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Understanding the Numbers
Knowing What Counts

The final round of the 2004 World Series of Poker Tournament of Champions pitted Annie 
Duke against her brother Howard Lederer. Annie had a pair of sixes and Howard had a pair 
of sevens. Both of them knew that Howard had an 82 percent chance of winning the hand, 
whereas Annie had only an 18 percent chance of winning. Both stayed in, expecting Howard 
to win. But when the dealer turned over a six, Annie ended up winning the $2,000,000 prize. 
Good poker players are able to weigh the pot odds (depending on how much money is on 
the line) against the hand odds (how good a hand they have). Doing so, they know that 
although there is no guarantee they might win a particular hand, in the long run, they will 
earn more than they lose. Poker players learn to handle losing hands because, as Annie puts 
it, that “embracing of uncertainty does some really wonderful things for you.”1

Similarly, as we gather data to analyze political phenomena, we understand that there 
is uncertainty involved. We learn to gather data in the best way we can, understanding that 
although we might draw mistaken conclusions in the short run, in the long run, the picture 
we paint of political life will, in general, be accurate. In this book, I’ve focused on three key 
elements that go into that painting: measurement, univariate statistics, and multivariate 
statistics. At this point, you should be familiar with each of them separately; the purpose 
of this chapter is to put them together so that you can see the big picture of how we use 
statistics to understand how politics works.

BOX 14.1  Numbers in the News

A political campaign always needs to decide how to use its contributions most effectively. 
Traditionally, media spending for presidential campaigns has been directed toward viewers of the 
evening news because, demographically, this older, more politically interested population is more 
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