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Predicting the 2015 Rugby World Cup 
 

 

 

Overview 

NineSquared has produced a set of rankings for 

the 20 teams in the 2015 Rugby World Cup (RWC) 

in England. These rankings are used to predict the 

outcomes and winning margins of each game. 

Broadly, each of the 20 teams in the RWC have 

been assigned an ELO1 rating based on their 

performances in matches between each other 

since 1992. Prior to each match of the RWC, the 

ELO rating of each team is compared to determine 

the expected winner. The higher the score, the 

more likely that country is to win. Further details 

on the approach and the assumptions made are 

presented later in the article. All match data was 

sourced from ESPN ScrumInfo. 

World Rugby Rankings 

World Rugby, rugby union’s governing body, 

publish the World Rugby Rankings which rank the 

respective rugby nations. These rankings are based 

on a ‘Points Exchange’ system, with countries 

rating between 0 and 100. Most of the top sides 

typically have a rating above 90. 

This system allocates points based on the outcome 

of the match. There are five possible outcomes; 

win / lose by more than 15, win / lose by less than 

15 or draw. After the match, nations scores 

increase or decrease depending on which category 

the result is in.  

The World Rugby Rankings as at publishing are 

displayed in the table below. 

                                                           
1 The ELO rating system is a method for calculating the 
relative skill levels of teams and is named after its 
creator Arpad Elo. 

 

 

Table 1: World Rugby Rankings compared to ELO 
rankings  

Rank 
World Rugby 

Rankings 
NineSquared 

Rankings 

1 New Zealand New Zealand 

2 Australia  South Africa 

3 South Africa Australia 

4 England England 

5 Wales Ireland 

6 Ireland Wales 

7 France France 

8 Argentina Argentina 

9 Fiji Scotland 

10 Scotland Fiji 

11 Tonga Samoa 

12 Samoa Tonga 

13 Japan Japan 

14 Italy Italy 

15 USA Georgia 

16 Georgia Romania 

17 Romania Canada 

18 Canada Namibia 

19 Uruguay USA 

20 Namibia Uruguay 

Source: World Rugby, NineSquared analysis 
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Group Stages 

The first round of the RWC is a pool stage in which 

the 20 teams are divided into four groups of five. 

This stage incorporates a round-robin tournament 

in which every team in each respective group plays 

each other once. This results in 40 games played 

across 18 days. The chance of winning along with 

the expected margin of victory for each pool 

match is displayed in Appendix A. It is important to 

note, however, that while the expected margin of 

victory values may be compared to book marker 

odds, it is unlikely to beat the house margin based 

on similar methodologies in other studies. 

As expected, a number of large margins are 

expected in the group stages. Countries such as 

Georgia and Namibia (which have among the 

lowest ELO ratings of the RWC nations) have had 

little experience in playing against notable 

opposition. For example, Namibia have only played 

10 matches against other world cup qualifying 

nations since 2010. Despite this, some tight games 

have been predicted, such as England versus 

Australia, and Canada versus Romania towards the 

end of the pool games. 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2: Expected Pool Results 

Group A Sportsbet NineSquared 

Australia 71.1% 80.0% 

England 82.7% 79.1% 

Wales 43.3% 36.5% 

Fiji 2.7% 4.5% 

Uruguay 0.2% 0.0% 

Group B Sportsbet NineSquared 

South Africa 92.6% 98.5% 

Samoa 38.8% 28.9% 

Japan 2.3% 9.8% 

Scotland 64.2% 62.0% 

USA 2.3% 0.9% 
Source: Sportsbet and NineSquared 

 

 

 

 

Based on the calculated chances of winning, the 

expected standings after the pool games are able 

to be forecast. An expected points total is 

calculated assuming a win generates 4 points, a 

draw offers 2 points and a loss results in no points.  

The probabilities that each team will make it 

through the group stages, along with the 

bookmaker odds from Sportsbet.com.au with 

margin removed, are presented in the table below. 

To determine these chances of advancing, a 

Bernoulli distribution is applied to the chances of 

winning. The final group rankings are then 

calculated across thousands of iterations of Monte 

Carlo analysis with a top two finish resulting in 

advancing and a bottom three finish resulting in 

elimination. 

