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ECONOMIC MODEL ACCURATE AGAIN FOR LONDON OLYMPIC GAMES 
Economist’s formula has 97 percent accuracy rate 
COLORADO SPRINGS, Colo. – August 13, 2012 –The Colorado College economist who has predicted Olympic medals with a 93 percent accuracy rate over six consecutive Olympic Games has done it again, with 97 percent accuracy at the London Games.  He uses a model that, surprisingly, does not include athletic ability as one of its factors.
Daniel K.N. Johnson, a professor of economics at Colorado College, correctly predicted the rankings of the top five nations, anticipating that the U.S. would top the podium most often, followed in order by China, Russia, Great Britain and Germany.   
There is a 97 percent correlation between the predictions, released before the Games, and the actual medal results, and a 96 percent correlation for gold medal totals alone. Of the 134 nations predicted, 51 of them (or 38 percent) were predicted exactly correct without any error in total medals at all, while 106 nations (or 79 percent) were predicted within two of their actual medal count. For gold medals, 90 nations (or 67 percent of those predicted) were precisely correct without any error in gold medals at all; 120 nations (or 90 percent) were predicted within two of their actual wins.
Johnson’s model of Olympic success has shown uncanny accuracy time and again. He first constructed the model with an undergraduate student co-author before the 2000 Summer Games in Sydney, Australia. Since then, the model has proven itself over six consecutive Olympics, averaging a correlation of 93 percent with actual medal counts, and 85 percent for gold medals specifically. 

Johnson’s model uses only non-athletic data to make forecasts—per capita income, population and the advantage of hosting the Games (or living nearby). In the past, the formula also included political structure and climate, but the team discarded those characteristics this year in favor of two different attributes—a host nation advantage that pre-dates and post-dates the Games actually hosted, and a “cultural specific factor” that helps to correct the model’s historical under-predictions for nations like Australia and China. 
Naturally, there are surprises, such as the Bahamas’ gold medal in the men’s 4x100 relay or Botswana’s first ever Olympic medal. China and Great Britain both won many more medals, and many of them gold, than expected.  The U.S., Iran, Jamaica and New Zealand also won many more medals than expected (and a few more gold as well). Japan also won many more medals than expected, although fewer gold than anticipated.  

In contrast, Germany, Brazil, Romania and Bulgaria each won far fewer medals, and far fewer gold medals, than expected. Indonesia and Greece were each low on total medals as well, but did not suffer as much on gold medals in particular. 

Ironically, it is the surprises that Johnson celebrates most vigorously. “The Olympics are all about athletic excellence,” he says, “and it’s most important to cheer when that excellence occurs in unexpected places like in small, less wealthy nations.”  Johnson spent part of the Games in London, but also spent some watching from radically different participant nations Turkey and China. He was happy to observe each nation celebrating its own athletes, along with the achievements of athletes from the rest of the world.

During the last Summer Games, in Beijing in 2008, Johnson’s model forecast that the U.S. would top the medal count, and it did, winning 110 medals (seven more than predicted). He also correctly predicted that China would top the gold medal count, and it did, winning 51 gold medals (seven more than predicted).  During the last Winter Games, in Vancouver in 2010, the model predicted 27 medals for Canada (they won 26), but the American and German teams both vastly outperformed expectations and topped the podium more often.
Historical precision for the Summer Games has been equally startling. Before the 2004 Athens Olympics, Johnson predicted the U.S. team would win 103 medals, including 37 gold; the U.S. team won precisely 103 with 35 gold. He said Russia would win 94 medals; it won 92. For the 2000 Sydney games, he predicted 90 medals for the U.S., with 33 gold. The Americans won 97 medals, with 39 gold. For Australia, the host, he predicted 54 medals; Australia won 56. 

Johnson’s paper, “A Tale of Two Seasons: Participation and Medal Counts at the Summer and Winter Olympics,” was written in 1999 with Ayfer Ali while she was an undergraduate student and Johnson was on sabbatical at Harvard University. It was published in Social Science Quarterly in December 2004. Since then, Johnson has collaborated with students at Colorado College to make Olympic predictions based on that original model.  This year, they decided to re-calibrate the model as well.

Johnson is the chair of the economics and business department at Colorado College – located a stone’s throw from the U.S. Olympic Committee headquarters in Colorado Springs.  He also serves as a professor of economics at the college.
Johnson received his bachelor of social science degree in economics from the University of Ottawa in 1991; his master’s degree in economics from the London School of Economics in 1992; and his Ph.D. in economics from Yale University in 1998. He has been a professor at Colorado College since 2004, teaching and researching public policy and the economics of technological change.

This year, Johnson decided to report predictions for all 134 nations with available data. That table is available on his website at http://faculty1.coloradocollege.edu/~djohnson/Olympics.html.  
About Colorado College
Colorado College is a nationally prominent, four-year liberal arts and sciences college that was founded in Colorado Springs in 1874. The College operates on the innovative Block Plan, in which its approximately 2,000 students study one course at a time in intensive 3½-week segments. For more information, visit www.ColoradoCollege.edu 
NOTE TO EDITORS: Charts and graphics showing Johnson's current and past predictions, as well as Johnson and Ali's published paper, are available at http://faculty1.coloradocollege.edu/~djohnson/Olympics.html.  Updates and new graphics will be posted when available. Johnson may be contacted directly at 001-719-389-6654 (office) or 001-719-304-4410 (mobile).
