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The quality media…

• “Every alcoholic drink increases a 
woman’s chance of breast cancer by 6 
per cent.”

- BBC News At Ten. 



It starts here…



Then goes here…



But sometimes…

• “Every alcoholic drink increases a 
woman’s chance of breast cancer by 6 
per cent.”

- BBC News At Ten. 



What can we do?

ASK QUESTIONS!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!



Q1: Is that a big number?



Story - Fat USA?

• 55,000 women in the US die of anorexia each year.

• Charities and pressure groups have  launched a joint 
campaign, targeting schools and celeb images.   

• List the elements and angles you want for a Today 
prog radio report.

Exercise for journalists



• But…

• Anorexia is a disease overwhelmingly of 
young women. 

• Total deaths from all causes in US 
among females aged 15-44…

• = 53,000 approx



Er…
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On reflection…

• What chance that more than 100 per cent of 
young women who die, die from anorexia?

• Based on real events. Except that the figure 
claimed in news reports in the US and UK, 
was…

• 150,000.



Who would fall for that..?

• 55,000 women in the US die of anorexia each year.



G8 debt relief of $50bn

=$1.5bn annually
=£750m
G8 population = 750m
=£1 per head.

=£0?



Q2: Who’s counting whom?



Norovirus

Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
No one is counting. Sampling is the rule. �



Norovirus confidence intervals
• 1:1500 (1 lab case = 1500 in community). 
• 2000 lab cases = 3million in community

• But maybe  1:140 (lower end of 95% CI)
• (=280,000 cases)

• Or maybe 1:17,000 (upper end of 95% CI)
• (=34 million cases)

• confirmed Norovirus lab cases in the IID community study…
• =1

Source: HPA

Presenter�
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Norovirus lab reports

Source: Health Protection Agency
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Q3: Why?



Scattergram generated by 
random x,y co-ords

The Texas Sharpshooter Fallacy

Presenter�
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There’s more chance about than you think.�



Up and down



Speed camera

Presenter�
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“We did that!:” say ministers. But was it the man or the dog?�



Up and down - Helena, 
Montanna



Heart attacks and smoking, 
Scotland.

Age Standardised (European Standard Population) Discharge rate per 100,000 population
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Retail sales growth - UK

“Steady underlying growth”

Presenter�
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One man and his dog



Risk

Q4: How many people?



“Save our Butty”



Bringing home the bacon

21% increase in risk of colorectal cancer for every 
50g of bacon daily.

Baseline risk
5 in every 100 get colorectal cancer
21% increase on 5
= 6 in every 100 get colorectal cancer
ie 99 out of 100 unaffected



Which is clear?

• An extra 50g of bacon consumed on a daily 
basis increases the risk of colorectal cancer 
by 21 per cent (incidence of 40 per 100,000).  

OR
• About 5 in every 100 men typically get 

colorectal cancer in a lifetime. If they all eat 
an extra rasher or two of bacon every day for 
life, about 6 will. 



What’s the story?

Taxes up?
Stealth?

Big Government?

Labour and Tax

Your turn…

Presenter�
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Tax as % of National income
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Data
‘Data! Data! Data!’ he cried impatiently. ‘I can’t make 
bricks without clay.’

- Sherlock Holmes in The Adventures of the Copper Beeches

Q4: What’s the data?



Railway safety

Source: HMI railways inspectorate and Prof Andrew Evans

Presenter�
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About 150 people lived who might have been expected to die had BR trend continued. �



Railway safety

• “That can’t possibly be true. Hatfield 
proved that safety got worse…”



How much must a childless couple earn 
(after tax and benefits) 

to be in the top 10% of incomes for this 
group?

• £35,000
• £50,000
• £60,000
• £75,000
• £100,000
• £150,000



How many stakeholder 
pensions already?

• 10%
• 20%
• 30%
• 40%



How many gymslip mums?

• There are 780,000 singe parents on 
means tested benefits. How many are 
under 18 (ie how many ‘gym-slip 
mums?’)

• 20,000
• 50,000
• 100,000



The UK Income Distribution in 
2005/06
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Targets: Bevan and Hood’s 
performance typology

• 1: All is well, performance is improving and 
the numbers capture what’s going on

• 2: The numbers capture what’s going on in 
the parts we’re measuring but not the weird 
stuff now happening elsewhere.

• 3: Performance as measured seems fine, but 
it’s not what it seems because of gaming.

• 4: The numbers are lies.
• Unfortunately, we often can’t tell which.



Bull’s Eye?



The Whole Elephant
It was six men of Indostan

To learning much inclined,

Who went to see the Elephant

(Though all of them were blind),

That each by observation

Might satisfy his mind…



Total tax revenue as %of GDP

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985

AUSTRALIA
BELGIUM
CANADA
DENMARK
FINLAND
FRANCE
GERMANY
JAPAN
NEW ZEALAND
SWEDEN
UK
US
OECD Total
OECD Europe



Total tax revenue as % of 
GDP
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“Makes statistics far, far too interesting” - Rory Bremner
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