method works opposite to all the other Parametric methods, in which
the assumptions are made on best-fitting training data. The model does not make primary
assumptions transforming the based function, keeping it unidentified [61]. This approach
demonstrates the statistical modeling principle of allowing data to guide model structure,
providing flexibility in handling complex datasets [44].

K- Neighbors (KNN): Considered a non-parametric method that includes associations’ cal-
culations between the target variable and features by averaging each observation in the same
“neighbourhood”. In cases, neighbourhood size is set across cross-validation to minimize the
mean-squared error [62].

3.6.4 Online-learning model

Online-Learning can be considered a fundamentally different approach in which the models
are not trained at once. At the same time, data come in sequential order, and the best predictor
is updated in each learning step [63, 64].

Passive Aggressive Regressor PA: A not commonly used model, which implementation
is used for cases in which data is streaming continuously. It works by sequentially feeding
individual data or mini batches, while its loss function is similar to a standard hinge loss
function [65].

3.6.5 Performance forecasting optimization

The advantages of BPPF are plenty in various industries. The main target always is to predict
as accurately as possible each player’s potential performance for long or short-term decision-
making. With the following in this research approach, there is the opportunity to investigate
and evaluate methods for yielding forecasting results [66]. In basketball, formatted KPIs give
an overview and evaluate a player’s performance. Across this research, except for investigat-
ing different ML models forecasting performance in 90 players’ case studies, an advanced
formatted approach has been created and evaluated for KPIs.

The targeted KPI that has been evaluated with different forecasting approaches is the FP.
As mentioned before, FP is a KPI constructed by advanced basketball statistics. The base
methodology, in which FP is forecasted as a formatted formula. While alternatively, each
statistic that contributes to the formula is forecasted independently, and the KPI is formatted
afterwards with the predictions. With this method, we investigate if there is a possibility to
yield KPIs forecasting results by comparing the prediction results of ten ML models with the
average MAE and MAPE results of 90 players’ case studies.

4 Findings

Acquire highly accurate BPPF implements to extend the research in the state-of-the-art ML
models. Open SA data is always advantageous in experiments with different DM and ML
approaches [67]. At this point of research, the selected forecasting approach allows us to
find the possible trends of the player’s performance in his latest 10 matches in which he
participated and forecast his upcoming performance. The results will provide an overview of
how each ML model described above performs with the selected approach to forecasting the
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upcoming player’s performance. In this research, not only 14 ML models are compared, but
18 key performance metrics are forecasted in each of the 90 different player case studies.

In the first stage, based on the key performance metric’s usefulness in overviewing a
player’s performance, an evaluation ranking metric is constructed with selected weights
for each metric’s results of MAPE. Based on that, an ML models ranking table is built,
overviewing how well each ML model approach can forecast a player’s performance via
different metrics. In the second stage, we will compare previous results with generated new
ones with an experiment following a different forecasting approach. We focused on one
basketball player’s performance KPI, FP, formulated from basic basketball key performance
metrics. In this experiment, based on the ranking table, ten of the 14 models have been
selected to be tested and compared on 90 players’ case studies and evaluate results averaging
the models’ evaluation metric, Mean Absolute Percentage Error (MAPE) [68].

4.1 Results scope

This research is based on 90 different high-performance NBA players’ case studies. In each
case, the dataset follows the same split, 70% for training, 20% for testing and 10% for
validation with Unseen data. Data refers to the three latest seasons, including season 2021-22,
and unseen has been considered the 18 latest matches of season 2021-22, excluding playoffs.
The predicted target key performance basketball metrics are the following: AST/TO, BLK,
EFF, FOUR FACTORS, GMSC, NBA, FP, NETRTG, PIE, PM, PTS, REB, STL, TENDEX,
TOV, USG%. In addition, the ML models that are tested: are ET Regressor, RF Regressor,
DT Regressor, LARS, LASSO Regression, EN, GBM Regressor, KNN Regressor, LGBM,
BR, AB Regressor, RR, Passive Aggressive (PA) Regressor, HR Regressor. The selected
evaluation metric for each model is MAPE and Mean Absolute Error (MAE) [68].

