"The Bloodbath"

Method of assigning the first round of Swiss Teams

by David Stevenson

The idea of a Swiss competition, whether Teams, Pairs or Individual, is that at any particular moment a contestant is playing against someone on a similar level.  If all matches followed the form book, most matches would be drawn.  In practice this does not happen, and Swiss events provide an excellent format for giving the best contestants a realistic chance to win, while retaining the chances for an upset.

In effect, the aim of Swiss is to get the best two contestants playing together, and the third and fourth, and so on.  It is not the best two in theory, but the ones that have proved the best two so far by their results.  Of course this is subject to the over-riding rule that contestants do not play each other again.  Note: this rule is normally relaxed in a Swiss individual: since this paper is about teams let me concentrate on teams for the remainder of it.

So, how do you assign the first round?  In England they use a random draw: in Australia the normal method seems to be to seed all the teams and play seed number 1 v 1+n/2, 2 v 2+n/2, …. , n/2 v n.  The advantages quoted for this method are that it gives the competition a better chance of reaching the "right" winner, and it stops people playing too much against unsuitable opponents.

Of all the things I saw in Australia, this is the most dislikeable.  I believe the system to be unfair in concept and arrogant in effect.  Once people get used to it there are presumably few complaints but that is because people get used to anything: it is a terrible method.

Perhaps we should follow the Swiss method throughout?  If so, the first round should pit the first seed versus the second seed, the third versus the fourth, and so on.  That would be fair, I suppose, though of course some would hope that the first versus second match comes near the end since it may decide the actual winners.

But the actual method has nothing going for it.  It is against the whole Swiss principle.  It leads to a lot of unbalanced first round scores since the teams are never of similar ability.  Thus the average win in the first round is very much higher than thereafter.  Of course, there will be some unbalanced matches even with a random draw, but there will not be a whole roomful of unbalanced matches.

What about the idea that it leads to a fairer final result?  Simple: whatever the result is, it is not fairer: it has taken an artificial non-Swiss oriented draw to achieve.  If a team is going to win a Swiss competition it should not be given an advantage at the start in this way.  Moreover, it is only half the teams that get this start: what about teams in the lower half of the draw?  It has been suggested that it does not matter since they are unlikely to win anyway.  This is arrogant and inequitable.  Have they not paid their entry fee?

Consider the teams in the middle.  Suppose, for argument's sake, there are 100 teams.  Then team 48 will get an advantage in their first match – and team 52 will get a big disadvantage.  Can anyone believe this is fair?  Of course, if there was reduction in entry fee for seeds in the bottom half it might be a little fairer.

It has been suggested that the teams below the middle like this system because thye expect to get hammered by the top teams and this gets them lower down the field as quickly as possible.  This argument is just arrogant.  If you are team no 62 then you do not EXPECT  to win the event – but you do hope to!  Perhaps it will be your day: perhaps you will get a few lucky breaks.  Arranging the draw deliberately to make it worse for such teams is totally unfair.  At least with a random draw what opponents you get in the draw is a matter of luck – and those are the sort of lucky breaks that such a team hopes for.
There is also the question of the order of seeding.  No doubt teams dislike their seeding believing that they have been seeded wrong.  Just for the purpose of a draw that does nothing for the competition the organisers have placed teams in order.  While top teams must expect to be seeded in major competitions to seed some poor team as the worst team in an event is an undignified abrogation of the organiser's first duty, which is to try to provide an enjoyable event for ALL contestants, not just the better ones.  It is demeaning and unnecessary to be seeded bottom: there is never in any competition any advantage to seeding contestants below half-way.

The first round of a Swiss Teams in Australia has these main effects:

1.
It provides an unfair advantage to teams seeded above halfway

2.
It spoils the nature of the competition by a totally non-standard round

3.
It requires seeding the teams at the bottom thus demeaning them

4.
It is primarily aimed at making the event more enjoyable for the better teams at the expense of the poorer teams.

While there were some other things in Australia that I did not like [eg the approach to appeals] this was the only thing that really seemed to be designed to be totally unfair on the weaker player and thus demeaned the ABF Summer Festival and the QBA Gold Coast Congress.
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