 

 

Group C Sportsbet NineSquared 

New Zealand 94.9% 99.9% 

Argentina 89.2% 82.2% 

Tonga 13.6% 10.9% 

Georgia 2.1% 5.2% 

Namibia 0.2% 1.9% 

Group D Sportsbet NineSquared 

France 91.4% 92.7% 

Ireland 91.4% 96.3% 

Italy 16.6% 6.9% 

Canada 0.3% 1.6% 

Romania 0.2% 2.6% 

  

About Monte-Carlo Analysis 

NineSquared uses monte-carlo analysis in its 

modelling for clients. Monte-carlo analysis 

allows for the estimation of risk and 

uncertainty by substituting a range of values 

across a probability distribution. Results are 

then calculated over and over, each time using 

a different set of random values each time. 

Depending on the number of uncertainties 

and the ranges specified for each of them, a 

monte-carlo could involve thousands of re-

calculations.  
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Finals 

Each team that finishes in the top two of their 

respective pool qualify for the quarter finals with 

the other three teams being eliminated from the 

tournament. Finishing on top of the pool is a major 

advantage as the top team of a group faces the 

second team from another group.  

As the figure below shows, New Zealand and South 

Africa, and Australia and Ireland are expected to 

win their quarter-finals encounters to make the 

semi-finals. The Australia vs. Ireland game is 

expected to be tight with a single figure victory to 

Australia, while New Zealand is expected to beat  

 

 

South Africa by more than 10. Finally, New Zealand 

is expected to win the Rugby World Cup Grand 

Final in convincing fashion with Australia losing by 

double digits. The breakdown of the expected 

results are displayed in the figure below. 

Interestingly, England and Australia are within 1 

ELO rating point. If a home ground advantage does 

exist and England manages to top the group, they 

are expected to follow the same trail as Australia 

by beating Scotland and Ireland, and fall to New 

Zealand in the final. As such, topping Group A is 

particularly important as it significantly improves 

the route to the Grand Final. 

As each game is completed throughout the Rugby 

World Cup, the ELO rating for each team will be 

updated with the new expected finals matches. 

Keep up to date at www.ninesquared.com.au or 

follow us on twitter or Linkedin for updates. 

www.linkedin.com/company/ninesquared  

@ninesquared81 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Predicted Finals Results (teams in green win their respective games) 

 

https://twitter.com/ninesquared81
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Model Details 
 

 

 

What is ELO? 

The ELO rating system is used in competitor-

versus-competitor arenas to rank the relative skills 

of various players / teams. Originally, the system 

was used to rate chess players. However, in more 

recent times, the ELO rating system has expanded 

to rate a wide range of activities such as 

basketball, American football, world football, 

rugby league, card games and competitive 

programming. 

At a high level, a player’s ELO rating is a numeric 

score which moves up and down based on the 

results of matches between other rated players. 

These ratings may then be used to predict the 

outcomes of competitive matches. When the 

favourite (the person with the highest score) wins, 

their ELO rating moves up by a small margin while 

the loser’s ELO rating moves down by a small 

margin. However, when the underdog (the person 

with the lowest score) wins, their ELO rating will 

increase by a larger margin and vice versa. This 

phenomenon is exacerbated the wider the margins 

in ELO rating.  

As an example, assume Team A is playing Team B. 

Team A is full of star players and has been on a 

long win streak. This has led to an ELO rating of 

1,500. Team B, on the other hand, has been 

struggling and has a below average ELO Rating of 

750. To determine the chances of Team A beating 

Team B in a match, the following formula is used. 

𝑊𝑖𝑛%𝐴 =
10(

𝐸𝐿𝑂𝐴
400

)

10(
𝐸𝐿𝑂𝐴
400

) + 10(
𝐸𝐿𝑂𝐵
400

)
 

 

𝑊𝑖𝑛%𝐴 =
10(

1,500
400

)

10(
1,500
400

) + 10(
750
400

)
 

 

𝑊𝑖𝑛%𝐴 = 98.7% 

 

 

 

 

As the formula demonstrates, Team A is expected 

to win almost 99 times out of 100. Each team’s 

ELO rating is then adjusted after the match based 

on the outcome. 