4.2 Machine learning models ranking score

The purpose of this section is to compare the overall performance scores of ML models in
SA, and especially in basketball, WAPE, constructed as a formula (1) of weighted forecasted
basketball performance metrics. The weights of each are selected based on the significance
of each statistic in evaluating individual basketball players’ performance overall for each
played match. Each KPI or advanced metric that overviews player performance for one
aspect contributes to the formula with a 4% share, statistics and KPIs that overview the
domain impact of each player’s performance contributes to the formula with a 5% share,
and KPIs that evaluate overall players’ performance, with considering his attacking, defence,
teamwork, and contribution to the win are weighted with 7%.
The WAPE formula (1) is given below:

WAPE =0.04 x (ASTyrape + AST_RATIOyapE + AST/TOpaprE + BLK yAPE
+STLyapE +TOVyapg) +0.05 X (EFG%pape + PTSyape + REByapE
+USG%pape) +0.07 X (EFFpyapg +4FACTORSyapE +GMSCparPE
+ FPyapg + NETRATINGpyapg + PIEyapg + PLUS/MINUSyAPE
+TENDEXpyAPE) (@))]

An extended presentation of the occurred results of both test and validation procedures is
conducted in Appendices’ Tables 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13,14, 15, 16, 17, 18 and 19 evaluating
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each ML model corresponding forecasting performance with MAE, MAPE, Root Squared
Error (MSE), Root Mean Squared Error (RMSE) [69] and Root Mean Squared Logarithmic
Error (RMSLE) [70].

4.2.1 Cross-validation strategy

The cross-validation strategy followed is the k-fold, with 10 folds in each ML trained/tested,
and Appendix Table 5 is an overview of the average MAPE results. Table 2 is an overview
of the average MAPE results of only higher performance models, both on the test data for
each aforesaid key performance statistic and ML model, with the bold values indicating the
lowest MAPE averages and WAPE metrics.

Comparing results on test procedure for individual metrics using BPPF (RQ1) and overall
results based on WAPE (RQ2) we conclude that these are similar. However, the three most
efficient models were ET with WAPE 35,83%, dominating in three target variables (NETRTG,
TOV and USG%). DT, with a WAPE of 35.87%, performing best in five forecasted statistics
and KPIs (AST, AST RATIO, 4Factors, REB, STL and TENDEX) and RF, with a WAPE of
35.92% and was more efficient in three players’ performance evaluation metrics (FP, PM and
PTS). The other five ML-type models of Table 2 scored closer to each other, with LASSO
coming first, forecasting better four metrics AST/TO, EFF, EFG% and GMSC). According
to Table 5 in Appendices, in the last place on the WAPE table in testing came the HR with

Table 2 WAPE Ranking Table in Testing (Top 8)

Test WAPE ET DT RF LASSO LARS EN GBM  KNN

(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)
AST 50,55 50,53 50,79 5131 S131 51,53 5227 52,10
AST RATIO 4375 4291 4431 44,56 4481 4518 4547 4523
AST/TO 63,72 71,69 6899 66,15 6620 6694 69,17 6741
BLK 7326 7239 7392 73,13 73,08 7297 6836 7359
EFF 3497 3577 3482 34,80 3482 3485 3531 3538
EFG% 3205 3229 32,16 31,99 32,00 3221 3237 3247
FOUR_FACTORS 31,88 2995 3209 32,17 32,19 3240 3233 32,0l
GMSC 3,11 3150 31,13 31,00 31,05 31,16 31,84 31,70
FP 3739 37,65 3727 3758 3753 3774 3842 3820
NETRTG 20,05 2034 20,18 20,14 20,19 2032 2025 2034
PIE 13,17 13,58 1324 13,18 13,16 1324 1334 1339
PM 2325 2390 2322 2337 2338 2346 2339 2358
PTS 4827 4807 47,95 48,02 4796 48,04 4894 49,08
REB sLI2 50,38 5121 51,86 51,80 5221 51,65 5335
STL 4703 4431 4709 53,03 5306 5273 51,65 53,10
TENDEX 2449 24,06 2444 2451 2453 2462 2483 2463
TOV 43,14 4498 4318 46,10 46,09 46,15 4786 46,54
USG% 21,16 21,72 2145 21,71 21,67 21,53 22,04 21,79
Ranking Score 3583 3587 3592 3622% 3624 3636 3652 36,70
Ranking 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
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a WAPE of 41,47%. Furthermore, the last seven placed ML types of models and EN could
not, on average, outperform all rest in any of the players’ performance evaluation statistics.

