Book Review

Doting on Data

Book Review by Rebecca Goldin

Super Crunchers: Why Thinking-by-Numbers Is
the New Way to Be Smart

lan Ayres

Hardcover, Bantam, 2007

US$25.00, 272 pages

ISBN-13: 978-0-553-80540-6

Paperback, Bantam, 2008

US$14.00, 320 pages

ISBN-13: 978-0-553-38473-4

I remember driving halfway across the country
for summer vacation with my parents—a trip that
invariably included hours of “Twenty Questions”
with my sister. | would typically pick a noun that
was suggested by the environment—*“tree”, “li-
cense plate”, or “sign”—and she had to figure out
what it was | had in mind by asking yes/no ques-
tions. Eventually, | lost interest in the game—by
picking a sufficiently obscure object, it was too
easy to avoid discovery.

Until | found the website http://www.20q.
net/, which can read my mind. While the computer
suggested that | use only nouns that most people
would recognize, it “guessed” | had “igloo” in my
mind after nineteen questions, and | wasn’t able to
fool it for more than thirty questions until | tried
“differential equation” which, admittedly, isn’t
a commonly known noun. The most impressive
feature of the game is how it can make a good
guess when the questions are so vague. How did
the program get igloo by knowing it was hard and
bigger than a breadbox?
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The game is an example of a super cruncher,
a computer equipped with huge amounts of data
that it can analyze and use to make predictions.
The theme of the book Super Crunchers: Why
Thinking-by-Numbers Is the New Way to Be Smart
by lan Ayres is that super crunchers are better than
humans at predicting outcomes—from whether a
computer user will click on an ad to how good the
wine will be this year.

A Good Read with Some Statistics
Thrown In

For Ayres, “super crunching” is a catch-all term
used for any computer activity involving data—
sometimes super crunching means doing regres-
sion analysis, and other times it involves factors
that are correlated with outcome. Super Crunchers
is filled with amusing and illustrative stories of
how society interacts with crunching computers.
Some of these are banal—like how Amazon sug-
gests you might like a book based on what you
have purchased (and what you have browsed) and
what others with similar Amazon-behavior have
done. It's no surprise that sellers and advertisers
want your information—and pay money to collect
and organize it—in order to target you better for
advertisements and future sales. What may be
surprising is just how far this goes. Every time you
use your discount card at the grocery store, you
are participating in their data collection efforts
on your eating habits in exchange for discounts
on your purchases. Every time you swipe your
credit card, you are sharing your shopping life with
huge data-collection companies that will likely sell
this information, perhaps even to a company that
seems irrelevant to what you buy. Insurance com-
panies, for example, would be happy to know your
age and income, and the ages of your children, for
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