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A View from Emerging Technology from the arXiv

How History's Greatest Chess Players Reveal
the Secret Formula Behind Fame

The greatest chess players are significantly more famous than their not-so-great
contemporaries, by a margin that leads to a fame-predicting formula.

May 13, 2015

ame is the state of being known by many people. So a

simple measure is the number of hits that a name

generates on Google. Indeed, various researchers have

used this as a useful proxy for fame.
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That has allowed them to ask some interesting questions about the

nature of fame. And one that constantly arises is how fame is related to

an individual’s achievement—how much more fame does greater

achievement bring?

But there’s a problem. While it’s easy to measure fame by the number of

Google hits, it’s much harder to measure achievement. So comparisons

are hard to make.

Today, Mikhail Simkin and Vwani Roychowdhury at the University of

California, Los Angeles, have found a way to solve this problem using

the well-studied achievement of top-ranked chess players. This provides

a database to compare against fame and so provide a unique insight its

nature.

The method is simple. Simkin and Roychowdhury begin with a database

of all 371 international chess title holders born between 1901 and 1943 ,
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all of them grand masters and international masters.

Each of these players has a ranking known as an Elo rating, a number

that represents the strength of the player based on his or her results

against other players. The Elo rating can also be used to predict the

outcome of matches between two players. 

The system is named after the Hungarian-American physicist Arpad

Elo, who invented it. In 1978, he published the rankings of these players

in a now legendary book called The Rating of Chessplayers, Past and

Present.  It is these rankings that Simkin and Roychowdhury use.

They enter each player’s name into Google and count the hits. Then they

plot this number against the Elo rating and work out how fame varies

with achievement.

This leads to a straightforward conclusion: fame increases exponentially

with achievement. The researchers give the example of the American

chess prodigy Bobby Fischer, one the most famous chess players in

history and also arguably the greatest, and Mikhail Botvinnik, a Soviet

grand master who is also thought of as one of the greatest.

Simkin and Roychowdhury have calculated a figure for each player that

represents their achievement and compared it to their fame. Botvinnik’s

achievement figure is 6 percent lower than Fischer’s and yet he is

significantly less famous, running up just 173,000 Google hits versus

Fischer’s 1,260,000 hits. In other words, Fischer’s achievement is only

marginally greater than Botvinnik’s but he is more than seven times as

famous.
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This is not the first time that Simkin and Roychowdhury have found an

exponential link between fame and achievement. They found a similar

link between the achievement of World War 1 fighter pilot aces and their

fame.

(There is an interesting difference between fighter pilots and chess

players, because a fighter-pilot “win” only occurs when one pilot kills

another or causes him to be taken prisoner. That means they never fight

again. By contrast, chess players can meet many times. Simkin and

Roychowdhury say this distorts the link between fame and achievement

in ways that are straightforward to take into account, once the effect is

recognized.)

The idea that fame is exponentially related to achievement has some

interesting consequences. Simkin and Roychowdhury have already used

it to estimate the achievement of Nobel Prize winners based on their

fame. “In particular, we found that Paul Dirac, who is a hundred times

less famous than Einstein, contributed to physics only two times less,”

they say.

That work was based on the fighter pilot analysis alone. “One may argue

that this approach is on a shaky foundation since there is only a single

actual observation of exponential relationship between achievement and

fame,” admit Simkin and Roychowdhury.

So the discovery of a second example provides even more evidence that

fame grows exponentially with merit is a handy advance.

Ref: arxiv.org/abs/1505.00055 : Chess Players’ Fame Versus Their Merit
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Communications

How DARPA Took On
the Twitter Bot
Menace with One
Hand Behind Its Back
When DARPA ran a competition
to find Twitter bots designed to
influence online debates, it inspired
a new generation of anti-bot
strategies.
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How One Intelligent
Machine Learned to
Recognize Human
Emotions
Nobody knew how to identify
people’s emotional states by
looking at their brain waves. Then
a machine learning algorithm
stepped in.

by Emerging Technology from the
arXiv

02

How an AI Algorithm
Learned to Write
Political Speeches
Political speeches are often
written for politicians by trusted
aides and confidantes. Could an AI
algorithm do as well?
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