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Chapters 1-3
Key Definitions
Moneyball - Shorthand for any statistical approach in domains
previously ruled by 'the gut'.
Model - An abstract representation of some process. A model takes
what we know and uses it to predict responses in various situations.
Dynamic Model - A model that is consistently upgraded and changing
based on its external circumstances.
Recidivism - The tendency of a convicted criminal to re-offend
CDO - Collateralized debt obligations. Contracts whose value depended
on the performance of credit default swaps and mortgage-backed
securities.

Key Themes
A model's blind spots reflect the
judgements and priorities of its
creators 
A false sense of security leads to the
widespread use of imperfect models,
self-serving definitions of success,
and growing feedback loops.
A formula, whether it's a diet or tax
code, might be innocuous in theory,
but if it becomes a national or
global standard, it creates its own
distorted and dystopian economy.

Three types of models

Opacity
Scale
Damage

WMD - Toxic model based on faulty data
that usually has some kind of bias in it. For

example the LSI-R with black and poor
prisoners in the US justice system.

Three elements of a WMD:

The "Baseball Model" - Healthy models that
are transparent, continuously updated, and

assumptions and conclusions are clear.

The "Family Meal Model" - Unlikely to scale
and continuously updated. Less transparent,
but information is offered when requested. 



"Here we see that models, despite their reputation for impartiality,
reflect goals and ideology" Pg.21
"Consequently, racism is the most slovenly of predictive models. It is
powered by haphazard data gathering and spurious correlations,
reinforced by institutional inequities and polluted by confirmation
bias." Pg. 23
"We are judged by what we do, not who we are." Pg.26
"Opaque and invisible models are the rule, and clear ones very much
the exception." Pg.28
"These models, powered by algorithms, slam doors in the face of
millions of people, often for the flimsiest of reasons, and offer no
appeal. They're unfair." Pg.31
"The human suffering, which had been hidden behind numbers,
spreadsheets and risk scores, became palpable." Pg.44
"Instead of a bust, I saw a growing dystopia with inequality rising. The
algorithms would make sure that those deemed losers would remain
that way." Pg.48

Key Quotes

Do you believe Canada's current
legal system is fair? Why or why not?
What are some examples of WMDs
that you can think of?
Do you agree with the Obama
administration's approach to
addressing the WMDs in the college
system?

Discussion Questions



Chapters 4-6
Key Definitions

Predatory ads - Ads that pinpoint people in great
need and sell them false or overpriced promises.
"lead generation" - Online ad targeting to come
up with lists of sellable prospects.
PredPol - Predictive policing. A model that targets
geography, with key inputs including the type and
location of each crime and when it occurred.
Gild - A San Francisco-based startup. Develops
profiles of job candidates for its customers. 

Key Themes
The perpetuation of the wealth gap at the hands of WMDs due
to advertising - The poor and vulnerable are targeted and
exploited at the hands of predatory advertising stemming
from WMDs.
We criminalize poverty, believing all the while that our tools are
not only scientific but fair - The bias in our justice system
algorithms leads to criminalization and perpetuation of
stereotypes about lower-income demographics. 
Models can be made up of bundles of untested assumptions 



Key Quotes

How did finding out about predatory
ads and how they exploit the
vulnerable make you feel? 
Do you believe the PredPol Model is
fair? Why or why not?
What are some ways that companies
can change their hiring process to
make it less discriminatory as
opposed to using biased
questionnaires?

