Running a McMahon Tournament using AGATHA

1. Background

An Accelerated Swiss tournament is a Swiss in which some players start with an initial non-zero score. For example in a “1-round accelerated Swiss” the top half of the draw starts with a score of 1; this models a tournament in which the first round has already been played and there were no upset results. 

A McMahon is an accelerated Swiss in which the players are divided into McMahon groups or sections, each with a different initial accelerated score. The groups may be quite finely divided, for example in Europe an initial score of the player’s rank is used; placings are determined by the player’s final score, that is, numbers of wins plus the initial accelerated score. As implemented in AGATHA each section has its own placings*; thus the event should be regarded as a single tournament but with prizes for best performance for players in each section. This is not quite the same thing as having separate Divisions with no interaction between players in different divisions.

2. Pro's and cons of a McMahon

Pro’s

a) The major benefit of using an accelerated Swiss system is that it protects the strong players from having to play weak players in the first round or so; a game between a 7 dan and a 3 dan is just a waste of time (for the 7 dan anyway) and hurts the strong players SoS. All games tend to be more evenly matched and therefore more interesting.

b) By effectively providing extra (virtual) rounds, an accelerated Swiss gives more accurate placings at the end of the tournament, particularly when the number of rounds is small compared with the number of players (for example more that 64 players with 6 rounds; and at the other extreme it is used for 1 day tournaments with as few as 3 rounds).

c) If the number of players is large, a McMahon with a top section of 2^n players and n rounds (eg 32 players 5 rounds) is guaranteed to produce a unique winner (though not lower placings).

d) More relevant in the current Australian setting, a McMahon is particularly useful when the number of players in one section is very small, and when it is desirable to run a mixed tournament (some handicap some even games) For example if you want to run a handicap section, but there a fewer players than can compete in a 6 round event; in the initial rounds the handicap players meet each other but in later rounds the winners in the handicap section meet the losers in the open section.

e) As compared with an event running a number of separate divisions there are fewer byes, in fact there will be byes only if the total number of players is odd. This is a major considerations for players who travel long distances to attend an event only to find they do not play a full complement of games.

f) There is more interest for players at the boundaries of the sections, than if they were playing in completely separate Divisions – bottom players in section A get a chance to win a game, top players in section B get to play stronger players (but see Con’s below).

g) Administration of the tournament is much easier for the Tournament Director to run a single combined tournament rather than 2 separate events (or more – all our tournaments run at least an Open and a Handicap Divisions, some currently have 2 Open Divisions). Just one draw is made per round, entry of results is simplified, and registration is a lot quicker. It is also easy to move players between sections if necessary, something you may have to do at short notice when fewer players turn up than expected!

Overall I think there are considerable advantages in using a McMahon, particularly for tournaments with just a single Open section and a small Handicap section. I believe the method should at least be considered for those tournaments with 2 Open sections; however there are some drawbacks, which can be mitigated by using the Recommendations below, but I would not necessarily bludgeon everyone into changing their current scheme.

Con’s

a) Some players will feel aggrieved when they are paired with a player outside their section, particularly until they understand how a McMahon works. 

A top section player paired with a lower section player (especially if this happens because of an odd number of players in the section rather than as a result of losing games) will lose out on SoS evenb more than in a usual Swiss because of the acceleration step, thereby hurting their chance of winning the tournament (see below Recommendations on ways to mitigate this effect). 

The top player in an open section B paired with a section A player may be angry that they have to play against a stronger player when they thought all they had to do to win a prize was beat up weaker players. I don’t have much sympathy for this complaint, but the player has a point if that was the way the tournament was advertised. As long as players are made aware of the system, this may be considered a Pro for the McMahon system: at least a misranked player in section B will meet stronger players, and their results will be useful in calibrating their true rank.

Losing Open section players may be surprised to learn they have to play a Handicap game; on experience so far this not usually a problem (particularly if as compensation, the handicap is reduced by 1 as I would recommend).

Rather than causing ructions on the day, it is important that it be made clear, before the tournament starts, and in pre-tournament information, that the event should be regarded as a single tournament with prizes for best performance for players in a number of sections, not as completely separate Divisions, and that players should be aware they may be paired with opponents from a different section.

b) If different playing conditions apply to groups of players (for example different number of rounds, or different time limits, for Handicap players) then you cannot use a McMahon.

c) To gain the full advantage of the acceleration, one should try to set sections with a range of say 3 dan; almost all games will then be between players of comparable rank. But this cannot be done if you can’t divide the tournament into 2 Open sections (eg 1-3, 4+)  – not enough players or you can’t provide prizes. [To overcome this you could still use a McMahon, but with an accelerated Swiss in the single Open section if you wish, by editing the initial acceleration scores manually. Probably best to let Australian players get used to the idea of accelerated tournaments before introducing this!]

3. Recommendations on running a McMahon tournament:

a) It should be made clear, before the tournament starts, and in pre-tournament information, that the event should be regarded as a single tournament with prizes for best performance for players in a number of sections, not as completely separate Divisions, and that players should be aware they may be paired with opponents from a different section.

b) The acceleration step between sections determines how many rounds there will be before interaction between sections occur. Thus a step of 2 between sections A and B means that a player in section A must lose 2 games before meeting a player with 2 wins from section B. So you may think the higher the step the better. However, if there is an odd number of players in Section A there will be a mixed game in every round. And meeting a player from a lower section causes a loss in SoS (by the acceleration step) for the higher ranked player; this is perhaps not so important for a player who has already lost 2 games, but it can be crucial for players with a chance at the top placings. Thus

    if at all possible avoid having an odd number of players in (any, but certainly the top) section

    if you cannot avoid this, make the acceleration step 1, and (very important) manually make a draw between the lowest placed in Section A with highest available player in section B in round 1 and possibly also round 2. (If you let AGATHA do the pairing in the 1st round, it will bump the highest player from section B into the top section, then divide the section in half to do a standard Swiss pairing; this will result in that player being matched with someone halfway up the list, who could well be a player in contention for 1st place!)

Between the Handicap section and the first Open Section a step of 2 or higher will defer mixed handicap games but again if there are an odd number of non-Handicap players you will get mixed games early, and a step of 1 is probably better.

c) For mixed games between a Handicap section and an Open section I would recommend setting the handicap to reduce by 1 as compensation for the Open player (in Europe, the reduction is sometimes 2, or even games are played, depending on how much you want to protect the Open section players I suppose; such settings are possible in AGATHA). Note that AGATHA ignores Progressive handicap changes in a players rank in mixed games, as this could easily result in excessive handicaps for Open players.

* this is not necessarily how it is used in Europe — if you want that system in AGATHA, just use an Accelerated Swiss