4.2.2 Forecasting on unseen data

Additionally, for validation purposes for our models’ performance, the trained ML models
in each player’s case study and performance metric are challenged with unseen data (RQ1).
Table 5 in Appendices is an overview of the average MAPE results, and Table 3 is an overview
of the average MAPE results of only higher performance models, both on the unseen data
for each aforesaid key performance statistic and ML model, with bolded values highlighting
the lowest MAPE averages and WAPE metrics.

Compared with testing, again, the top three performing models (RQ2) were the ET, RF
and DT. ET scored higher with WAPE 34,14%, performing best in four forecasted metrics
(AST RATIO, PIE, PM and TOV). In the second place, the RF model evaluated WAPE at
34.23% outperforming others in three targets (AST, PTS and USG%), and the DT came
third with WAPE at 34,41%, being more efficient in REB, STL and TENDEX forecasting.
According to Table 5 in Appendices, HR was the least efficient ML model on forecasting in
SA with the selected approach with WAPE 43.04% and the same pattern with testing results

Table 3 WAPE Ranking Table in Validation (Top 8)

WAPE in ET RF (%) DT (%) LARS LASSO EN GBM  KNN
Validation (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)
Procedure

AST 48,89 48,75 48,76 50,47 50,44 50,74 50,84 51,01
AST RATIO 45,52 45,64 45,80 46,48 46,55 46,91 47,05 47,42
AST/TO 65,04 65,88 65,06 63,72 63,60 64,05 67,59 65,85
BLK 72,42 73,04 73,96 71,65 71,65 71,18 66,17 71,88
EFF 32,29 32,56 32,56 32,11 32,09 32,41 32,81 32,86
EFG% 29,42 29,53 29,83% 29,36 29,32 29,64 30,03 30,04
FOUR_FACTORS 25,96 25,88 26,29 25,75 25,76 25,89 26,73 26,46
GMSC 28,99 29,14 29,81 28,86 28,86 29,32 29,55 29,30
FP 33,74 33,86 33,89 33,39 33,47 33,40 33,96 33,75
NETRTG 20,37 20,38 20,69 20,29 20,32 20,54 20,44 21,01
PIE 12,30 12,34 12,55 12,36 12,35 12,36 12,41 12,59
PM 24,21 24,25 24,65 24,23 24,25 24,47 24,34 24,72
PTS 43,05 42,62 44,09 42,69 42,68 43,00 43,11 43,46
REB 49,57  4993% 49,40 50,09 50,12 49,96 50,39 50,61
STL 4548 45,56 44,64 52,35 52,36 52,56 51,24 52,35
TENDEX 24,06 24,04 23,46 23,88 23,93 24,09 24,43 24,32
TOV 42,71 43,16 44,22 46,64 46,63 46,91 4740 47,67
USG% 22,02 21,37 21,47 22,16 22,16 22,27 22,32 22,11
Ranking Score 34,14 3423 34,41 34,53 34,54 34,71 34,83 35,11
Ranking 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
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occurred, in which the bottom seven and EN did not manage to be more efficient in any of
the forecasted players’ performance evaluation metrics.

4.2.3 Individual results per player’s performance evaluation metric

Based on the results of experiments in the validation procedure (RQ1), only six of the 14
models are qualified as best for predicting advanced individual statistics in basketball (based
on MAPE). Besides scoring higher on WAPE, ET made better predictions than other models,
for AST RATIO at 45.52%, for PIE at 12.3%, for PM at 24.21% and TOV at 42.71%. The
RF came second in the ranking, predicting better the AST with 48.75%, the PTS scored with
42.62% and the USG% with 21.37%. In third place, DT outperforms the others in REB with
49.4%, STL with 44.64%, and TENDEX with 23.46%. LARS had superior performance in
predicting FOUR FACTORS with 25.75%, FP with 33.39% and NETRTG with 20.29%. Also,
LASSO achieved better in AST/TO at 63.6%, EFF at 32.09%, EFG% at 29.32% and GMSC
at 28.86%. Concluding, GBM exceeds other models’ performance only in BLK (RQ1).