Nation Rankings Over Time 

By plotting each nation’s ELO rating by group over 

time, the relative difficulties of the group may be 

uncovered. As the figures below illustrate, Group A 

has three teams all vying for first place. While 

Wales is slightly below Australia and England, 

recent form has seen this gap close. Australia had 

been on the decline until recent wins against 

South Africa and New Zealand. England has been 

improving consistently since 2010. However, a 

recent loss to Wales has seen England’s rating fall 

below Australia, suggesting Australia is poised to 

win the group. This result may be impacted by 

England’s home ground advantage, however this 

has been excluded from the analysis. 

Group B is a different story with South Africa 

having a significantly higher rating than the rest of 

the Group. Scotland and Samoa are relatively 

equal in their pursuit of second place, while Japan 

is an outside chance of challenging. 

Group C sees New Zealand have not only the 

highest rating in the group, but the highest rating 

overall. The growth in rating has levelled off in 

recent times, partly due to their high ELO rating 

and partly due to an unexpected loss to Australia. 

Argentina looks a clear second, with the remained 

three teams hovering at a below average 800 ELO 

rating. 

Group D shows the importance of recent form, 

with Ireland’s run of wins elevating their rating 

above that of France. Below France is a sizable 

drop to Italy who have had a poor run in over the 

past year. 
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Figure 2: Group A ELO Ratings Over Time 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Group B ELO Ratings Over Time 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Group C ELO Ratings Over Time 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Group D ELO Ratings Over Time 
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Model Assumptions 

An overview of the key assumptions underpinning 

the ELO ratings and subsequent analysis are 

provided below: 

 The ELO ratings for the RWC nations have 

been based on 1,756 games between 1992 

and 2015. 1992 was selected as the base year 

as this was when the modern scoring system 

was adopted. That is, the year in which tries 

were award 5 points instead of the historic 3 

or 4.  

 Only matches between the RWC teams were 

analysed. A more robust analysis may be able 

to be conducted by including all nations. 

However, it is expected that a majority of the 

nations excluded from the analysis would 

have low ELO ratings. 

 The analysis uses a parameter known as the k 

factor. The k factor determines the 

importance of more recent matches 

compared to older matches, with larger k 

factors relying on more recent matches more 

strongly. The higher the k factor, the more 

weight is given to recent games.  The k factor 

used in the analysis is 30 which is high 

compared to other sports where teams play 

each other more frequently and effectively 

gives more weight to the most recent games.   

 The initial ELO rating for teams entering the 

competition is 1,000. This is also the rating of 

the “average” RWC nation. 

Based on the approach taken, there are some 

limitations which may impact the results. At a high 

level, these limitations include the following: 

 The exclusion of lower level teams may 

unfairly underrate the lower ranked RWC 

nations. Teams such as Romania and Namibia 

may have a higher win ratio when including 

lesser nations. While Namibia is one of the 

best rugby nations in Africa, none of the other 

African nations are included in the analysis 

and, as such, Namibia may appear 

comparatively worse. 

 

 

 

 

 

 No adjustment has been made to limit the 

impact of multi-collinearity. Teams such as 

New Zealand are expected to beat Tonga a 

majority of the time. Despite this, there is the 

potential for Tonga to outperform expectation 

and beat the spread. As such, the actual post-

match margin of victory with respect to the 

expected pre-match margin of victory should 

be included as a multiplier to limit the impact 

of multi-collinearity. 

 No adjustment has been made for new 

nations entering the analysis. In the case 

where a nation does not play a match early in 

the analysis period, they still enter with a 

1,000 rating. This equates them to an 

“average” rugby nation. However, this may 

not be the case. While an adjustment may be 

made for new teams entering the 

competition, it is unlikely to have a significant 

impact on the results given the timeframe and 

number of games analysed. 

 No home field advantage has been included in 

the analysis. If it was included, it is expected 

that England would perform to a higher level. 

However, it is debatable whether this would 

be significant enough to overcome New 

Zealand should they meet each other during 

the finals series. 

 No adjustment has been made for travel 

distance. Recent research has shown that 

North-South travel is not a major factor in 

influencing sports teams’ performance. 

However, the research is less conclusive with 

East-West travel. While some models include 

a small East-West travel adjustment factor, it 

is debatable whether this would have a 

significant impact given modern airplane 

transportation and the typical acclimatisation 

periods nation’s take prior to a World Cup. 

 The impact of individual players has not been 

included in the analysis. A more 

comprehensive analysis would include the 

performance of each the players at their 

respective club levels. This would also allow 

for injuries during the world cup to be 

factored into the final outcomes. 
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Appendix A – Group Stage Results 
 

 

 

The table below outlines the win percentage of each team, and the expected margin of victory. These win 

percentages are based on the respective ELO ratings as at 9 September 2015. 

