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Ne wscor ing sys tem would have ice dthe
go ld fo r the Can adians_____________________________

It’s the eter nal que s tion when it comes to skating competition s: Can the bia sof judge s
be det e ct e dand eli min ated? STEPHEN STRAUSS fin ds that something called the Ras ch

mea s urement may do the trick

While much of the telev isi on vie wing
wo r ld gagg ed when Jamie Salé
and Dav id Pel letie r we re judge d

Olympic silve r but not gol d me dalsk aters
this week, a sma l l subs etof statis ti cia ns was
probably giv ing a sile n tyi ppee.

An othe r scor ing con trove rsy means an-
ot he rbatch of num erical papers att emp ting
ye t ag ain to resol ve figure skating’s eter nal
qu estio n : How do we deal wit h that rog ue
Russia n ju dge?

This is not exagg eration: In the early
1990s, an entire ses sio n of an Ame rican
St atis ti c a lAs sociation’s annual meeting was
devo ted to ice -sk ating judgi ng.

The "Russia n ju dge" in this con str uct is
not lit e r ally a Rus sia n, but sim p ly any judge
whos eim par tia lity is ove rwhelm ed by one
or another non -sk ating facto rs. In the era of
the Iron Cur tain, it was wid ely assume dby
We s ter n sk aters that Easter n Euro pean
ju dges had col luded to fix the eve n t s fo r
Russia nor other Com mun is tcoun try skaters.

So the que s tion becomes: Can one make
a sco ring sys tem so refi ned that it cat ches
vo te-rigg ing and compens ates for it? The
answe r ap pears to be bot h an unquali fi ed
"yes" and a quali fi ed "maybe not."

The unquali fi ed "ye s" is as fol low s . Com-
puter ized statis ti c a l technique sthat are spe -
ci fi cally desig ned to uncov er and compen-
sate for judgi ng preju dic e alrea dy exi st.
And some have alrea dy been appli ed in a
post facto sens eto figure skating.

Fo r in stanc e, in 1997, Marilyn Looney, who
is in the department of phy sical edu cation at
No rther n Il li noi s Un ive rsity, took the hig hly
disp u t e dre sul ts of the 1994 women’s Oly m-
pi c sk ating final and sub jected them to what
is known as the Ras ch mea s urement.

This statis ti c a lweighting for mula, first pro -
pose d by Danish statis ti cia n Georg Ras ch
in the 1960s, has achieve dgreat cur renc y in
education a l testing, in whi c h it is use d to
sm oot h ou t the effects of hard and easy
gr a de rs on medical or dent al cer tific ation
ex ams.

What the progr amtr ies to do is bre a kdown
the judgi ng process into discret eelem e n t sthat
take into con sid eration the judge s’ i diosyn cra -
si es and the progr am’s technical diffic ulty.

Mave rick ratings can be flag ged and their
influe n ce on the final sco res calcula ted .

Looney repor ted that in a Ras ch-adju s-
ted unive rse second -place winne rAmer ican
Na n cy Ker rig an shoul d have beaten out

Ucrain ia n Oksana Baiul for the gol d me dal.
In answe r to the que s tion of what a Ras ch-

type analys is wou ld hav emeant for the Salt
Lake City Oly m pics, Mike Lin acre, a U.S.
st atis ti cia nwho was Looney’s con sul tant for
the earli er wor k, has don ea sim p le compu -
tation of the "prej udic e patt e rn" at wor k in
the judgi ng.

Ta king into con sid eration the ave r age sco re
fo r each progr am ,each task, each judge and
each competito r, Lin acre produ c e dfo r The
Glob e and Mai l a statis ti c a lpi cture of bia s.
Ju dge sfr om fou rcoun tries – Rus sia, Franc e,
Ukraine and Pol and – were ove rwhelm ingly
le n ient on Rus sia n sk aters and just as ove r-
whelm ingly tou gh on Cana dian skaters.

"You can see there is a block vote by fou r
ju dges and it is als o surprising to see that
the Poli sh and the Ukrainian judge s we re
mo re le n ient on the Rus sia ns than on their
ow nsk aters," Lin acre says .

What the initia l pass at the Ras ch progr am
does not tel l you is why this patt e rn occurs.

In 1996, Mon tre a lst atis ti cia ns Bryan Camp-
bell of Con cordia Unive rsity and John Gal-
brait h of McGill repor tedthat their inv esti-
gation of Olympic figure skating stret ching
fr om 1976 to 1994 indicated that all judge s
tende dto fav o ur skaters from their own cou n-
tr y, but that nation a lism was inv ersely rela ted
to the ability of the skaters bei ngju dge d.

If a skat e rwa son eof the top six in his or
he r cl ass in the world, that exc ellenc e tw ig-
ge dnation a lprej udic e. Howeve r, if "you didn’t
have a shot at any of the medals, the judge s
ap peare dto be unbia s ed," Galb r aith said.