4.3 KPIs forecasting optimization

The selected basketball KPI that extends experiments is the FP. Table 4 depicts the results
of the forecasted FP as the primary target variable and the forecasted FP as a constructed
formula (2) with the predictions of the metrics built with (PTS, REB, AST, STL, BLK and
TOV). The lowest error values for MAPE are highlighted in bold.

The FP formula (2) is given as follows:

FP = P+12 xREB+ 1.5 x AST+3 x STL +3 x BLK-TOV 2)

In the second experiment, the metrics, as mentioned earlier, were forecasted individually,
and the FP KPI was created based on the predictions.

FP was forecasted as a prior-constructed formula in the first approach, and all ML models’
performances were close. The best performing model (RQ3) was the LARS and EN with
MAPE on forecasting with Unseen data, 33.39% and 33.4%, respectively. All ML models’
performances were close in the second approach except for GBM. With a difference of more

Table 4 Reformatted KPI Models

Forecasting Performance MAPE in Validation Procedure Reformatted FP (%) FP (%)

Comparison
GBM 29,81 33,96
AB 32,58 34,60
LGBM 32,62 34,68
LARS 32,92 33,39
LASSO 32,95 33,47
RF 33,10 33,86
KNN 33,21 33,75
EN 33,21 33,40
ET 33,27 33,74
BR 33,81 34,49
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than 3,5%, GBM, with the second forecasting approach, outperformed LARS, with WAPE
at 29.81%.

Across this experiment, each forecasted player’s performance metric results were rounded
as integers to be constructed FP KPI afterwards. Overviewing Forecasting of Reformatted FP
for the other models, based on the validation procedure, MAPE results, AB scored 32.58%,
the LGBM 32.62%, the LARS 32.92%, the LASSO 32.95%, the RF 33.1%, the K Neighbours
and the EN 33.21%, the ET 33.27% and the BR 33.81%. It is worth mentioning that excluding
GBM, whose MAPE result was better by 2.77% from second in FP MAPE ranking AB, other
models’ MAPE results did not vary significantly, with max the max deviation being 1.23%.
Additionally, each model’s performance yield respectively; GBM by 4.15%, AB by 2.02%,
LGBM by 2.06%, LARS by 0.47%, LASSO by 0.52%, RF by 0.76%, KNN by 0.54%, EN
by 0.19% and ET by 0.47%. The only case in which performance results did not improve was
BR, which worsened by 0.68%. Concluding, each of the individual models’ results turned
out to be better than the forecasted FP as an already structured KPI (RQ3).

5 Discussion

In this research, we identified, with a variety of forecasting experiments, using 90 players’
case studies, which type of model of the 14 selected, resulting in better predictions for 18
different players’ performance metrics. Each player’s case study was forecasted individually
for each of the selected players’ performance metrics with the selected ML types of models.
This approach was selected to give us a clear overview of the potential performance of ML
models in SA. With 1, 3, 5, 7, and 10 game-lag features, this research proves that it is possible
to predict each player’s next game performance, even if luck is a crucial volatile factor that
affects player performance.

5.1 Models performance

Based on the test and validation results, a strong standpoint occurs that each of the Linear,
Tree, Non-Parametric and Online-Learning based models, perform differently in SA (RQ1).
Using a metric named WAPE, we identified each model’s overall performance (RQ2). We
extended our research on how it is possible with a different approach to forecast as well as
possible an SA KPI (RQ3).

5.1.1 Linear models

The models that belong to this category and are tested are LASSO, EN, BR, LARS HR and
RR. Based on Table 5 in the Appendix, the best performers are the Least Eagle in fourth place,
LASSO in fifth place and EN in seventh place in the WAPE Ranking table. This research
shows that linear-based methods can perform well in predicting each player’s upcoming
performance; however, since data are not linearly separable, because a player’s performance
depends on imponderables [71], linear-based models can perform well, but it is not the best
methodology.

