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SYNOPSIS/APPLICATION 
A Harvard-trained economist, former Google data scientist, and New York Times writer, argues that 
much of what we thought about people has been dead wrong. The reason? People lie—to friends, lovers, 
doctors, surveys, and themselves. Yet we live in an era where it isn’t necessary to rely on what people tell 
us. New data from the internet—the traces of information that billions of people leave on Google, social 
media, and other sites, can reveal what people aren’t saying. 

 
 
SELECTED QUOTES FROM THE BOOK 
“The power in Google data is that people tell the giant search engine things they might not tell anyone 
else.” 
 
“Big Data allows us to meaningfully zoom in on small segments of a dataset to gain new insights on who 
we are.”  
 
“Never compare your Google searches to everyone else’s social media posts.”  
 
“Republicans in the South may be more likely to admit to racism. But plenty of Democrats in the North 
have similar attitudes. Four years later, this map would prove quite significant in explaining the political 
success of Trump.” 
 
“Trump might prove a successful candidate—in the primaries, to begin with—was all that secret racism 
that my Obama study had uncovered. The Google searches revealed a darkness and hatred among a 
meaningful number of Americans that pundits, for many years, missed. Search data revealed that we 
lived in a very different society from the one academics and journalists, relying on polls, thought that we 
lived in. It revealed a nasty, scary, and widespread rage that was waiting for a candidate to give voice to 
it.” 
 
“I am now convinced that Google searches are the most important dataset ever collected on the human 
psyche.” 
 
“Nassim Taleb has written. ‘There is plenty of information. The problem—the central issue—is that the 
needle comes in an increasingly larger haystack.’”  
 
“As with Google, so with everyone else trying to use data to understand the world. The Big Data 
revolution is less about collecting more and more data. It is about collecting the right data.”  
 



“Many people underreport embarrassing behaviors and thoughts on surveys. They want to look good, 
even though most surveys are anonymous. This is called social desirability bias.”  
 
“Searches for jokes are lowest on Mondays, the day when people report they are most unhappy. They are 
lowest on cloudy and rainy days. And they plummet after a major tragedy, such as when two bombs 
killed three and injured hundreds during the 2013 Boston Marathon. People are actually more likely to 
seek out jokes when things are going well in life than when they aren’t.” 
 
“Too many businesses are drowning in data. They have lots of terabytes but few major insights. The size 
of a dataset, I believe, is frequently overrated. There is a subtle, but important, explanation for this. The 
bigger an effect, the fewer the number of observations necessary to see it. You only need to touch a hot 
stove once to realize that it’s dangerous.” 
 
“Many people are anxious over this development. They are intimidated by data, easily lost and confused 
in a world of numbers. They think that a quantitative understanding of the world is for a select few left-
brained prodigies, not for them. As soon as they encounter numbers, they are ready to turn the page, end 
the meeting, or change the conversation.” 
 
“Good data science is less complicated than people think. The best data science, in fact, is surprisingly 
intuitive. What makes data science intuitive? At its core, data science is about spotting patterns and 
predicting how one variable will affect another. People do this all the time.” 
 
“Sometimes new data reveals cultural differences I had never even contemplated. One example: the very 
different ways that men around the world respond to their wives being pregnant. In Mexico, the top 
searches about “my pregnant wife” include “frases de amor para mi esposa embarazada” (words of love 
to my pregnant wife) and “poemas para mi esposa embarazada” (poems for my pregnant wife). In the 
United States, the top searches include “my wife is pregnant now what” and “my wife is pregnant what 
do I do.”  
	
“Between the key ages of fourteen and twenty-four, numerous Americans will form their views based on 
the popularity of the current president. A popular Republican or unpopular Democrat will influence 
many young adults to become Republicans. An unpopular Republican or popular Democrat puts this 
impressionable group in the Democratic column. And those views, in these key years, will, on average, 
last a lifetime.”  
 
“Everything is data! And with all this new data, we can finally see through people’s lies.”  


