
Estimation in Real Life



Facts

• “Facts are stubborn things; and whatever may be our wishes, 
our inclinations, or the dictates of our passions, they cannot 
alter the state of facts and evidence” – John Adams



A Very Simple Estimate
Suppose you want to drive from Stony Brook to 
Riverhead, and arrive by 2:00 PM.
What time do you leave?
• The distance is 32 miles.
• There is little traffic on Nicolls Rd and the LIE 

midday, so you can travel the speed limit.
• There are a few traffic lights on Nicolls Rd
• If you average about 50 mph, it will take you 32 

miles/50 miles per hour, or about 40 minutes.

You should leave by 1:20 PM



A More Complex Estimate
How many pizzerias are in Suffolk County, Long Island?
Important factors:
• How many people live in Suffolk County?
• What fraction of them eat pizza? 
• How often do then eat pizza?
• How much do they eat at a time?
• How many pies can a pizzeria cook at a time?
• How long does it take to bake a pie?
• How many hours is a pizzeria open?

Supply = Demand



A More Complex Estimate

Numerical estimate of the factors.
• How many people live in Suffolk County? N=1 x 106

• What fraction of them eat pizza? Fe=30%
• How often do then eat pizza? T=Once a week = 1/7 d
• How much do they eat at a time? Fp=Half a pie = 0.5

• How many pies can a pizzeria cook at a time? Nov=6
• How long does it take to bake a pie? Tp=0.5 hrs
• How many hours is a pizzeria open? To = 12 hrs



A More Complex Estimate
Formulate the problem:
• How many people live in Suffolk County? N=1 x 106

• What fraction of them eat pizza? Fe=30%
• How often do then eat pizza? T=Once a week = 1/7 d
• How much do they eat at a time? Fp=Half a pie = 0.5
Multiply these:
• Demand: 106 * 0.3 / 7d * 0.5 pies = 21,400 pies/day

• How many pies can a pizzeria cook at a time? Nov=6
• How long does it take to bake a pie? Tp=0.5 hrs
• How many hours is a pizzeria open? To = 12 hrs
Multiply these:
• Supply: 6 / 0.5 h * 12h/d  = 144 pies/day/pizzeria
Equating supply and demand requires 150 pizzerias



A More Complex Estimate

Or, turn it into an equation

• Npizzerias * supply/pizzeria = demand

• Npizzerias = N * Fe / T days * Fp pies /Nov pies * Tp hrs / (To hrs/day)

Check the units: They must cancel because Np is a dimensionless 
number

Ask: Does this answer seem reasonable?



Not So Very Long Ago …
2017                                                           



Interpretations

• ”This was the largest audience to ever witness an 
inauguration, period, both in person and around the globe”         

- White House Press Secretary Sean Spicer

• ”We had like a million, million and a half people” 
– Donald Trump



The Truth is?
2017                                                           2009



The National Mall

Area of mall: 203m x 1444m = 292,000 m2



• Area: 
292,000 m2

• ~30% in 
play (105

m2)
• Area per 

person?



• Area: 
292,000 m2

• ~50% in play 
(1.5x105 m2)

• Area per 
person: 3 sq
ft ~ 0.3 m2

• Max: 4.5x105

• Covering 
factor: 20%

• N = 90,000



Actual Mall Capacity
• 4th St to media tent: 190,000 ( ~area we considered)
• Capitol to 4th St: 280,000 (to right)
• Media tent to Washington Monument: 250,000 (to left)



• “Facts are stubborn things; and whatever may be our wishes, 
our inclinations, or the dictates of our passions, they cannot 
alter the state of facts and evidence” – John Adams

• “Facts are stubborn things, but statistics are pliable.” – Mark 
Twain



“official” estimates
• 2017: 250,000 
• 2013: 1,000,000 
• 2009: 1,800,000



On Reality

• “Facts are stubborn things; and whatever may be our wishes, 
our inclinations, or the dictates of our passions, they cannot 
alter the state of facts and evidence” – John Adams

• “Facts are stubborn things, but statistics are pliable.” – Mark 
Twain

• "You're saying it's a falsehood and Sean Spicer, our press 
secretary, gave alternative facts to that.”  -Kellyanne Conway


