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Draft Smart: Identifying Hidden Value in WNBA Expansion

Exploratory Data Analysis 

Methodology
Motivation: As the WNBA continues to expand, new teams 
represent both exciting growth and a strategic challenge. 
Ensuring teams start off strong is critical for the league’s 
long-term success.

Goals:

● Optimize expansion draft strategy by predicting which players 
are likely to be protected or unprotected by their current teams.

● Quantify salary inefficiencies by comparing player performance 
to their current compensation.

● Recommend players whose on-court impact exceeds their 
salary, making them ideal candidates for expansion teams.

Data:
● Player demographics (e.g., name, age, position, team).

● Performance metrics (e.g., PER, minutes, win shares, etc.).

● Financial metrics (e.g., salary, team cap, years remaining in 
contract, contract status).

Sources: Basketball Reference, Spotrac, & Her Hoop Stats

● Heuristic player ranking formula to predict player protection based on 
weighted metrics. 

○ Metrics: PER, win share, years remaining in contract, and age penalty

● Fit and trained an XGBoost salary prediction model 
○ Variables: PER (as a multi-year rating with a decay), age, proportion of 

current team’s salary cap

Results
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Supermax ($249k)

Regular Max ($216k)

Rookie Range (66-77K)

● Integrated model-based salary valuations with protection status to prioritize 
undervalued players for draft selection

  Conclusion
● Predicted likely unprotected players across all teams.

● XGBoost outperformed other models, capturing complex 
relationships in the data.

● Identified undervalued players via positive residuals.

● Produced a balanced, competitive list of potential expansion draft 
targets.

Limitations

● Lack of data on past protected/unprotected player classifications..

● Frequent roster moves and player-specific circumstances (injury, 
leave, etc.) reduce predictive accuracy.


