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Want to know about 21st century entrepreneurship? Check out “The Numerati” by Stephen Baker, a journalist for “Business Week”. Learn the latest actions and ambitions of techie entrepreneurs, statisticians, and scientists who discover and employ the most recent technology to discover more about us. Ian Ayres dubbed these people Super Crunchers in his book by the same title. In both book many topics overlap, but information and emphasis are quite different. Baker relates how they have discovered newer ways to exploit statistics and large data sets to model and predict human behavior.
For comparison, take the “Numerati” chapter on medical services and products—a much discussed industry of late. Baker reports about microscopic sensors that we will be able to plant about our homes (in floor tiles, ceilings, walls, etc.). These sensors record vast amounts of information about each of us. Numerati study this data and estimate models of individual behavior. Computers signal deviations from our norm that indicate the likelihood we are not well or even something about to go wrong. Better yet (at least if you want to know), it predicts problems further down the road. Better health maintenance will revolutionize the industry. 
“Super Crunchers,” on the other hand, focuses on analyses of data from massive numbers of people rather than just one person. The models built with such data predict the ailment of a patient as well as the optimal treatment. Ayres also focuses on the tension in the industry between “expert” and computer doctoring. Numerati is not just a rehash of its cousin. 

Neither book documents the details of the mathematics—they are not stuffy or full of equations. Rather they make plain the work that is changing products and markets. Baker, the journalist, writes from the standpoint of an outsider looking into the new domain. Ayres the insider talks from the user’s view. Both entice readers with information and anecdotes that entertain and inform. 
Then there’s the downside.  Privacy issues loom ever larger. False positives are a major risk. That’s not so bad if you receive an advertisement that you do not want.  However, if you find yourself falsely accused of a crime or needlessly treated for a disease that does not afflict you, it’s a major issue. False positives can happen with the good guys in charge. Other operators, such as hackers, want to get hold of information too and their intentions are more devious.  Baker mentions this side along with the benefits. Neither book is a treatise on this topic.
Read this book to learn how the Numerati measure keystrokes and clicks to determine productivity and assess the skills and value of individual workers to the firm—so much for pointing to the sites where we spend our time or the time where we accomplish nothing. Layoffs, Baker suggests, could be based on such values rather than longevity. Learn how they identify and subdivide us (into “buckets”) to pinpoint a message. Discover how they monitor bloggers to characterize them (perhaps a terrorist) as well as to evaluate products. Numerati use computers that work faster all the time and carry on their mission on ever larger scales. Readers will not have to delve deeply to find a topic that touches their lives.
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