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Why do you think statistics books continue to capture the popular imagination, from 
Freakonomics to Moneyball? 
 
We encounter so much information today that people are naturally curious about what in the 
heck we should do with all of it. And we’re becoming less trusting of institutions that mediate 
information, like the news media. We have all this data, and we want to learn for ourselves 
what it all means. 
 
A little bit of math and statistics and probability and logic helps us with our information-
processing goals. But what’s great about books like Moneyball and Freakonomics is that they 
make statistics approachable. Subjects like English and history are taught in very hands-on ways 
– you read great books, discuss the ideas and characters, and it’s easy to understand their 
relevance. Whereas math is taught in very abstract and technical ways -- even though it’s just as 
relevant to our everyday lives, and just as intuitive if it’s taught well.  
 
Books like Freakonomics and Moneyball help to bridge that gap. They’re sort of making up for 
the calculus teacher that had you memorize one too many derivatives and turned you off to the 
subject as a result. Not that there’s anything wrong with calculus. 
 
Politics and Baseball, the two subjects you are best known for, are just part of the book. Why 
was it important to include so many different fields - economics, earth and life sciences, 
games, even terrorism? 
 
One thing that baseball fans know is to be wary of small sample sizes. If you show up at the 
ballpark, and the catcher gets three hits that day, that doesn’t really tell you very much about 
how good he really is. It takes a long time – hundreds of at-bats -- for the signal to emerge since 
there’s so much luck in the game. 
 
But in the same way, I thought, perhaps baseball is an exceptional case. Are there Moneyball-
like success stories in other fields in which statistics and analysis and prediction is pertinent?  
 
In fact, I found that there are entire disciplines in which our analysis has failed to produce much 
progress, at least as measured by our ability to make reliable predictions. Finance and 
economics are obvious examples of this, for instance. Economists have literally tens of 
thousands of data series to mine – more statistics than baseball geeks do. But they still aren’t 
able to predict recessions more than a few months in advance. 
 



The book needed to cover a diverse enough range of examples that I could to some systematic 
conclusions about why predictions succeed and why they fail in different fields. And that meant 
going beyond the cases that were most familiar to me when I started to write and research the 
book. 
 
Often, the conclusions were surprising. I’d thought that weather forecasting was a hopeless 
case, for instance, but it turned out to be a huge success story. Meteorologists and professional 
gamblers basically emerge as the heroes of the book. 
 

Rather controversially you say in the book “we can never make perfectly objective 
predictions. They will always be tainted by our subjective point of view.” How so? 
 
Well, I think human beings are pretty darned smart. Our brains can store about three terabytes 
of information, which is just an enormous amount. And a three-year old is able to do a lot of 
things that a supercomputer can’t. 
 
Still, three terabytes represents only about one one-millionth of the information that IBM says 
is now being produced in the world each day. We have to be terribly selective about the 
information that we choose to remember. That necessarily implies that we have a point of view 
– the set of facts that I have at my command won’t be the same as yours. And we have to make 
approximations, whether it’s in the form of our language, or the mathematical models that we 
design.  
 
Even the things we take most for granted, like our sensory inputs (vision, hearing, etc.) rely 
heavily on making approximations about the objective world. We’re just taking in way more 
information out there than our brains can process. 
 
So it’s absolutely delusional to think that any one of us has a monopoly on the truth – that our 
beliefs about the world aren’t flawed in any number of large and small ways. The book, in some 
ways, is about accepting our flaws, as well as recognizing the things that we’re good at. 
 
What distinguishes those who are good at forecasting to those who seem to get it all wrong?   
 
The whole book is an answer to that question. But here’s one big thing that weather forecasters 
and gamblers -- two of our success stories -- have in common. They recognize that their 
knowledge of the world is imperfect. They express their predictions in terms of probabilities: 
there’s a 40 percent chance of rain tomorrow; there’s a 30 percent chance that I’ll catch a card 
to make a flush and win a huge poker hand.  
 
This type of thinking turns out to be extremely important when it comes to sorting through the 
enormous amount of information that we encounter today. 
 
What do you feel most accounted for the grand failure of forecasting the 2008 financial crisis?  
 



A lot of things had to go wrong to create such a gigantic mess. The credit-rating agencies built 
models that assumed that the status of one’s person mortgage wasn’t much related to 
another’s: if a carpenter in Cleveland defaults on his mortgage, that has no effect on whether a 
dentist in Denver does. That assumption fails miserably when you have a massive housing 
bubble, and mortgages to go underwater all across the country.  
 
