
How can you guess who might be having an extramarital affair? This is an important question, and it deserves to be treated with scientific rigor.
Start with a theory. As a first approximation, it seems reasonable to suppose that the likelihood of having an affair depends on income, age, number of years married, marital satisfaction and religiousness. Next, find some data -- say, a sex survey published in a magazine like Psychology Today or Redbook. Now fit the data to the theory (which means having your computer run a line through a cloud of points -- a technique called linear regression) and do a statistical test to see whether the theory is any good. And what do you know? It is!
Now comes the fun part: prediction. Using the results, you can guess which of your friends and neighbors might be straying from the matrimonial paddock. Likely candidates for an affair are those who (1) have a high wage rate, (2) have been married a long time, (3) are relatively young given the length of their marriage, (4) aren't very happily married and (5) aren't particularly religious. Want something more quantitative? Well, all else being equal, an extra 10 years of marriage increases the predicted number of adulterous encounters per year by about six. (Warning: Blackmail based on these findings is strongly discouraged.)
Good News
Adultery is one of the "other things" referred to in the title of this charming book by Ray C. Fair, a professor of economics at Yale. (He tells us that he was tempted to call the volume "Econometrics Made Easy" until his wife and children talked him out of it.) Economists have a nice little kit of statistical tools that enables them to make predictions about "macro variables" like inflation and interest rates. What Mr. Fair wants to show is that the same tools can be used to analyze a far more interesting range of things, including voting behavior, wine quality, college grades and marathon times. The beauty of his book is how painlessly it gets across the technical stuff; you don't need to "know a Greek letter from a happy face symbol," as the author says. Besides, who is going to be traumatized by a t-statistic when it crops up amid racy topics like politics, drinking, sports and sex?
Of this quartet, it is politics that may be the most titillating at the moment. What are the variables that affect voting behavior in presidential elections? By trial and error, Mr. Fair comes up with a list of eight: the growth rate of the economy, inflation, the number of economic "good news" quarters leading up to the election, whether an incumbent is running, how long the incumbent party has held the White House, whether there is a war on and, finally, a "party variable" in case the electorate has an innate preference for one party over the other. As data, he uses election results from 1996 (when President Clinton beat Bob Dole) back to 1916 (when President Wilson beat Charles Hughes).
After fitting the data to the theory, Mr. Fair finds that all eight variables affect voting at greater than chance levels. The party variable turns out to favor the GOP: All else being equal, a Republican candidate is predicted to have a 2.8% advantage over a Democrat. This will be depressing to blue states -- of which Connecticut, Yale's home, is one -- but our author betrays no partisanship. "As a social scientist trying to explain the vote share, I care about the size of my errors, not about who wins," he writes. "This point is not always easy to get across to reporters, and I sometimes sound uncaring."
Skipping Class
From 1916 to 1996, Mr. Fair's theory only calls two elections incorrectly. In 1960 Nixon received 49.9% of the vote, but according to the theory he should have received a 51.1% -- a relatively small discrepancy. More embarrassing to the author's analysis is the 1992 election, in which President Bush's predicted share of the major-party vote was a winning 50.9%, whereas his actual share was 46.5% -- a whopping 4.4 percentage-point error.
Moving to the 2000 election, which lies outside the data set used to construct the theory and is therefore a good test of its validity, Al Gore should have received (a losing) 49% share of the vote that went to the two major parties, but he actually got (a losing) 50.3% share. Not bad. Finally, with bated breath, we look to the 2004 contest.
Here, Mr. Fair's analysis will be cheering to President Bush, who, as a Republican president running for re-election when the Republicans have been in power only one term, enjoys the best possible incumbency situation. The only way he can lose, the theory suggests, is if the economy suddenly tanks. This leaves two avenues of hope open to the Democrats, it seems to me. Perhaps the circumstances of the 2004 election are too anomalous for the author's analysis to apply. Or perhaps the theory needs an added "Bush variable" to correct for its consistent overestimation of the vote share going to candidates of that name (in two out of two elections, 1992 and 2000).
Mr. Fair's econometric way of looking at the world yields lots of surprises and a good deal of drollery. "How," he asks, "can a social scientist, who may not know a Bordeaux from a Burgundy, explain and predict wine quality better than wine experts?" By using just three weather variables to identify standout vintages: summer heat, autumn dryness and winter rainfall in the previous year. How can he guess which students will make A's in an economics course? Neither hours of study nor high-school prep seems to have much predictive value. Skipping class, however, does: A's are more probable for those who show up.
All in all, Mr. Fair makes a dazzling case for the methods of the social sciences, whose practitioners have long nursed an inferiority complex vis-à-vis natural scientists. I once saw a study claiming that social scientists had a lower mean IQ than natural scientists, but that economists (like Mr. Fair) pulled the social-science average up, whereas chemists pulled the natural-science average down. I don't remember whether economists were found to be smarter than chemists, but perhaps that is not the point.
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