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The graph can be used simply for straight-line extrapolation; it bears a 
striking similarity to the straight-line extrapolation of Figure 12-1, except that 
time is not a variable. But an extrapolation would probably not account for 
major technological changes, such as the subsequent proliferation of cellular 
telephone systems in many of the countries listed. To do that we have to 
abandon the correlation graphic and deal with the more sophisticated 
analytical tools of projection or forecasting.

Limitations of Extrapolation

Extrapolation has two major shortcomings. First, it is inaccurate in the 
long run because it is narrowly focused and assumes that the static forces that 
operate on the model will continue unchanged, with no new forces being 
added. As noted earlier, this method depends on inertia. Second, extrapolation 
will be inaccurate if the original target model was inaccurate. If the extrapola-
tion starts from the wrong point, it will almost certainly be even farther off as 
it is extended forward in time. Both problems were present in every National 
Intelligence Estimate predicting the future development of Soviet military 
forces from 1974 to 1986. They all overestimated the rate at which Moscow 
would modernize its strategic forces.5 All of those estimates relied on extrapo-
lation, without fully considering restraining forces, and used starting points 
that were, at best, shaky.

Figure 12-3  �  Correlation of Number of Telephones with Gross  
National Product (GNP), 1998
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