THE NUMERATI by Stephen Baker
In this book Stephen Baker outlines the different aspects of our lives that are affected by the information age and interviews a "numerati" or a specialist in that field. This research tells how change has come about in today's wireless society and what possibly lies ahead in the future.
The Worker
"A century ago, men carrying notebooks and stopwatches made their way into factories and started to measure the movements of workers. They turned industrial production into a science..." (Baker, 2008, p. 17) Today with the help of computers the worker can be constantly monitored and his/her work and performance constantly analyzed. Production lines are monitored as well and can be instantly adjusted with computer technology.

Stephen Baker interviewed Samer Takriti, a Syrian-born mathematician is a researcher at IBM. Takriti heads a research team that is making numerical models of each IBM tech consultant in order for computers to analyze and best utilize each employee in any way requested.

The future holds everything from simulated operations, to monitoring e-mails and our connections, to recording our performance and more. I was in awe the first time an offsite corporate computer technician took control of my computer to analyze and fix a problem I encountered at work. The technician could even tell what I did even if I didn't realize I accidentally caused the problem. jj
Shopper
Today's retail world has gone from store owners personally greeting each of us as we entered their store to video surveillance cameras and loyalty cards.

Stephen Baker interviews a couple of people he considers as part of the "Numerati". One is Larry Rosenberger, Fair Isaac's Vice Pres. for Research. Fair Isaac is a leader in helping companies analyze the data that retailers collect. Another is Rayid Ghani, a Pakistani who studied at Carnegie Mellon. Ghani runs the analytics division in Chicago. He has studied how clothing retailers can automatically build profiles of each customer.

Store managers in the past studied customers patterns by physically noting the wear and tear patterns worn into the store's floor. In the information age, management tools are loyalty cards and video cameras. The loyalty cards shows each of our shopping and spending patterns. Retailers have mounds of data from loyalty cards. They use them to maintain inventory, calculate our spending habits, our routines, our cravings, etc. We all use loyalty cards because most offer some reward after a certain amount spent in the store. I can imagine in the future we'll swipe our loyalty card as soon as we get a cart and begin to shop. The computer will greet us, track us, and mention any sales offers available on items that we have purchased in the past. It'll also mention items based on our past purchases that we may very well be in need of re-stocking at home. The retailers have already tried an attempt at this with "smart carts" however the technology was expensive then and not worth the return on their investment.
Voter
Every politicians dream is to find a way to secure an election in their favor. Stephen Baker interviewed Now Gotbaum, the founder and owner of Spotlight Analysis, a political firm. The goal is to build the perfect electronic model to connect candidates with voters at a reasonable price. Currently, the government already knows a great deal about each district with the help of the electronic voting system. Each district is an individual marketplace. We all see candidates that plan their speeches for a district visit using words and phrases that reach into the soul and the culture of the residents in that area. Candidates can easily do this and usually they already know before their visit if they already have the voters in that district. The data that they need to obtain and analyze is our change in attitudes and the location of swing voters with the help of the Numerati.
Blogger
Blogging is a-dream-come true for marketers. In today's wireless society we are voluntarily broadcasting our lives on websites such as Twitter, MySpace and Facebook among many other websites. I personally enjoy reading blogs in the local newspaper about area happenings. It may take a human 5 minutes to physically read a blog, a computer can analyze over 35,000 blogs in the same amount of time. Stephen Baker interviewed Howard Kaushansky, the president and founder of Umbria. He has built a computer system that automatically reads millions of blogs daily and categorizes each one. The information collected can help companies in marketing. The buzz created from an advertisement can be reported to the company proving the effectiveness of the advertisement. The downside to this automatic world is illegitimate blogs called splogs and other spam. "This poses a never ending-challenge in the world of the Numerati: the better automatic systems understand us, the better they can pretend to be us" (p. 118).
Terrorist
The 9/11 terrorist attack has forever changed the world. I think that before the attack we all had a sense of privacy in our lives. Now we have to voluntarily release some of these privacy rights in order for our government to protect us, our family, and the citizens of our country. Stephen Baker interviewed James Schatz, chief mathematician of the National Security Agency. The NSA was created long before the attack. The interview is a review of the changes that were implemented in the electronic data collection since 9/11. It reviews the daunting tasks of the NSA in decoding communications and tracking suspects all over the world.

Jeff Jonas is interviewed. He was a software engineer in Los Vegas when the 9/11 attack occurred and is now a chief scientist at IBM. Jeff Jonas designed the NORA software system that casinos use for surveillance in Las Vegas. The interview reviews the pros and cons of surveillance in our society.

Jeff Jonas and his team work closely with Jack Hermansen. "He's been working on the electronic recognition of names since 1984" (p 149) and has a doctorate in computational linguistics. Hermansen built a system called LAS that was bought by IBM. Intelligence agencies use this today to figure out the complexity of Arabic names.
Patient
In the past, Doctors offices have had to keep paper files of records on us that would be 3-10 inches thick. Last week, I watched as my personal physician walked into the examination room and retrieved my records on his compaq-size laptop. In the recent past he would use a medical computerized gadget the size of his palm to look up information on a prescription or a condition. Also, hospitals are building new "campuses" to accommodate the latest technologies and making sure there is enough room to accommodate the technology of the future.

Stephen Baker interviews four different subjects in this chapter. It is reviewed how sensors record and analyze every aspect of our behavior. This information can be used in many ways to help us live healthier, happier, and longer lives. Specific examples are given of the technology being researched today. For instance, our home computer could be our own home nursing station. His team has studied M.J. Fox in their Parkinson's research and discovered the indicators of the onset of the disease before he knew he even had the disease. There is research underway to protect our nation's food supply. There is also a research team in Portland Oregon studying and testing gadgets in the homes of the elderly. The biggest obstacle in this field is family, privacy and legal issues.
Lover
In this chapter, Stephen Baker and his wife test a dating website. He interviews Helen Fisher, anthropologist and neuroscientist, who has devised the matchmaking formula used on websites. Her formula is based on research that involves many things from the length of our fingers to analyzing our personalities in the sentences that we write.

We all look for ways to be discovered. We all dress to impress when we attend a social event or party. We splash on a bit of perfume or cologne to entice a little romance. Now, in today's information society, we get on-line on a matchmaking website and review the criteria on a suggested match and choose someone of interest for a date.

Stephen Bakers interviews Nathan Eagle who believes that in the future our cell phones will be used as tracking devices to create an in depth profile of each of us. We will use this to find and connect us with people of similar lives as our own for either friendship or romance.
Conclusion
Stephen Baker concludes that electronic data is never-ending and is endlessly complex. The researchers he has interviewed and reviewed in this book are all part of "The Numerati". He says that their mission is maddening. The Numerati's tasks are to learn from mistakes, haul in even more data and to continue to experiment. He believes that we must fight back. He believes and I agree that the only way to fight back is to understand and master the Numerati ourselves and to choose and master one skill that exists in each and every one of us so we can be a part of the Numerati world-class team if necessary.
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