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SYNOPSIS/APPLICATION 
Everyone wants to know the future. Silver is a statistician that recognizes the difficulty 
in charting future trends. In this era of big data—and especially when social media gives 
everyone a voice—how do we determine what is helpful information and what is junk? 
 
 

 
QUOTES ABOUT PREDICTABILITY 
“We need to stop, and admit it: we have a prediction problem. We love to predict 
things—and we aren’t very good at it.” 
 
“A long-term study by Philip E. Tetlock of the University of Pennsylvania found that 
when political scientists claimed that a political outcome had absolutely no chance of 
occurring, it nevertheless happened about 15 percent of the time.” 
 
“The most calamitous failures of prediction usually have a lot in common. We focus on 
those signals that tell a story about the world as we would like it to be, not how it really 
is. We ignore the risks that are hardest to measure, even when they pose the greatest 
threats to our well-being. We make approximations and assumptions about the world 
that are much cruder than we realize. We abhor uncertainty, even when it is an 
irreducible part of the problem we are trying to solve. If we want to get at the heart of 
the financial crisis, we should begin by identifying the greatest predictive failure of all, a 
prediction that committed all these mistakes.” 
 
“The term forecast came from English’s Germanic roots, unlike predict, which is from 
Latin. Forecasting reflected the new Protestant worldliness rather than the 
otherworldliness of the Holy Roman Empire. Making a forecast typically implied 
planning under conditions of uncertainty. It suggested having prudence, wisdom, and 
industriousness, more like the way we now use the word foresight.” 
 
“Nobody saw it coming. When you can’t state your innocence, proclaim your ignorance: 
this is often the first line of defense when there is a failed forecast.” 



QUOTES ABOUT DATA 
“An oft-told joke: a statistician drowned crossing a river that was only three feet deep on 
average.” 
 
“Coming to a better understanding of data and statistics is essential to help us navigate 
our lives. But as with most emerging technologies, the widespread benefits to science, 
industry, and human welfare will come only after the hype has died down.” 
 
“The original revolution in information technology came not with the microchip, but 
with the printing press. Johannes Gutenberg’s invention in 1440 made information 
available to the masses, and the explosion of ideas it produced had unintended 
consequences and unpredictable effects. It was a spark for the Industrial Revolution in 
1775, a tipping point in which civilization suddenly went from having made almost no 
scientific or economic progress for most of its existence to the exponential rates of 
growth and change that are familiar to us today. It set in motion the events that would 
produce the European Enlightenment and the founding of the American Republic.” 
 
“The instinctual shortcut that we take when we have ‘too much information’ is to 
engage with it selectively, picking out the parts we like and ignoring the remainder, 
making allies with those who have made the same choices and enemies of the rest.” 
 
“We face danger whenever information growth outpaces our understanding of how to 
process it. The last forty years of human history imply that it can still take a long time to 
translate information into useful knowledge, and that if we are not careful, we may take 
a step back in the meantime.” 
 
“The human brain is quite remarkable; it can store perhaps three terabytes of 
information. And yet that is only about one one-millionth of the information that IBM 
says is now produced in the world each day. So we have to be terribly selective about 
the information we choose to remember. Alvin Toffler, writing in the book Future Shock 
in 1970, predicted some of the consequences of what he called ‘information overload.’ 
He thought our defense mechanism would be to simplify the world in ways that 
confirmed our biases, even as the world itself was growing more diverse and more 
complex.” 
 
QUOTES ABOUT RISK 
“Human beings have an extraordinary capacity to ignore risks that threaten their 
livelihood, as though this will make them go away.”  
 
“Risk, as first articulated by the economist Frank H. Knight in 1921, is something that 
you can put a price on.” 
 
“Uncertainty, on the other hand, is risk that is hard to measure. You might have some 
vague awareness of the demons lurking out there. You might even be acutely concerned 
about them. But you have no real idea how many of them there are or when they might 
strike.” 
“’The fox knows many little things, but the hedgehog knows one big thing.’ Unless you 
are a fan of Tolstoy—or of flowery prose—you’ll have no particular reason to read 



Berlin’s essay. But the basic idea is that writers and thinkers can be divided into two 
broad categories: Hedgehogs are type A personalities who believe in Big Ideas—in 
governing principles about the world that behave as though they were physical laws 
and undergird virtually every interaction in society. Think Karl Marx and class struggle, 
or Sigmund Freud and the unconscious. Or Malcolm Gladwell and the “tipping point.” 
Foxes, on the other hand, are scrappy creatures who believe in a plethora of little ideas 
and in taking a multitude of approaches toward a problem. They tend to be more 
tolerant of nuance, uncertainty, complexity, and dissenting opinion. If hedgehogs are 
hunters, always looking out for the big kill, then foxes are gatherers. Foxes, Tetlock 
found, are considerably better at forecasting than hedgehogs.” 
 
QUOTES ABOUT CHANGING YOUR MIND 
“Another misconception is that a good prediction shouldn’t change. Certainly, if there 
are wild gyrations in your forecast from day to day, that may be a bad sign—either of a 
badly designed model, or that the phenomenon you are attempting to predict isn’t very 
predictable at all. In 2012, when I published forecasts of the Republican primaries in 
advance of each state, solely according to the polls there, the probabilities often shifted 
substantially just as the polls did . . . ‘When the facts change, I change my mind,’ the 
economist John Maynard Keynes famously said. ‘What do you do, sir?’” 
 
“When we can’t fit a square peg into a round hole, we’ll usually blame the peg—when 
sometimes it’s the rigidity of our thinking that accounts for our failure to accommodate 
it. Our first instinct is to place information into categories—usually a relatively small 
number of categories since they’ll be easier to keep track of. (Think of how the Census 
Bureau classifies people from hundreds of ethnic groups into just six racial categories or 
how thousands of artists are placed into a taxonomy of a few musical genres.)” 
 
“In theory, science should work this way. The notion of scientific consensus is tricky, but 
the idea is that the opinion of the scientific community converges toward the truth as 
ideas are debated and new evidence is uncovered. Just as in the stock market, the steps 
are not always forward or smooth. The scientific community is often too conservative 
about adapting its paradigms to new evidence, although there have certainly also been 
times when it was too quick to jump on the bandwagon. Still, provided that everyone is 
on the Bayesian train,* even incorrect beliefs and quite wrong priors are revised toward 
the truth in the end. “ 
 
“Heuristics are very useful things, but they necessarily produce biases and blind spots. 
For instance, the heuristic “When you encounter a dangerous animal, run away!” is 
often a useful guide but not when you meet a grizzly bear; she may be startled by your 
sudden movement and she can easily outrun you. (Instead, the National Park Service 
advises you to remain as quiet and as still as possible when you encounter a grizzly bear 
and even to play dead if necessary. Humans and computers apply different heuristics 
when they play chess. When they play against each other, the game usually comes down 
to who can find his opponent’s blind spots first.” 