Discussion Questions

"The greatest divide is between the winners in our system, like our
venture capitalist, and the people his models prey upon." pg70
"Vulnerability is worth gold, it always has been." Pg.72
"And if the program is predatory, it gauges their weaknesses and
vulnerabilities and pursues the most efficient path to exploit them."
Pg.77
"Yet, a crucial component of a WMD is that it is damaging to many
people's lives." Pg.79
"In our largely segregated cities, geography is a highly effective proxy
for race." Pg.87
"The high number of arrests would do nothing but confirm the broadly
shared thesis of society's middle and upper class: the poor people are
responsible for their own shortcomings and commit most of the cities
crimes." Pg.89
"In this system, the poor and unwhite are punished more for being
who they are than living where they live." Pg.97
"We can use the scale and efficiency that make WMDs so pernicious in
order to help people. It all depends on the objective we chose." Pg.118



Chapters 7-9
Key Definitions

Clopening - when an employee works late one night to close a store
or cafe and then returns, a few hours later, before dawn to open it.
OR - Operations research. A powerful discipline of applied
mathematics in which most scheduling technology has its roots.
Opaque - not clear.
Simpsons Paradox - when a whole body of data displays one trend
yet when broken into subgroups, the opposite trend comes into
view for each of those subgroups.
Redlining - a discriminatory practice in which services are withheld
from potential customers who reside in neighbourhoods classified
as 'hazardous' to investment; these neighbourhoods have significant
numbers of racial and ethnic minorities and low-income residents.

Key Themes
Efficiency-focused WMDs treat workers like
cogs in a machine.
WMDs use prejudice in decision making
which leads to an unintentional bias against
certain demographics of people
If we don't wrestle back a measure of
control, future WMDs will feel mysterious
and powerful. Future preventative measures
should be put into place.



Discussion Questions

Key Quotes
"So the system identifies apparent losers, and a good number of them
lost their jobs during the recession. That alone is unjust." Pg.133
'Bogus is the word for it, in fact, misinterpreted statistics run through
the history of teacher evaluation." Pg.136
"Outsiders, including minorities and women, were routinely locked out.
They had to put together an impressive financial portfolio - and then
hunt for open-minded bankers." Pg.142
"But framing debt as a moral issue is a mistake." Pg.149
"Innovation, after all, hinges on the freedom to experiment." Pg.157
"Like Hoffman, the creators of these new models confuse correlation
with causation. They punish the poor and especially racial and ethnic
minorities." Pg.162
"In the world of WMDs, privacy is increasingly a luxury that only the
wealthy can afford." Pg.170
"Employers are overdosing on our data. They're busy using it, as we've
seen, to score us as potential employees and as workers." Pg. 178

Do you agree with the testing of
students to determine teachers'
performance? Why or why not?
In your opinion, should credit play a role
in determining the worth of a person? 
What data in your opinion should your
employers have and not have access to? 



Hippocratic Oath

I remember that I didn't make this world and it
doesn't satisfy my equations

Though I will use models to estimate value, I will
not be overly impressed by mathematics

I will never sacrifice reality for elegance without
explaining why I have done so

Nor will I give people who use my model false
comfort about its accuracy. Instead, I will make

explicit it's assumptions and oversight.

I understand that my work may have enormous
effects on society and the economy, many of

them beyond my comprehension.

Chapter 10 & Outro
Key Definitions

 

Key Themes

Algorithm - a process or set of rules to be followed in
calculations or other problem-solving operations, especially by
a computer.
Proxies -  a server application that acts as an intermediary
between a client requesting a resource and the server
providing that resource.
Microtargeting - a marketing strategy that uses consumer data
and demographics to identify the interests of specific
individuals or very small groups of like-minded individuals and
influence their thoughts or actions.

 

Microtargeting can
lead to discourse and
disparity.
Assembling of
humanity in the
policing of WMDs.



Key Quotes

Discussion Questions

"The algorithms are hidden from us, and we only see
the results of the experiments researchers choose to
publish." Pg.184
 "The scoring of individual voters undermines
democracy, making a minority of voters important and
the rest a little more than a supporting cast." Pg.196
"Fairness, in most cases, was a by-product." Pg.202
"But solid values and self-regulation reign in only the
scrupulous." Pg.206
"The technology already exists, it's only the will that
we're lacking." Pg.214
"Math deserves much better than WMDs, and
democracy does too." Pg.218

How can microtargeting
cause discourse between
various niche groups of

people?
What are some things you
can do to aid in the fight

against WMDs?


