Introduction What This Book Is About

If you have glanced at the Contents, you might be wondering what
the topics in this book could possibly have in common. They include
presidential and congressional clections, extramarital affairs, wine qual-
ity, collcge grades, marathon times, baschall performance, college foot-
ball games, interest rates, and inflation. The answer is that they can all be
cxplained and analyzed using the tools of the social sciences and statistics.
The aim of this book is to allow thosc who are not necessarily well versed
in these tools to sec how this is done. The widely differing topics have
been chosen to show the broad range of these tools and their strengths
and weaknesscs.

This book does not require that you be social scientists or statisti-
cians or cven that you like them. It is also finc if you don’t know a Greck
letter from a happy face emoticon. The book simply requires some pa-
ticnee in following the movement from a general idea of how something
works to a specific prediction of what it will be in the future. The steps
involved in this process can be explained without resort to technical ma-
terial. By the end of the book, you should have a decper understanding
not only of the particular topics discussed but also of the way topics like
these can be analyzcd.

Knowledge of social science procedures allows a more critical read-
ing of opinions and predictions that we arc bombarded with every day.

Is there any support for the particular opinion? How might the opinion
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be tested? How much confidence can be placed in the prediction? The
problem of evaluating views is harder than ever now that we are in the
Internet age. Information is available at the click of a mousc, and views
can be backed up by vast amounts of information. But is the information
any good?

Consider, for example, the topic of U.S. presidential clections.
What factors arc important in deciding who will win an clection? There
arc many vicws. Some stress the personalitics of the candidates, others
stress the amount of moncy available to the campaigns, still others stress
the cconomy, and so on. Although cach view has a story with it, the
problem is that there are too many storics. How do we scparate the wheat
from the chaff? We need some way of deciding which stories have some-
thing to them and which do not. One way compriscs tools of the social
scicnces and statistics, which this book discusses. We will sce that past
clection results can be used in a systematic way to decide which stories
appear to have merit. But we can do more than this. We can also usc the
information from past clections to predict the outcome of an clection that
has not yet taken place. We can both explain, in terms of telling a story
that scems consistent with past results, and predict.

So, what arc these mysterious tools? We begin with some question
of interest, such as what determines the outcomes of presidential elec-
tions? Why did Richard Nixon beat George McGovern in 1972, and why
did Ronald Reagan beat Jimmy Carter in 19807 We usually have some
initial ideas about the answer to our question. The cconomy may play an
important role in influencing how people vote, so an obvious preliminary
idca is that the cconomy affects voting behavior. Another obvious initial
idca is that an incumbent president running again may have an advantage
becausc he can usc the powers of the presidency to try to sway voters.

We call an idea or a sct of ideas offered to explain somcthing a
theory. A thcory may or may not be a good cxplanation. For example,
a theory that says that peoplc vote for a candidate solcly on the basis of
his or her height is not likely to be a good explanation of the way people
actually vote. A theory need not be original with you, and it does not re-
ally matter where it came from. What is important is that there is some
way to test whether the thcory is any good.

How would onc test the thcory that the cconomy affects voting be-

havior? This is where past clection results come into play. We can collect
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data on the cconomy and on past clection outcomes and see how closely
the theory explains the data. Was it gencrally the casc that the incumbent
party won when the cconomy was good and lost when the cconomy was
bad? This movement from proposing a theory to testing the theory using
data is what most of this book is about. We will sce that an important
fecaturc about testing theorics is that once the tests have been performed,
it is usually possible to move fairly casily to prediction.

The topics in this book have been chosen to appeal to a wide
rangc of pcople. Political junkics and others interested in voting behavior
should find the results on presidential and congressional clections helpful
in understanding how people vote. Other dimensions of human behavior
are covered in the chapters on extramarital affairs and college grades. In
the chapter on extramarital affairs, we examine the factors that inereasc
or decreasc the chances that somconce will have an affair. In the chapter
on college gradces, we cxaminc how class attendance affects grades. As
those of us who teach college students know, not every student shows up
for cvery class. Doces this matter in terms of grades and, if so, how much?

The chapter on wine quality shows that the quality a new wine
cventually achieves after proper aging can be predicted fairly well simply
by knowing the weather in the harvest year. This knowledge can help one
decide whether a new wine 1s under- or overpriced and thus whether onc
should purchase it.

More serious investment issucs are the concern of the chapters on
intcrest rates and inflation. These chapters discuss how interest rates and
inflation can be explained and predicted. This is the macrocconomic part
of the book.

The chapter on marathon times should be of special interest to
people older than age 35. It gives estimates of how fast people slow down
as they age. If you arc a runner older than 35 and have noticed that you
arc not quitc as fast as you used to be, you can scc if you are slowing
down faster than you should be. The nice thing about this chapter is that
it shows you nced not feel bad just because you are slowing down. You
only need to feel bad if you are slowing down too fast!

There arc also chapters on baschall and football. The aim in the
bascball chapter is to estimate aging cffects. At what age do players peak,
how fast do they improve up to the peak age, and how fast do they decline

after the peak age? We will sec that once we have estimated these cffects,
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we have a better measure than simplc lifetime averages to rank playcrs.
We can also usc the results to examine unusual, possibly drug-aided, per-
formances at the older ages.

The aim in the football chapter is to sce if there is independent in-
formation in the various college football computer rankings in predicting
point spreads. Can we combine the various computer rankings to produce
a better ranking than any onc individual ranking? The answer is yes. We
will see, however, that the Las Vegas betting spread completely dominates
all the rankings, cven the best combination. All uscful information is in
the betting spread. The betting markets are officient in this sense.

This book may also appeal to college students taking introductory
courscs in the social sciences and statistics. It provides an intuitive discus-
sion of the tools used in these courses and contains a number of examples
of their use. It is often said that the three main interests of college students
arc scx, drinking, and sports, with perhaps grades ranked fourth. This
book has all four!

The most difficult chapter in the boolk is Chapter 2, which dis-
cusscs the tools. The chapter is divided into seven lessons, onc for cach
day of the weck. Lesson 4 on Thursday is the hardest. It explains a key
test statistic, the #-statistic, showing why a #-statistic greater than about 2
is supportive of the theory being tested, whereas smaller values arc not.
If you arc willing to accept this result—that large #-statistics support a
theory but small ones do not—on faith, you can skip Lesson 4. You will
miss an cxplanation of why this is true, but it should not hinder your
reading the rest of the book. Also, if the material in Chapter 2 is com-
plctcly ncw to you, you may want to read the chﬂptcr quickly the first
time through and then come back to it as you go through the examples
in Chapters 3 and beyond.

The tools in Chapter 2 arc best explained with an example, and we
usc voting behavior in presidential clections as the example. Chapter 1 in-
troduces this topic. It presents a theory of what determines votes for presi-
dent and discusscs the data that arc available to test the theory. This sets
the stage for Chapter 2, which explains the tools. Chapter 3 continues the
discussion of presidential clections using the tools from Chapter 2. Each
of the remaining chapters is a scparate topic, cach using the tools from
Chapter 2. Thesc chapters need not be read in order, although Chapter 11

on interest rates should be read before Chapter 12 on inflation. There is a
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glossary at the end of the book of key words and concepts. The Chapter
Notes at the end of the book give references.

In his advice to Harvard students in Under Which Lyre, W. H.

Auden wrote:

Thou shalt not answer questionnaires
Or quizzes upon World-Affairs,

Nor with compliance
Take any test. Thou shalt not sit
With statisticians ner commit

A social science.

Alas, I am giving the opposite advice. Come sit with statisticians

and social scientists for a while and sce what they can do.



