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NBA Travel Compared to Other U.S. Sports

82 games in 5.5 months

46,000 miles (average)

150% more than NFL 
50% more than MLB



Travel Engrained in Basketball 
Culture and Terminology



2017 Resting 
Controversy Resulting 
in Schedule Change

Lebron James, Stephen Curry, Kawhi 
Leonard, and others miss games due 
to rest

Resting star players has become an 
“extremely significant issue for our 
league” 

– Adam Silver (NBA Commissioner)



Change in NBA Schedule

• Increase the calendar by a week

• Increase games on Monday, 
Saturday, and Sunday

Schedule 
Change

Effects on 
Travel

• Decrease travel of over 15k miles 
by 20%

• Eliminate all 4 games in 5 nights

• Reduce back-to-back games

Back-to-back 
share

23.5%  → 16.7%

Mean flight 
distance

558 mi  → 553 mi



Research Questions

1. How are flight distance, rest, and 
directional time-zone movement 
associated with team performance?

2. Do those associations differ between 
the 2014–15 and 2018–19 seasons?

3. Do travel conditions relate differently 
to scoring outcomes, shot selection, 
and team movement?

• Literature review: Prior research links 
travel and schedule congestion to 
sleep, circadian disruption, recovery, 
and athletic performance. NBA player-
tracking evidence remains limited.



Defining Travel and Team Performance

Multiple Linear Regression Model

Performance = b0 + Predictor1*x1 + Travel burden*x2 + Opponent travel burden * x3

+ Home court * x4 +        Team/Opponent/Week fixed effects * x5

Travel exposures

Performance 
outcomes Controls

• Flight distance since prior 

game (per 1,000 miles)

• Rest category: back-to-back, 

1 day, 2 days, 3+ days

• Eastward and westward 

time-zone movement

• Home-court status

• Opponent travel and rest

• Team fixed effects

• Opponent fixed effects

• Calendar-week fixed 

effects

• Point differential

• Team on-court 

distance (miles per 

48 minutes)

• Three-point-attempt 

share

• Free-throw rate



Methods

NBA.com

Data construction

• NBA.com box scores and player-

tracking records

• Player records aggregated to team-

game level

• Travel, rest, time-zone, and 

opponent variables added

• Season openers excluded because 

prior-game travel is undefined

Final cleaned samples

Outcome 2014–15 2018–19

Point diff / shooting 2,270 / 1,135 2,282 / 1,141

Team distance 2,270 / 1,135 2,276 / 1,138

Cells show team-games / games.



Building Regression Models

Common specification across both seasons

Performance = Travel + Opponent Travel + 
Home Court + Team FE + Opponent FE + 

Week FE

• Distance scaled per 1,000 miles

• Rest modeled with categories

• Time-zone movement split eastward/westward

• Standard errors clustered by team and game

• Pooled interaction tests compare 2014–15 with

2018-19



Hypothesis
1. Travel will not have a large association 

with point differential or shot-selection 
rates.

2. In 2014–15, greater flight distance and 
back-to-backs will be associated with 
lower team on-court distance.

3. In 2018–19, the distance–movement 
relationship will be weaker after NBA 
schedule changes reduced compression.

A weaker post-reform coefficient is consistent with 

schedule mitigation but does not prove the schedule 
change caused the difference.



Regressions and Analysis



Shooting box score:
Home-court adjustment eliminates the raw point-differential relationship
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Player tracking:
Flight distance was associated with less team movement in 2014–15
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Player tracking:
The cross-season change is specific to flight distance



Results and 
Implications

Scoring margin:

Flight distance was not independently associated 
with point differential in either season

Shot selection:

No robust relationship was found with three-
point-attempt share or free-throw rate.

Team movement:

Greater flight distance was strongly associated 
with lower on-court movement in 2014–15, 
but not in 2018–19.



Implications and 
Future Research
Plausible explanations

• Fewer back-to-backs and compressed 

sequences

• Improved sleep, nutrition, and recovery 

practices

• Load management and playing-style 
changes

Evidence needed for causality

• Multiple seasons before and after reforms

• Team-level variation in schedule changes

• Flight timing, sleep, and player 

availability data
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