In spi te of all thes ecave ats, the que s tion
rema ins: Cou ld better number crunching
have cau ght and cor rected the preju dic e
patt e rn that Lin acre tur ned up? According
to at lea stso m est atis ti cia ns, if the Salt Lake
Ci ty sco res had been sent throu gh a com -
puter ized Ras ch preju dic e filt e r, the newest
Olympic figure -sk ating fias co mig ht nev er
have occur red.

"The outco m ecoul d have been adj ust e d
fo r ju dges’ sev erity in real tim e after all the
scores were in. We do it all the tim e in
education a ltesting," says Mar yLunz of Mea -
surement Res earch Associat es, a Chi c ago
co mpany that uses the Ras ch approach in
me dicalcer tific ation s.
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The res ult wou ld hav ebeen a process in
which eve n the judge s who judge d coul d
not hav eknow n fo r sure who had won until
after thei r bia swa sco rre ct e dfo r.

And what wou ld a prog ram that adj ust e d
fo r hu man error – eit her int ende dor acci-
dent al– hav eproduced in medal ranking s?
"Thoug ht you wou ld ask this. Yes, a Canadi-
an victo ry", says Linacre, who is wor king for
a company that is dev elo ping Ras ch software.

Bu t maybe not, other statis ti cia ns say.

McGill’s Galb r aith poi nts out that the con -
fid e n ce you hav e in any adj ust ment is a
function of the confid e n ce you hav ethat you
have truly mea s ure d ju dgeprej udic e in the
first place. Differenc esin edu cation a lju dg-
ing sev erity mig ht make use of hun dre dsor
thou s a n ds of sco ring patt e rns.

Four judgments – two each for the sho rt
and long progr ams – on 27 skaters may
si mply not be a large enoug h sample size
fo r a computer to make rea dju s tments fre e
fr om its own statis ti c a lbia s es.

All of this ign ore s the fact that massiv e
cheating sim p ly skews eve ryt hing. "If all
the cou ntr ies put in the fix, I don’t know of

a model that can pick that up," Looney says .

Finally, while amo re so phis ti c ated statis ti-
cal approach mig ht make it harde r to cheat,
it may not resol ve what has been put for-
ward as the fun d a m e n tal judgi ng problem in
sk ating. Sco ring figure skating, the old sayi ng
goes, is like ask ing someon eafter seeing a
ballet : Who won?

This is something that Unive rsity of Chi-
cago economist Gil ber t Ba s s ett has thoug ht
hard about. In 1994, in conjun ction wit h col-
le ag ue Jos eph Persk y, he did an analys is of the
pres entInter nation a l Sk ating Union sco ring
syst em. Their exa m ination was inspi red by
what Persk y thou ght was nons ensical statis -
ti c a l flaws in an ice -sk ating competition in
which his dau ght e rha dparticip ated .

"We initia l ly thoug ht, ‘What a crazy sys -
tem they hav e in place.’ But after looking
hard at it, we arriv ed at a complet ely diffe-
re n ttake on the matt e r", Bassett says .

They con clu ded the pre sent sys tem , in
which , no matt e rhow many low ranking she
re c eiv ed, the skater who get sthe maj ority of
the first-place vot eswins , is les spron e to
bia sma n ipula t ion than sco ring sys tems like

the one use din gym nasti cs that knock out
the top and bottom sco res, or other ones
that take into con sid eration tot almarks.

"A l thou gh we find no his t orical evi denc e
that skating officia ls ev er had this in min d,
they hav epi cke da sys tem par ticularly wel l-
suit e d to ..... ser ve as a  met hod of statis ti c a l
estim ation," the U.S. pair wrote at the tim e.

As a fallou t of their initia l wo rk, Bassett
subs equ ently was part of a group of statis ti-
ci ans who had figure -sk ating judge sex pla in
to them what the judgi ng judge d. What
em erged was a sor t of cul ture of incompre-
hensi on. The statis ti cia ns easily unde rstood
how to int e rpret the numbers, but they
didn’t at all unde rst andhow the numbers
we re arriv ed at in the first place.

"Fig ure skating seems to me to be un-
ju dgable, but thes eguys came in and talked
as if they were Inuit and they had five differ-
ent words for snow. As if the re was obj ectiv e
mater ial that any one wit h re asonable abilit ies
coul d say that was the guy who won, he says
with amazement att aching to eve ry word .

"To me, beau ty is in the eye of the be-
holde r".

Discus scr iti c a l ly the stat ement in the secon dparagr aph of the rig ht-hand colum nabov e: ... they have picked a  sys te m par-
ticularly wel l-suite d to ..... ser ve as a met hod of sta tis tical est imation," bearing in min d ou r two defin ition s:

* Me asuri ng: the process use dto deter min ethe value of a variat e;

* Estimating: a process whi c h us esst atis ti c a l theory to der ive the dist rib u tio n of an es tim ator and data to calcula te an
(in ter val) es tim ate.
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