In Table 13 in Appendices, LASSO in Table 12 in Appendices, reached place four in
the ranking table with WAPE 34.53%, predicting best in the average of three players’ per-
formance evaluation metrics. LASSO penalized fewer essential features [72], which were
crucial in his performance. Each player’s corresponding final dataset contained 398 features;
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even if three different feature selection methods were applied, LASSO, with penalizing less
important final features, achieved forecasting best AST/TO, EFF, EFG% and GMSC. EN, in
Table 11 in Appendices, achieved being ranked in the top six of the WAPE ranking table, with
34.71%; however, EN, constructed as a hybrid of LASSO and RR using zero-valued coef-
ficients, performed worse than LASSO but better than RR. Even if multiple features were
highly correlated [73], EN did not manage to outperform other models in any forecasted
metric but performed well overall. BR, in Table 10 of the Appendix, as RR is applied to
Bayesian probability distribution applications [74], did not manage to forecast each player’s
performance metric better than other models overall.

However, even if he ranked tenth, its WAPE score was closer to winners with 35.42%.
LARS, in Table 9 in Appendices, achieved place four in Ranking Table, with WAPE 34.52%,
was the best Linear based model, predicting better than other essential metrics and KPIs which
evaluate player’s overall performance, the FOUR FACTORS, the FP and the NETRTG. LARS
is specialized for feature selection across cross-validation, and its often better performing than
other models when the number of features is more than the data instances [75], a phenomenon
which, with the followed approach in many players’ cases, occurred limited data instances
(matches played). HR in Table 16 of the Appendix overviewed the worst of the selected type
of models, ranked in last place, with WAPE 41.46%. Occurred that is not the best option with
the followed approach even if his method is the same with LARS with small residuals; with
large residuals, the penalty applied in features is linearly increasing and not quadratically
[76], to be able to fit better in those cases. In Table 18 of the Appendix, RR in Table 17 of
Appendix managed to be ranked in twelve places with a WAPE of 40.68%, and worse by
more than 5% WAPE from AB in eleventh place. RR does not perform feature selection and
reduce standard errors in its applications [77], concluding that it cannot predict better than
other models of any of the forecasted players’ performance metrics.

5.1.2 Tree based models

GBM, RF, LGBM, ET, DTs and AB are the selected and tested Tree-based models in this
research. Based on the results, Tree-based models are the best for predicting players’ upcom-
ing performance, with ET being in rank one in the WAPE table, RF in second place, Dissection
Tree in third, GBM in seventh, LGBM in ninth, and AB in eleventh place. The performance
of Tree-based models reasoning that data of the followed experiments approach were non-
linearly separable, with complex, non-linear relationships, and many features compared with
the data instances [78].

GBM, in Table 7in Appendices, managed to finish in the top seven best performers, with
a WAPE of 34.83%. Additionally, it outperforms others in predicting players’ BLK, a per-
formance metric that is difficult to predict because of the variable’s low variance [79]. RF,
which performance is presented in Table 5 in Appendix, referred to as a bagging ensemble
method, ranked in third place with WAPE 34.23%, predicting best three players’ performance
metrics. Like ET, bagging methods proved that it is an excellent method, with the selected
forecasting approach, by handling unbalanced, non-linear data very well [§0]. LGBM ranked
in place nine, with WAPE 35.2%, and its’ performance is in Table 13 of Appendices. It can
be characterised as eligible to forecast players’ overall performance, even if it does not
outperform the others in any forecasted metric. Usually, LGBM performs less well than
other ensemble methods when data instances are limited [81]. ET was the best performing
model in this research, which performance results are shown in Table 14 of the Appendix,
with 34.14%, achieved perform best on average in four players’ performance metrics. The
following model proved that bagging ensemble methods are slightly performing better for
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forecasting in SA, with constructed randomised Trees and unique selected non-linear datasets
[82]. DT, a fundamental ML method, performed highly in second place on the WAPE table,
with 34.23%. Achieved outperforming other ML models in three players’ performance met-
rics forecasting, presenting its’ detailed forecasting performance in Table 18 in Appendices.
Additionally, it performs feature selection, and unimported features do not influence outputs
[83]. AB accomplished eleventh place, whose performance is presented in Table 7 in the
Appendix, with WAPE 35.35%, which does not predict better than any of the selected fore-
casted players’ performance metrics. AB is a boosting ensemble Tree-Based method [84],
and even if he does not rank in the top ten of the ranking table, his overall performance is
close to other higher-ranked ML models.

