
Bayes and Election Predictors
How well did we do predicting the 
elections using statistical 
methods?methods?
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El ti   t i k  t  di tElections are tricky to predict..

P ll  f   Polls from many 
sources are 
collected. 
Many times they y y
disagree. Who do 
we listen to?
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Three methods used to predict 
electionselections.
• Regression with Heuristics
▫ www electoral vote com▫ www.electoral-vote.com

• Bayesian Nets
▫ www fivethirtyeight comwww.fivethirtyeight.com

• The Free Market
▫ www.intrade.com



Regression With HeuristicsRegression With Heuristics

Form a line of 
regression based on 
trusted polls  trusted polls. 

Don’t include polls 
which are too old etc.
(create poll window)



Prediction, Presidential Elections

Nov 3, 2008



Prediction, Senate

Nov 3, 2008



Bayesian Networksy

• Rate Polling agencies based on past 
performanceperformance.
▫ This can also be done regionally.
▫ Weight predictions of pollsters based on past Weight predictions of pollsters based on past 

performance.
• Include interactions. For instance, some regions 

seem to move together.
• Adjust models based on past success and failures



Lets go to the webg

• http://www.fivethirtyeight.com/



Prediction, Senate

Results Omit independents, would be 
59 1 to 40 9 otherwise59.1 to 40.9 otherwise.

Actual results look to be 58 to 42

Nov 3, 2008



How well did the free market do?

Nov 3, 2008



Results…
• Presidential Race
▫ www.fivethirtyeight.com – 48.5/50 (I count Missouri as 0.5)

l t l t 49/50▫ www.electoral-vote.com – 49/50
▫ www.intrade.com – 48/50
▫ No one called Indiana Correctly (not even me)

• Senate RaceSenate Race
▫ www.fivethirtyeight.com

One sort of wrong call – Minnesota
Looks like Minn will go to Norm Coleman by < 250 votes

www electoral vote com▫ www.electoral-vote.com
Probably Prefect

▫ However, Alaska was almost predicted wrong by both.
Both polls predicted a blow out. However, Anchorage Mayor Mark p p , g y
Begich beat incumbent Ted Stevens by a squeaker (<500 votes).  



Indiana goes to Obama?? Who knew?



Weird Senate RacesWeird Senate Races

Begich v  StevensBegich v. Stevens

Begish wins by < 500
votes

Coleman v. Franken

Coleman is ahead going
i   into a recount



Lessons?
• It’s hard to draw conclusions from one election.
• Both probabilistic models did very wellp y
• electoral-vote.com uses a simpler method, if it 

continues to do as well as fivethirtyeight.com then is 
may be the better predictor. y p

• However, fivethirtyeight.com gave more incite into 
their predictions. One can base predictors on their 
predictions! p

• The free market intrade does ok, but seemed to do 
slightly worse. It may do terrible without strong 
meta polls for traders to base decisions on.  p

• In four years we’ll have a better picture ☺