Table 3: Expected Group Match Outcomes 

Group Team 1 Team 2 
Team 1 Win 

Percentage (%) 
Team 2 Win 

Percentage (%) 
Margin of Victory 

(Points) 

A England Fiji 86% 14% 26 

C Tonga Georgia 52% 48% 4 

D Ireland Canada 95% 5% 39 

B South Africa Japan 95% 5% 39 

D France Italy 85% 15% 25 

B Samoa USA 81% 19% 21 

A Wales Uruguay 97% 3% 51 

C New Zealand Argentina 95% 5% 41 

B Scotland Japan 72% 28% 11 

A Australia Fiji 87% 13% 26 

D France Romania 91% 9% 33 

C New Zealand Namibia 99% 1% 68 

C Argentina Georgia 79% 21% 21 

D Italy Canada 66% 34% 8 

B South Africa Samoa 90% 10% 31 

A England Wales 61% 39% 7 

A Australia Uruguay 98% 2% 58 

B Scotland USA 85% 15% 24 

D Ireland Romania 95% 5% 39 

C Tonga Namibia 66% 34% 10 

A Wales Fiji 80% 20% 19 

D France Canada 92% 8% 33 

C New Zealand Georgia 99% 1% 62 

B Samoa Japan 66% 34% 8 

B South Africa Scotland 87% 13% 28 

A England Australia 48% 52% 1 

C Argentina Tonga 78% 22% 17 

D Ireland Italy 91% 9% 31 

D Canada Romania 48% 52% 1 

A Fiji Uruguay 90% 10% 32 

B South Africa USA 97% 3% 51 

C Namibia Georgia 36% 64% 6 

C New Zealand Tonga 98% 2% 58 

B Samoa Scotland 44% 56% 3 

A Australia Wales 63% 37% 7 

A England Uruguay 98% 2% 58 

C Argentina Namibia 87% 13% 27 

D Italy Romania 64% 36% 8 

D France Ireland 37% 63% 6 

B USA Japan 31% 69% 12 

 

 

 



 

 

Disclaimer 
Nine-Squared Pty Ltd (NineSquared) has prepared this report taking all reasonable care and diligence required. This report provides high-level 

analysis only and does not purport to be advice on particular investment options or strategies. In particular, the analysis and options included in 

this presentation are based on publicly available information. We have not independently verified the information used.   

While NineSquared has used all reasonable endeavours to ensure the information in this report is as accurate as practicable, NineSquared, its 

contributors, employees, and Directors shall not be liable whether in contract, tort (including negligence), equity or on any other basis for any loss 

or damage sustained by any person relying on this document whatever the cause of such loss or damage. 

This research if for NineSquared clients only. This report is not intended to and should not be used or relied upon by anyone else and we accept no 

duty of care to any other person or entity. 

This research is for NineSquared clients only. Other than disclosures relating to NineSquared, this research is based on publically available 

information at the time of analysis. While NineSquared views this information as reliable, we do not represent it as complete or accurate and, 

therefore, it should not be relied upon as such. We have sought to update our research as appropriate, but various factors may prevent us from 

doing so. NineSquared does not recommend the information in this analysis be used to gamble and users do so at their own risk. Any loss is not 

the responsibility of NineSquared. Readers acknowledge that this report is intended as fun and enjoyable reading and not advice which can be 

relied upon for any purpose. 

About NineSquared 
NineSquared is a specialist economic advisory firm supporting companies and governments to make and implement great 

decisions. We provide economic, commercial and public policy advisory services that are underpinned by the use of data and 

evidence, and we develop decision support tools that are tailored to our clients’ specific requirements.  

NineSquared provides clients with economic, commercial and strategic advice in relation to transport. Our principals, directors and 

consultants have significant experience in working in, and advising clients on, both passenger and freight sectors and across both 

public and private sectors. Our experience, expertise and skills cover economic research and analysis, commercial advisory services 

and public policy development and analysis.  
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Level 6, 243 Edward Street 
Brisbane QLD 4000 
GPO Box 21  
Brisbane QLD 4001 Australia 
 
Anthony Vine 
Senior Analyst 
M. +61 431 283 697 
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