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To check this out, go to the Google Ngrams site (https://books.google.com/ngrams), type in mass murder and 
serial murder, check the “case-insensitive” box, and change the ending year to 2010. Exhibit 9.4 shows the resulting 
screen (if you don’t obtain a graph, try using a different browser). Note that the height of a graph line represents the 
percentage that the term represents of all words in books published in each year, so a rising line means greater relative 
interest in the word, not simply more books being published. You can see that mass murder emerges in the early 20th 
century, while serial murder did not begin to appear until much later, in the 1980s. It’s hard to stop checking other 
ideas by adding in other terms, searching in other languages, or shifting to another topic entirely.

Analysis of Big Data is already changing lives. For example, Jeremy Ginsberg and his colleagues (2009) at Google 
realized they could improve the response to the spread of f lu around the world by taking advantage of the fact that 
about 90 million U.S. adults search online for information about specific illnesses each year. Ginsberg et al. started 
a collaboration with the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), which collects data every year from 
about 2,700 health centers about patients’ f lu symptoms (Butler, 2013). By comparing this official CDC data with 
information from the Google searches, Ginsberg and his colleagues were able to develop a Big Data–based procedure 
for predicting the onset of the f lu. How? Rather than having to wait for patients 
to visit doctors and for the doctors to file reports—as the CDC does—the Google 
search approach uncovers trends when people first start to experience symptoms 
and are searching with Google to find out about their symptoms and possible 
diagnosis. Our next case study illuminates how the law enforcement agencies are 
also harnessing Big Data to make predictions.

Exhibit 9.4 Ngram of Mass Murder and Serial Murder

Source: Google Books Ngram Viewer. (n.d.). [Website]. Retrieved September 19, 2015, from http://books.google.com/ngrams

Ngrams  Frequency graphs produced by 
Google’s database of all words printed in more 
than one third of the world’s books over time 
(with coverage still expanding)

Case Study
Predicting Where Crime Will Occur

If you have seen the film Minority Report, you have gotten a far-fetched glimpse of a world where people are arrested for 
criminal acts that they are predicted to do, not that they have actually done. FOX also has a television series premiere 
in the fall of 2015 called Minority Report that is based on the same premise. While crime predictions in these shows are 
based on clairvoyants (people who can see into the future) and not real data, law enforcement agencies are beginning to 