What’s worse, people doubled-down rather than hedge their bets. For every dollar invested in 
purchasing a home, Wall Street was making about $50 in bets on the side. So a collapse in 
housing prices brought down the entire financial system. But it began with having a naïve trust 
in models that made exact-seeming predictions based on utterly flawed assumptions. 
 
In 2008 you correctly predicted Barak Obama’s victory in 49 of 50 states as well as the winner 
of all 35 U.S. Senate races. In the four years since, has your methodology changed at all when 
it comes to politics?  What’s toughest about political forecasting? 
 
What’s tricky about presidential elections is simply that they don’t happen very often – just one 
every four years. And there are dozens of factors that go into determining the winner. It’s very 
much the opposite of something like baseball, where each team plays 162 games per season, 
but the structure of the game is pretty simple. In presidential elections, we’re really just making 
educated guesses about which factors determine the winners and losers. 
 
With that said, my methodology is increasingly starting to incorporate some of those structural 
factors in addition to polling. The evidence is pretty clear that a bad economy, for instance, 
makes life challenging for the incumbent. If there’s a bad jobs report, but a good poll for Obama 
in Ohio, the jobs report is often the more important data point. 
 
Let me protest, incidentally, that some of those forecasts were a bit fortunate in 2008. We had 
Al Franken with a 50.1 percent chance of winning the Senate race in Minnesota – basically a 
coin flip. The coin came up the right way for me after a prolonged recount there. But that’s 
basically just luck, so it’s no reason to rest on one’s laurels. 
 
In the era of Big Data and the advent of faster, better technology, are we getting better at 
forecasting? 
 
In certain circumstances, yes, the technology is helping -- like in baseball prediction or weather 
forecasting. But it shouldn’t be assumed that this is the default case.  
 
Think of all the disasters that we’ve had in the new millennium – from the financial crisis to the 
September 11 attacks to the Japan earthquake (some seismologists thought we couldn’t 
possibly have so large an earthquake there). All of these involved some substantial failure of 
prediction, and all of these occurred in information-rich fields.  
 



More information and better technology aren’t all that useful if we don’t know how to  use it. 
And all that shiny new technology can sometimes make us overconfident – we think we have 
mastery of a subject when we just don’t. 
 
How is forecasting a natural phenomenon (weather, earthquakes) different from predicting 
human performance (financial markets, sports, politics)? 
 
Many natural systems, including weather and earthquakes, are quite complex. But at least they 
aren’t changing much, at least on the scale of human lifespans. Slowly, if not always steadily, 
we’ve made progress in predicting natural phenomenon. 
 
When it comes to systems that involve how humans interact with one another, however, 
they’re not just complex -- but also growing more complex all the time. There’s just no 
comparison between the globalized economy of today and the localized, agrarian economy of a 
couple of centuries ago. Seven billion human beings, who can catch a flight to anywhere in the 
world if they have the means, can spread the flu around the planet much faster they did a 
generation ago.  
 
So we’re always running against a moving target. Prediction in these areas requires a somewhat 
more defensive posture: we have to prepare more for “unknown unknowns” as human beings 
keep finding new and ingenuous ways of interacting with one another. 
 
You write about hedgehogs and foxes. Can you explain the difference? Which one are you? 
Obama? Romney? 
 
These terms come from a quote attributed to the Greek poet Archilochus: "the fox knows many 
things, but the hedgehog knows one big thing". Foxes tend to be multidisciplinary and 
adaptable, always looking for little gains around the margin. They’re comfortable with 
probability and uncertainty. They’re a little more pragmatic. 
 
Hedgehogs like to swing for the fences and seek out the big kill. They want to find some grand 
unifying principle that explains the world. But they can be stubborn and ideological as a result. 
 
I’m sure that we need both these types of people in the world. But in the book, I cite research 
to suggest that the foxes are a lot better at making predictions. They’re more likely to know 
their limits, and less likely to mistake noise for a signal because it happens to fit some theory 
they’ve concocted. 
 
Obama and Romney are both foxes, I think. I’m sure that some partisans will disagree, but I 
think they’re both quite pragmatic – perhaps unusually so for presidential candidates. Certainly 
as compared to George W. Bush. I’m a fox too. 
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