5.1.3 Non-parametric

The selected non-parametric model tested in this experiment is K-Nearest Neighbours (KNN),
ranked eighth in WAPE Ranking Table. Without making any primary assumptions on model
function, the non-parametric model best fits with training data.

KNN, with forecasting performance scores in Table 15 of the Appendix, the Non-
Parametric selected method was ranked eighth with WAPE 35.11%. While no assumptions
are needed, modifications in tuning parameters to fit each case, KNN, was an excellent
choice for non-linear data experiments [85]. However, often KNN underperform with spread
observations into feature space.

5.1.4 Online learning

At Online Learning category belongs only to the PA of the selected ML models. Online
Learning was a high-expectation ML category because it is used for cases in which models
are needed to adapt dynamically to new data patterns [86]. After all, each player’s performance
is not stable or linearly mutative.

PA finished in penultimate place on the WAPE Ranking table, with 40.77%, and the
performance score is shown in Table 19 as Appendix. Did not manage to generate forecasts
better than other ML models in any of the selected players’ performance metrics. Crucial in
the performance of this model is the amount of data instances, and it is specialised in big
data [87]. With the selected approach of applying each model in individual players’ datasets,
data instances were limited, causing PA to underperform.

5.2 WAPE ranking table

Forecasting the upcoming performance of NBA players was always challenging, starting by
evaluating individual players’ performance metrics and continuing with appropriate forecast-
ing and evaluation. The findings were based on results on both test procedures and forecasts in
unseen data. This research produced extended forecasting scenarios in 90 high-performance
players’ cases, with 14 compared ML model types in 18 players’ performance evaluation
metrics. Those mentioned above overviewed that it is possible with the chosen approach to
generate valid predictions in high-performance NBA players, with eleven of the Fourteen
selected ML models’ types; ET, RF, DT, LARS, LASSO, EN, GBM, KNN, LGBM, BR
and AB. Evaluation results were similar on both test and validation procedures, clarifying
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that the best performers are the Tree-Based Models; however, most of the selected Linear-
Based models and KNN performed great. Nevertheless, the Online Learning model’s PA and
specific Linear Based RR and HR results were not prominent (RQ2).

5.3 KPIs forecasting optimization

The second phase of this research aimed to yield KPI forecasting results by applying different
approaches and discovering efficiencies in individual forecasting. The target KPI, FP, was
selected because it overviews players’ performance with fundamental players’ performance
evaluation statistics. Its uses are applied directly by performance evaluation aspects in the
sports industry, on teams and organisations and in Betting Industry via Fantasy Tournaments.
The mentioned above made FP a significant statistic that its results interest everyone that is
occupied with basketball and NBA [88].

Finally, the results in Table 4 assure that all selected models are good performers in fore-
casting FP with both selected approaches. However, improvements can be applied because,
at the professional level, every minor or significant improvement can make a difference in
Sports and Betting. The Tree-Based models again outperformed others, with the GBM model,
producing exceptional results with significant improvement in forecasting with Unseen data.
The aforementioned managed to forecast excellent players’ upcoming performances with
MAPE 29.81% and rank him in the first place of models for forecasting FP (RQ3).

6 Conclusion & future work
6.1 Conclusion

Players’ performance forecasting in each Sport is considered a great challenge, also with
significant importance [24]. For this reason, this research aimed to conduct an extended anal-
ysis and review of forecasting methods with game-lag features. 14 different ML models were
applied for performance forecasting in 18 fundamental advanced basketball statistics on a pool
of 90 high-performance NBA players. This research targeted to overview each ML model’s
performance, a ranking table based on a proposed novel KPI, WAPE, a weighted evaluation
metric of the forecasted advanced basketball statistics MAPE results. Additionally, a com-
prehensive approach was introduced to extend research on KPIs forecasting optimization,
providing remarkable insights into which approach can produce better forecasting results.

This research was based on NBA’s last 3 seasons, 2019-22 Advanced Box-Scores statis-
tics, selecting the 90 most high-performance NBA players, filtered by historical KPIs average
results, GMSC, 4Factors, TENDEX, FP and EFF averages and their participation time. Fur-
thermore, after the appropriate data pre-processing and feature engineering, based on our
selected players’ pool, 90 forecasting experiments with 14 ML models on 18 advanced bas-
ketball statistics were accomplished.

Results showed that most ML models have good performance, but the Tree-Based models
are the winners. The best performer was ET, with 34.14% WAPE, being the best predictor in
three out of 18 statistics. In second place, RF, with 34.23% WAPE, outperformed others in
forecasting four of the 18 statics and in third place, the DT, with 34.41% WAPE, predicting
better compared to other ML models, three of the 18 target variables. It is worth mentioning
that the Linear-Based model, LASSO, also had exceptional performance with 34.54% WAPE
and forecasting the best four of the 18 statistics. Additionally, good results were achieved by
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LARS with WAPE 34.53%, EN with WAPE 34.71%, GBM with WAPE 34.83% and KNN
with WAPE 35.11% (RQ1).

This research successfully classifies ML model performance based on the target variables
advanced basketball metrics. Based on the results, we conclude that the best approach to
forecasting in basketball is when using multiple ML models selected based on the target bas-
ketball statistic of each experiment. Additionally, benchmarking the performance of different
fundamental ML models to identify the best-performing models for basketball player perfor-
mance prediction. The results suggest that the 3 Tree-based regression models outperformed
the other models, namely ET, RF, and DT. Moreover, LASSO, LARS, EN, GBM, and KNN
were identified as promising selections for performance forecasting (RQ2).

The second stage aimed to improve KPIs FP forecasted results, following a different
approach. Instead of forecasting FP as it was transformed, the individual statistics that con-
struct FP are forecasted separately, and the FP KPI was transformed afterwards with the
generated predictions. Insights were remarkable, while forecasted results for all ten selected
ML models were improved, with GBM outperforming overall performance. In the first
experiment, where FP was forecasted as a unit, the best predictor was LARS, with 33.39%
MAPE; however, in the second approach followed, GBM was evaluated with 29.81% MAPE,
improving forecasting by 3.58%. Finally, this research concludes that it is possible to yield
significantly better prediction results for the corresponding target basketball KPI, with a
different forecasting approach (RQ3).

6.2 Future work

The aforesaid experiments provided significant results, overviewing BPPF with game-lag
features [89]. Based on this work, there is room for improvement in predicting individual
players’ performance as well as possible, using open data provided by a valid source, NBA
itself.

Future work can consider forecasting each player individually, for each selected statistic,
with all available models. At the same time, as observed, Tree-Based models have the best
overall performance, but in each statistic, different results occurred, with no Tree-Based
models being the best. Additionally, sentiment analysis [90-94] results could be generated
for individual players or teams, and betting odds and transfer market data [95] can all be
included as forecasting features. Moreover, motion capture technologies [96] are already
used to provide a variety and volume of data that can be used as an additional source for
players’ performance in-game, capturing the recent playstyles and tactics of players’ last
games [97].

Furthermore, Association Rules [97-100] and patterns recognition [101, 102] could be
applied to basketball statistics, forecasting results and players as individuals or in teams.
Those results can also be used as features on fundamental forecasting and analysis in NBA.
Moreover, other forecasting techniques can be applied to many basketball statistics, for
example, classification [103] for BLK, STL, TOV and AST that a player achieved, a statistic
with minor variation. More techniques can be Timeseries [104] for forecasting or feature
engineering and creation.
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Appendices

Tables 5 depicts all models’ % MAPE results on CV and Validation forecasting procedures,
ranked by WAPE. Models validating the forecasting procedure based on MAPE and Ranked
with WAPE. Tables 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18 and 19 illustrate model
performance as averages of 90 players’ case studies, with experiments on 18 basketball
performance metrics.
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